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Attitudes

● Evaluations of the social world

● So important that in the early 1900's, the field of 
social psychology was defined as the study of 
attitudes

● Often, attitudes are not simple evaluations like 
“Good” or “Bad”

● Complex and ambivalent attitudes are very common

● Any combination of high and low positive and 
negative reactions can occur



  

Attitudes

● Affectively, behaviourally, and cognitively-based attitudes

● Inconsistencies are common between these factors

● Attitudes are sometimes primarily based on one of these factors

● Affective – I feel happy when I think about my computer; I feel 
distrustful when I think about that political leader

● Behavioural – I tend to avoid that restaurant; I smile when I am 
near that person

● Cognitive – I believe that people from that group are better than 
people from that other group; I have positive expectations of 
this course



  

Attitude formation

● We have attitudes towards hundreds of issues, 
topics, people, situations, etc

● The study of how those attitudes develop and 
change is of major importance

● Politics

● Advertising/marketing (Brakus et al, 2009)

● Justice system

● Interpersonal interactions



  

Attitude formation

● Attitudes are mostly learned:

● Classical conditioning

● Repeated pairing of a neutral stimulus with a 
positive or negative stimulus causes the neutral 
stimulus to acquire ability to evoke reaction

● Operant (Instrumental) conditioning

● Behaviours that are rewarded are more likely to 
occur again

● Behaviours that are punished are less likely to 
occur again



  

Attitude formation

● Vicarious (Observational) learning

● Learning by watching parents, media, friends

● Social comparison

● Compare our own attitudes to others, in order to 
determine if our attitudes are correct

● Particularly powerful when comparing self to people 
you value or identify with



  

Attitude formation

● Attitudes are mostly based on learning, but 
there is some evidence emerging that genetic 
factors play a role as well

● Attitudes towards factors such as new experiences, 
risk taking, altruism are partly genetically based

● What information we seek out is determined in part 
by past experience, personality (genetics), etc

● Much research in this area focuses on political 
attitudes (eg: Hatemi et al, 2010)



  

Attitude formation

● Four main domains of cultural values that affect 
attitude formation:

● Individualism/collectivism

● Power distance (acceptance of unequal power 
within the population)

● Uncertainty avoidance

● Masculinity/Femininity (highly differentiated vs 
overlapping)



  

Attitude formation

● Mere exposure effect

● Previous exposure to something leads to a more 
favourable impression of that stimulus

● Applies even when we do not remember the first time 
seeing the stimulus

● However, individual differences

exist and with repeated

over-exposure the 

opposite can occur

(Hunter et al, 2011)



  

Attitude functions

● Knowledge function

● Attitudes as schemas

● Help us evaluate and organize new information about the 
world quickly and (relatively) efficiently

● Identity function

● Attitudes can communicate who we are and what we 
value

● Self-esteem

● Expressing and acting on our attitudes can make us feel 
good (especially when the attitudes have a moral 
component)



  

Attitude functions

● Ego-defensive function

● Claim a certain attitude to protect self from 
unwanted information or traits

● Similar to the Freudian concept of “reaction 
formation”

● Impression management function

● Express attitudes to alter other people's 
impressions of us



  

Effects of attitude on behaviour

● To what extent to we actually behave in 
accordance with our attitudes?

● There are specific circumstances in which our 
behaviour is and is not influenced by our 
attitudes

● LaPiere's classic study of attitudes and 
behaviour (1934)



  

Effects of attitudes on behaviour

● Edelman, 2009



  

Effects of attitudes on behaviour

● Situational constraints

● Our expression of attitudes, and the degree to 
which our behaviour is consistent with our attitudes, 
depends on our perception of how prevalent the 
attitude is among others

● Importantly, this is based on perceived, not actual, 
attitudes of others

● What is it like to express a very different opinion 
from the group?



  

Effects of attitudes on behaviour

● Strength of attitudes

● Behaviour is more likely to be based on strongly 
held attitudes than those that are more weakly held

● Attitude extremity

● How strong of an emotional reaction is provoked by 
the object

● Personal experience

● Attitudes based on personal experiences are more 
available than those learned indirectly



  

Effects of attitudes on behaviour

● The Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen & Madden, 1985; 
Ajzen, 1991) provides an explanation of when and under what 
conditions attitudes and behaviours will be consistent

● Three factors affect behavioural intention:

● Attitudes towards the behaviour (do I want to do the behaviour?)

● Subjective norms (will others approve or disapprove?)

● Perceived behavioural control (is it possible for me to actually do 
this behaviour?)

● Situational factors can then affect whether or not the intended 
behaviour is completed



  

Effects of attitudes on behaviour

● Ajzen, 1991



  

Effects of attitude on behaviour

● Nigg, Lippke & Maddock, 2009



  

Effects of attitude on behaviour



  

Effects of attitudes on behaviour

● Povey, Wellens & Connor (2001) compared 
attitudes towards various types of diets among 
meat eaters, vegetarians, and vegans

● Not suprisingly, attitude, PBC, subjective 
norms, and intention corresponded to the 
person's diet



  

Persuasion

● The use of messages to change the beliefs, 
attitudes, or behaviours of others

● Advertising and marketing

● Protesting

● Debating

● Evidence for or against a theory



  

Persuasion

● Four main factors are involved in persuasive attitude 
change

● Source of the message

● Greater persuasion if the speaker is credible, attractive, 
and confident (and speaks quickly?)

● Message itself

● Two-sided (best when audience disagrees) vs one-sided 
approach (best when audience already agrees)

● Messages that are not obvious in their attempt to change 
attitudes (remember impression formation?)



  

Persuasion

● Target audience

● With older age we become less able to be persuaded

● Higher intelligence in the audience leads to less persuasion

● There are cultural differences in what aspects of the 
speaker as most influential 

● Source credibility is more important in Asian cultures

● But most aspects of persuasion are similar (youth, beauty, 
money, etc)

● Method of communication

● Complex messages are more persuasive when read, simple 
messages are more persuasive when heard



  

Cognition and persuasion

● Systematic versus heuristic processing

● Central route to persuasion – careful, deliberate 
consideration of the information and ideas 
contained in the message

● Peripheral route to persuasion – use of 
automatic processing (heuristics) off information 
in the message

● Often based on credibility, status, attractiveness, 
etc of the person delivering the message



  

Cognition and persuasion

Stimulus

Fast, non-
conscious, 
automatic, 
biased,
more errors

Slow, conscious, deliberate, logical, fewer errors

Behaviour

Peripheral route
Attractiveness, credibility, confidence, status

Central route
Facts, specs, data, arguments



  

Cognition and persuasion

● Elaboration-likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986)

● The likelihood that we engage in systematic processing 
(elaboration) instead of heuristic processing depends on the 
situation

● If we have lots of knowledge, feel a high need to form an 
accurate opinion, the issues is important to us, and we have 
enough time, we will process the information deliberately

● Somewhat easier to change attitudes with the peripheral route

● People are generally more persuadable when they are 
distracted



  

Cognition and persuasion

Stimulus

Fast, non-
conscious, 
automatic, 
biased,
more errors

Slow, conscious, deliberate, logical, fewer errors

Behaviour

Peripheral route
High cognitive load, not 
enough time, unimportant, 
low knowledge, tired, 
distracted

Central route
Knowledgeable, high need 
for accuracy, high 
importance, enough time



  



  

Resisting persuasion

● Reactance – negative reaction to the feeling that 
someone is trying to change our behaviour 

● Persuasion can be perceived as an attempt to limit our 
freedom to choose other behaviours

● Often results in negative attitude change

● Knowledge of persuasive attempt

● When we know that a persuasion attempt is coming, we 
think of counterarguments ahead of time

● In fact, expecting a persuasion attempt actually moves 
our attitudes in the opposite direction



  

Resisting persuasion

● Selective avoidance and biased assimilation

● We preferentially seek out, pay attention to, believe, 
and remember information that is consistent with our 
existing attitudes

● Closely related to the Confirmation Bias

● Active defense of existing attitudes

● Consciously thinking of counterarguments

● Attitude inoculation

● Observe an attitude that is different from your own, 
then a counterargument



  

Cognitive Dissonance

● An uncomfortable state resulting from inconsistency 
among attitudes or between attitudes and behaviour

● Praising a meal that you did not actually like in order to 
not upset the cook

● Believing that a political decision was correct, but 
recognizing it as hypocritical

● Going to work

● Choice to use or not use public transportation

● Sometimes leads to a change in attitude to reduce 
the dissonance



  

Cognitive Dissonance

● Festinger & Carlsmith (1959)

● Participants completed boring task for one hour, 
then were told that the research assistant was 
not present and they needed to “fill in” for her by 
convincing waiting participants that the task was 
enjoyable

● Some participants were paid 1$ to act as the RA, 
and some were paid 20$

● They were then asked their own opinion about 
the task



  

Cognitive Dissonance

● In the 20$ group, the money provided the 
justification for the behaviour

● While in the 1$ group, attitudes had to change 
to account for the behaviour



  

Cognitive Dissonance

● Ways to reduce dissonance:

● Change attitude or behaviour

● Acquire new information to support the behaviour or 
attitude (ie: thinking about benefits of smoking)

● Trivialize the inconsistency

● Minimizing the emotional discomfort through self-
afirmations



  

Cognitive Dissonance

● Insufficient justification effect – More dissonance 
(and more attitude change) when we do not have 
a good reason for engaging in a particular 
behaviour

● Recall the Festinger study

● Factors that provide justification and reduce 
dissonance:

● Strong coercion

● Large rewards/benefits

● Perception of being bribed



  

Cognitive Dissonance

● Cognitive dissonance can be used for positive behaviour 
change (safe sex, responsible drinking, exercising, etc)

● Make hypocrisy salient (easily available) by encouraging 
expression of attitudes that are inconsistent with 
behaviour

● Then think about past behaviour and provide method of 
changing future behaviour

● Motivational interviewing is based in part on these 
concepts, and is used to promote healthy behaviours and 
reduce unwanted ones (Miller & Rollnick, 1991)
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