To What Extent do Attitudes Predict Behaviour? A Critical Discussion of Social Learning Theory and Cognitive Dissonance Theory.

The extent to which attitudes predict behaviour has long been a central question in social psychology. Attitudes, defined as evaluative judgements about people, objects, and ideas, have traditionally been considered reliable predictors of behaviour (Eagly & Chaiken, 1933). The assumption is that if we know someone’s attitude toward a topic, we can infer how they will behave in related situations. However, research has repeatedly demonstrated that the link between attitudes and behaviours is not always straightforward or strong (Wicker, 1969; Krosnick & Fabrigar, 2021). Recent meta-analytic and empirical studies confirm that while attitudes are often necessary for behavioural prediction, they are rarely sufficient on their own due to moderating variables such as context, identity, and social influence (Cohen et al., 2022).
This essay critically explores this complex relationship through the lenses of two foundational psychological theories: Social Learning Theory (SLT) and Cognitive Dissonance Theory (CDT). These theories offer contrasting mechanisms for understanding how attitudes relate to behaviour, SLT focusing on environmental modelling and reinforcement and CDT emphasising internal psychological consistency. By evaluating theoretical concepts, empirical research, and contextual moderators such as culture, social norms, and methodological considerations, this essay aims to assess the extent to which attitudes can reliably predict behaviour.
Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) posits that attitudes and behaviours are learned through observation and imitation within a social context. Behavioural modelling, reinforcement, and the credibility of observed models are critical components of the learning process. SLT marks a departure from purely behaviourist theories by incorporating cognitive processes such as attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation.
One practical demonstration of SLT’s relevance is in adolescent health behaviour. Brabandere et al. (2025) investigated how adolescents’ exposure to fitness influencers on Instagram affected their health-related attitudes. The study found that those who frequently viewed fitness-related content developed more favourable attitudes toward physical activity and were more likely to engage in such behaviour themselves. This indicates that attitudes formed through social observation can indeed predict behaviour when reinforcement and identification with the model are present.
Similarly, Martens et al. (2021) evaluated anti-bullying campaigns that used peer role models to promote prosocial attitudes. Students exposed to peers who demonstrated empathetic and supportive behaviour not only reported improved attitudes toward helping but also exhibited higher rates of intervention in bullying scenarios. The power of peer modelling and reinforcement underscores SLT’s assertion that observed behaviour can shape internal attitudes that guide future actions. 
Negative behavioural modelling is also well explained by SLT. Kelly et al. (2023) demonstrated that exposure to pro-vaping content on TikTok was associated with more permissive attitudes toward vaping and increased likelihood of vaping initiation among adolescents. These findings highlight how social media can serve as a conduit for both positive and negative behavioural influences through social modelling.
Recent longitudinal work has further validated SLT mechanisms in online environments. For example, Bail, et al (2018) found that repeated exposure to politically biased content on TikTok and YouTube shaped not only attitudes but voting intentions, especially among first-time voters. This supports SLT’s contention that identification with perceived credible models, especially influencers, can have long-term attitudinal and behavioural consequences. 
Despite its contributions, SLT has limitations. It tends to assume a passive observer and underestimates the role of individual agency and internal reflection. SLT also does not fully explain why individuals may act against observed norms or fail to model behaviours they have positively evaluated. Moreover, the theory presumes that learned attitudes automatically translate into behaviour, which may not hold true in istuations where other factors, such as environmental constraints or conflicting values, come into play (Mesch & Talmud, 2020).
Cognitive Dissonance Theory (Festinger, 1957) approaches the attitude-behaviour relationship from a different angle. Rather than assuming that attitudes precede behaviour, CDT posits that individuals experience discomfort when their behaviour conflicts with their attitudes. This discomfort, cognitive dissonance, motivates them to restore consistency, often by altering their attitudes. 
The foundational study by Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) showed that participants paid only $1 to lie about a dull task later reported more positive attitudes toward the task than those paid $20. This suggests that insufficient external justification for a behaviour leads to internal attitude change to resolve the dissonance. This finding has been replicated in various contexts and remains one of the most cited pieces of evidence in support of CDT. 
Tannenbaum et al. (2015) provided contemporary support for CDT in the context of public health. Their meta-analysis demonstrated that health messages framed to induce dissonance, for example, asking smokers to publicly advocate against smoking, were more effective in promoting cessation than fear-based appeals. This suggests that behaviour change, when self-initiated, can trigger internal realignment of attitudes for consistency. 
Van der Linden et al. (2021) applied CDT to environmental psychology, finding that individuals who adopted minor environmentally friendly behaviours, such as using reusable bags, gradually developed more pro-environmental attitudes. This “foot-in-the-door” effect supports the notion that behaviours can serve as catalysts for subsequent attitude change, especially when individuals seek align their self-concept with their actions. 
The COVID-19 pandemic offered additional real-world illustrations. Betsch et al, (2021) observed that initial mask-wearing behaviours, even when externally mandated, led to more favourable attitudes toward mask use over time. As individuals repeatedly engaged in the behaviour, many came to endorse it more strongly, aligning their attitudes with their actions to reduce dissonance.
Recent neuroscientific studies have provided biological support for CDT. Izuma & Adolphs (2020) used fMRI to show that dissonance reduction activities reward-related brain regions, particularly in tasks requiring participants to change attitudes post-choice. This provides converging evidence that the discomfort of dissonance is not just psychological nut also neurobiological in nature. 
However, CDT is not universally applicable. Kitayama et al. (2004) found that dissonance effects were stronger in individualist cultures, where personal consistency is highly valued. In collectivist cultures, maintaining group harmony often takes precedence, diminishing the drive for internal consistency and thereby reducing the impact of dissonance. More recent cross-cultural analyses (e.g., Song & Zuo, 2022) reaffirm this, showing that East Asian participants exhibited weaker dissonance-induced attitude shifts compared to Western participants, further limiting CDT’s cross-cultural generalizability. 
Despite the support offered by both SLT and CDT, the predictive power of attitudes is moderated by a host of contextual and individual variables. One of the most influential models that accounts for these variables is the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). TPB suggests that attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control together predict behavioural intentions, which in turn predict behaviour. 
Armitage and Conner (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of TPB research and found that attitudes alone accounted for only a moderate proportion of behavioural variance. When social norms and perceived control were included, the predictive accuracy improved significantly. This suggests that even strongly held attitudes may fail to predict behaviour if individuals feel social pressure or lack the means to act.
More recently, McEachan et al. (2016) confirmed the robustness of TPB across various health domains, noting that while attitudes contribute to intentions, perceived control and normative pressure are often stronger predictors of actual behaviour, especially when actions are constrained by structural barriers or social risk.
Measurement techniques also affect the strength of the attitude-behaviour link. Greenwald et al. (2009) found that implicit attitudes, measured using the Implicit Association Test (IAT), often predicted spontaneous or automatic behaviours better than self-reported attitudes. Recent studies such as Kurdi et al., (2019) have extended this work, showing that while implicit and explicit attitudes are often aligned, divergence between them can explain behaviour-attitude inconsistencies in areas like rce, gender, and moral judgements.
Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA) has also been advocated to improve that validity of behaviour prediction (Shifman et al., 2008). By capturing real-time data in naturalistic environments, EMA offers a more accurate representation of how attitudes translate into behaviour in situ, as opposed to retrospective self-reports that may be subject to recall biases or social desirability. Rusby et al. (2013) used EMA to show how momentary shifts in social context, mood, or peer pressure significantly modulate whether attitudes result in behaviour especially among adolescents. 
Cultural norms further influence consistency between attitudes and behaviour. Heine & Lehman, (1997) & Kitayama et al, (2004) found that in collectivist cultures, individual attitudes had less predictive power compared to group norms. People in such cultures are more likely to align their behaviours with group expectations rather than internal evaluations. This complicates attempts to generalise attitude-behaviour theories across different sociocultural contexts. Gelfand et al., (2021) expanded on this, demonstrating that in tight cultures, those with strong norms and low tolerance for deviance, behaviour is more norm-driven than attitude-driven, regardless of internal conviction. 
Both Social Learning Theory (SLT) and Cognitive Dissonance Theory (CDT) offer valuable insights into the complex relationship between attitudes and behaviour, albeit from opposing directions. SLT posits that attitudes develop from observed behaviour, suggesting that individuals internalise attitudes through imitation and reinforcement (Bandura. 1977). This model is particularly useful in explaining how norms and behaviours are transmitted within social contexts, such as peer groups and digital communities (Byrne et al., 2022). It is also predictive in structured environments where modelling and reinforcement are clear and consistent. 
CDT, by contrast, emphasizes internal psychological tension as the driver of attitudinal change. It explains how behaviour that conflicts with pre-existing attitudes can lead to psychological discomfort, prompting individuals to realign their attitudes for consistency (Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959; Izuma & Adolphs, 2020). This theory excels in explaining behaviour-driven attitude change and has been particularly relevant in contexts such as health interventions and environmental advocacy (Van der Linden et al., 2021; Tannenbaum et al., 2015). 
While SLT is better at predicting future behaviours based on observed attitudes and reinforcement, CDT is more diagnostic, explaining why attitude shifts may occur after behaviours are enacted. The two theories also differ in their assumptions about agency, SLT emphasises external influence and observation, whereas CDT focuses on internal cognitive regulation.
However, both theories have limitations. SLT often overlooks individual agency and assumes a linear relationship between observation and imitation. CDT meanwhile, may be culturally bound, with reduced relevance in collectivist societies where group norms supersede personal consistency (Heine & Lehman, 1997; Kitayama et al, 2004). Moreover, both theories fail to fully account for contextual variables such as norms, behavioural control, and situational constraints, which are well addressed by the Theory of Planned Behaviour (McEchan et al., 2016).
The relationship between attitudes and behaviour is far from straightforward. While attitudes can predict behaviour under certain conditions, the link is moderated by multiple cognitive, social, and contextual variables. Social Learning Theory demonstrates how attitudes are acquired and reinforced through observation, particularly in structured or media-rich environments. In contrast, Cognitive Dissonance Theory reve how behaviours can shape attitudes through internal pressure to maintain psychological consistency.
Modern frameworks such as the Theory of Planned Behaviour and advances in measurement techniques (e.g., implicit testing, ecological momentary assessment) have improved the predictability of this relationship by accounting for moderating factors like norms and control. Nonetheless, cultural variability and the dynamic nature of attitudes continue to challenge simplistic models of attitude-behaviour alignment. 
A nuanced understanding of this relationship requires an integrative approach that considers both cognitive and behavioural origins of attitudes, as well as the broader sociocultural and situational context in which individuals operate. Only then can psychological theory provide a robust explanation for when and why attitudes align, or fail to align, with behaviour. 
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