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3.1 The imporfance of affitudes ...

The concept of attitude has been, and remains, central and fundamen-
tal to social psychology. Allport (1954}, for example, viewed attitudes
as ‘the most distinctive and indispensable concept in social psychology’.
It is not hard to see why. In virtually all aspects of our social life we are
continually seeking to discover other people’s attitudes, telling others of
our views, and trying to change someone else’s opinions. In the world
of communication and information technology advertising campaigns
are often aimed at instilling in us a positive attitude towards a particu-
lar product with the hope that this will result in us buying what they
have to sell. Other advertising campaigns aim to persuade us to change
our behaviour by changing our opinions. Disagreements with others
over what may be the appropriate or correct attitude make us aware of
their powerful emotional foundations, Attitudes, then, are important to
understanding stereotyping, prejudice, voting infentions, consumer
behaviour and interpersonal attraction to name but a few major areas
in social psychology.

Attitudes are also important simply because people hold a very large
number of them towards many objects, other people and themselves.
How attitudes come to be formed will be dealt with shortly; suffice to
say that our parents, peers, powerful others, media and cultural norms
all play an important role in determining the artitudes we hold.
Attitudes towards minority groups (racial, cthnic or religious, for
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example) when strongly held and evaluated negatively provide the
foundations of prejudice and discrimination. It is also important to
remember that people differ markedly in their attitudes towards the
same object or person. Social norms (implicit or explicit ‘rules’ of
behaviour in one’s peer group, social class difference, etc.) as well as
cultural norms (more general codes of conduct and ethical standards of
a society — which may also be either explicit or implicit) are responsi-
ble for a certain degree of uniformity, but an individual’s direct experi-
ence produces a diverse range of attitudes and opinions. For example,
early childhood experiences, family values, level of educational attain-
ment and sub-culture ethos all contribute to creating differences among
people.

~Two reasons for social psychologists directing so much attention to

" the study of attitudes are: (a) given that the goals of social psychology

are to understand, explain and predict behaviour (see Chapter 1), then
knowledge of people’s attitudes provides crucial insights; (b) attitudes
are relatively enduring but also relatively easy to change (when consid-
ered in relation to beliefs and values), hence variables and circum-
stances which cause attitude change and behaviour chr;';nge through

[t may prove useful to distinguish between beliefs and values.
Beliefs are what we hold to be true about the world; beliefs vary in
how strongly they are held and how important those beliefs are for
us. For example, a person believing in the existence of God would
regard that belief as important and one which affected many other
beliefs the person holds, for example, in marriage and attending
church. By contrast, a person may believe, with good reason, that it
is important to wear sunglasses while driving in sunshine, but such a
belief is not likely to be of central importance to the person and
hence it is unlikely to affect many other beliefs. Strongly held beliefs
which are of central importance to us are highly resistant to change.
This is also true of attitudes, as we shall see later in this chapter
(Section 3.6).

Values represent our ethical and moral codes of conduct and are
highly influenced by cultural, social and peer group norms. Values
influence the way we conduct our life, what we look for in a relation-
ship, how law-abiding we will be, etc. Like beliefs, values are highly
resistant to change; when they do change, for example when a person
becomes a member of a religious cult, a person’s beliefs, attitudes and
behaviour may also change dramatically. To make a simplistic summa-
ry, beliefs represent what we think is true about the world and values
1_'epliesent how we feel, morally and ethically about the world in which
we live.
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3.2 Formation of aftitudes

Most social psychologists would agree that attitudes are learned
through direct or indirect experience. However, recent research by
Waller et al. (1990) and Keller et al. (1992) has produced evidence to
show that genetic factors may also play a role. As with much other
research on genetic influences in psychology, research by Waller et al.
(1990) found that the attitudes of identical twins correlated more high-
ly than the attitudes of non-identical twins. This was found both when
identical twins were reared together and reared apart. The attitudes
investigated ranged from religious matters to job satisfaction. However,
the more generally accepted view is that social learning exerts the
strongest influence on the formation of our attitudes.

3.2.1 Learning theory approaches

The social learning of attitudes may come about through classical condi-
tioning. Early studies have shown that when initially neutral words are
paired with a stimulus, such as an electric shock, which elicits a strong
negative response from a person, the neutral word soon comes to elicit
the negative response on its own (Staats et al., 1962). More recently
Krosnick et al. (1992) have shown that classical conditioning may occur
subliminally (i.e. below the level of consciousness of the person). Here
pictures of a stranger engaged in routine daily activities were shown to
students. Interspersed with these pictures were others designed to pro-
duce positive feelings (such as laughing) but for very brief periods of
time. Students shown such positive pictures subliminally evaluated the
stranger more positively than students not shown subliminal pictures.

Instrumental or operant conditioning, through the use of rewards
and punishments, clearly has an important role to play in the forma-
tion of attitudes. Modelling also has a strong influence on the forma-
tion of attitudes. Modelling is a Social Learning Theory (Bandura,
1973) approach where attitudes are learned through observing the
behaviour of significant others and, crucially, how that behaviour is
rewarded or punished (i.e. evaluated positively or negatively). When
children model their behaviour from their parents, this often results in
the child behaving as the parents do rather than how the parents tell
the child to behave!

3.2.2 Direct experience

Many of the attitudes we hold are based upon our own direct experience,
and attitudes formed as a result of frightening or traumatic experiences
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are often resistant to change (Oskamp, 1977). The type of social learn-
ing discussed above often accounts for formation of attitudes. However,
repeated exposure to an attitude object may be sufficient to affect your
evaluation and hence form an attitude (Zajonc, 1968). When we first
hear a new record we may feel neutral or mildly dislike it, however
repeated listening often serves to make us like the record very much (or
strongly dislike it!). |

Finally, social comparison also contributes to attitude formation;
this is where we compare ourselves with another person or group of
people and adjust our attitudes as we think appropriate. In a study con-
ducted by Maio et al. (1994) participants were led to believe that neg-
ative views about a group of people (‘Camarians’ — a fictitious group)
they knew little about came from another group of people (British) the
participants respected. Participants expressed negative attitudes
towards the ‘Camarians’ as a result of the social information from the
British.

3.3 What are attitudes?

The challenge of providing a clear, valid and useful definition of atti-
tudes is a product of (a) the term ‘attitude’ being used in extremely
diverse and imprecise ways in everyday language; and (b) an attitude
being a psychological construct used to refer to certain mental process-
es of a person. The latter presents a problem for scientific psychology
since attitudes may only be inferred from what people say and do. An
attitude cannot be directly observed or measured, as many phenomena
can in the physical sciences such as chemistry or biology. The term atti-
tude is used to represent and summarise a collection of psychological
phenomena: it is a shorthand way of summarising simply that which is
complex.

In trying to understand better what attitudes are we will look at two
approaches: first, the functions that attitudes serve for a person; and,
second, a structural approach that relates attitudes to other key psy-
chological phenomena. Neither approach, on its own, offers a complete
answer to the question of what attitude are, however, taken together
they may come close to doing so.

3.3.1 The functional approach

Traditionally, the functional approach (McGuire, 1969; Katz, 1960;
Smith et al., 1956) suggests that attitudes promote the well-being of an
individual by serving, essentially, four functions. These are the adaptive
function, the self-expressive function, the ego-defensive function, and
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the knowledge function. The basic idea is that attitudes help a person
to mediate between the inner demands of the self and the outside world
(especially material, social and informational aspects).

The adaptive (or utilitarian) function concerns the extent to which
attitudes enable a person to achieve a desired goal and avoid what is
distasteful. Socially, an important process of identification takes place.

“A person develops similar attitudes to those people he or she likes and

seeks out as friends those perceived to have similar attitudes. In short,
this function is hedonistic in that it serves the purpose of increasing sat-
isfaction or pleasure and avoiding punishment or pain.

The self-expressive function acknowledges a need to tell others about
oneself and to know one’s own mind, i.e. be conscious of what we feel,

believe and value. One aspect of this relates to the discussion of ‘iden-

tity’ in Chapter 2, where Erikson’s view that a sense of identity is
important for the well-being of a person was discussed, and how emo-
tionally devastating loss or lack of identity can be for people.

The ego-defensive function suggests that attitudes can serve to pro-
tect people from themselves and other people. Katz (1960) used a psy-
choanalytic perspective employing the Freudian concept of defence
mechanisms. With respect to self-protection, attitudes may serve to
maintain self-image, for example, often there are times when we find it
painful to think about how we have behaved. Probably most people, at
some time, have experienced guilt and remorse upon waking in the
morning after being rather the worse for drink at a party the night
before where they did or said something over-the-top or embarrassing.
Our attitude towards ourselves as, essentially, a sensible, thoughtful
and-considerate person may help us not to think about the embarrass-
ing episode or dismiss it as unrepresentative of how we normally
behave. In short, positive attitudes about ourselves help maintain a pos-
itive self-image. With respect to the ego-defensive function and other
people, it is often the case that in dealing with threats to our ego (self-
image, sclf-esteem), we project our own conflicts onto other people, as
is sometimes the case with prejudice.

The knowledge-function concerns how a person organises, struc-
tures and processes information about their social world. This function
allows us to see the world as a more familiar, predictable and less
uncertain place. The knowledge function allows us to simplify our
world. This has both advantages and disadvantages, for example,
stereotypes of people may lead to prejudice and discrimination (see
Chapter 10).

Recent theory and research regards information processing as of cen-
tral importance to understanding the function of attitudes. In recent
reviews of attitudes and attitude change (see Olson and Zanna, 1993;
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Tesser and Shaffer, 1990) psychologists now regard-attitudes as either
serving one central function or multiple functions. The principle of cog-
nitive consistency, first introduced by Heider (1946), is where people
strive to maintain consistency between: different attitudes; beliefs, val-
ues and attitudes; and attitudes and behaviour. The lack of cognitive
consistency may lead to an unpleasant mental state, as with cognitive
dissonance (see Section 5.1). The attempt to maintain consistency may
affect how information is processed (Frey and Rogner, 1987), for
example, holding a strong negative attitude to the Conservative Party
may lead us to interpret information about the ‘privatisation’ policy
over the past 15 years negatively. Research on schemata in social psy-
chology (Taylor and Fiske, 1981) indicates that both the encoding and
retrieval of information are often guided by a person’s desire to main-
tain cognitive consistency.

The functional approach has implications for changing attitudes: to
achieve attitude change two things need to be known: (a) the attitude
held; and (b) the function that attitude serves for the person. To effect
attitude change the approach should match the function, for example,
an attitude serving a knowledge function is most likely to be changed
by exposing the person to new information. On the other hand, an atti-
tude serving an ego-defensive function is unlikely to be changed by the
presentation of new information, but may be changed by appealing to
a person’s self-image.

3.3.2 The structural approach

The structural approach regards attitudes as an evaluation, positive or
negative, of an attitude object (person or animate). This reflects a tra-
ditional three component model relating cognitions, affect and behav-
iour (Katz, 1960). Eagly and Chaiken (1993) define an attitude as ‘a
psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular enti-
ty with same degree of favour or disfavour’. In this definition the eval-
uation includes both overt and covert cognitive, affective and behav-
ioural aspects. This is represented in Figure 3.1.

The cognitive component refers to beliefs, opinions and ideas about
the attitude object: the affective component refers to the evaluation
(good or bad, liking or disliking) of the attitude object and often
reflects a person’s values (see earlier); the conative component refers to
behavioural intentions and/or actual behaviour associated with the atti-
tude object. Newcomb’s (1950) definition of an attitude as a ‘learned
predisposition to respond in a consistently favourable or unfavourable
manner with respect to an object’ clearly related attitudes to behaviour
— which is problematic as we shall see later in section 3.7. Newcomb’s
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Figure 3.1: Relationship between attitude object, attitude and the three aspects.
After Eagly and Chaikan (1993)

definition also assumes attitudes are learned and that people strive to
achieve consistency (discussed earlier in this chapter).

The three component model, shown in Figure 3.1, assumes there is a
high degree of consistency between beliefs, affect and behaviour.
However, people often act in ways opposite to how they thinklor felel
they should; in short, inconsistency is a feature of our lives. Fishbein
and Ajzen (1975) proposed a one-dimensional model in which the eval-
uation (positive or negative and from strong to weak) is the key factor.
In this model an attitude is simply an evaluation of an attitude object
and is determined by the various expectations about the attributes of
the attitude object and our evaluation of the attributes. This is repre-
sented in Figure 3.2.

From this example, a mother’s attitude towards nursery education is
a function of various expectancies about the effects and consequences
of such education together with an evaluation of each. The example
also shows that some expectancies are positively evaluated and one is
negatively evaluated. This reflects how an attitude may be a mixture of
positive and negative evaluations. In the nursery educatign example the
mother will hold a positive attitude. The shortcomings of this expectan-
cy value model of Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) are that it does not take
into account the relative importance of each expectancy. For example,
the influence on moral development may be an overriding factor result-
ing in a negative attitude to nursery education. The model also assumes
that people carefully think about expectancies and their evaluapons
when forming an attitude. Sometimes only one expectancy or attribute
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Expectancies Evaluation
(a) Helps later educational (a) Positive
achievement.

(b) Promotes development of
social relationships. (b) Positive

Attitude towards S
nursery education (c) Gives mother time to do

other things. (c) Positive

(d) Other adults influence
moral development. (d) Negative

Figure 3.2: Example of the one-dimensional expectancy-value model of Fishbein
and Ajzen (1975) of attitudes

may be important in determining the attitude held (McGuire, 1985) or
attitudes are learned without a person thinking a lot (see the previous
section on the role of classical and operant conditioning in attitude for-
mation).

The structural approach provides insight into how attitudes, beliefs,
intentions and behaviour may be related. However, the assumptions
identified in the discussion above often are not truly reflective of what
people do, how they think, or how attitudes are formed in the first
place.

3.4 Measuring attitudes

Social psychologists have been very inventive in their attempt to mea-
sure attitudes; this inventiveness ranges from asking people (through
various types of self-report questionnaires), observing people (some-
times as participant observers) to indirect measures (for example, phys-
iological responses).

Three main aims inform this desire to obtain measures: (a) often it is
not enough to know that a person feels positively or negatively about
an attitude object, an indication of the strength with which an attitude
is held may also be important; (b) the use of standard, reliable and valid
approaches allows different psychologists, who may perhaps research
in different countries, to obtain measures that can be compared with
each other; and (c) attempts to change attitudes, for example by per-
suasion, may be assessed through objective measures obtained before
and after the attempt to change the attitude is made.

Attitudes, attitude change and behaviour

3.4.1 Indirect measures

Scientifically, and ideally, the most objective methods for measuring
attitudes would be those which people were either unaware of or
unable consciously to affect. Indirect measures, where you do not ask
the person about his or her attitude directly, have taken a number of
forms: the three most common being physiological, unobtrusive and
projective techniques.

Physiological techniques (such as galvanic skin response, heart
rate, pupillary dilation) of measuring attitudes assume that the affec-
tive (emotional/evaluative) component of attitudes correlates with
the activity of the autonomic nervous system (that part of the ner-
vous system thought to be beyond our conscious control). While lit-
tle evidence exists showing correlation between physiological mea-
sures and attitudes, Hess (1965) demonstrated that if a person’s
pupils dilated (increase in pupil size), a positive attitude was indicat-

‘ed, and if there was pupil constriction (decrease in pupil size), it was

indicative of a negative attitude. Generally, though, such an
approach has met with only limited success. It is now accepted that
most physiological measures are sensitive to other variables but may
provide an indication of intensity of feeling but not direction, i.e.
whether the attitude held is positive or negative (Cacioppo and Petty,
1981).

Unobtrusive measures rely on the assumption that behaviour is con-
sistent with attitudes. So, for example, a measure of attitude towards
religion may be frequency of church attendance. Or, to take another
example, the extent to which two people like each other may be reflect-
ed in the amount of eye-contact they engage in (the more two people
look at each other, the more they like each other). But as will be seen
in Section 3.7, behaviour may not always provide a good guide to atti-
tudes.

Projective techniques take advantage of the fact that people often
project their own attitudes on to others. Hence asking someone to, for
example, fill in the balloons in Figures 3.3 and 3.4 may provide us with
knowledge of the person’s attitude to authority. Both examples are
designed to investigate a person’s attitude to authority; from responses
given it may be inferred whether a person has a submissive or disre-
spectful attitude.

There are both advantages and disadvantages associated with indirect
techniques of attitude measurement. The advantages are that such tech-
niques are less likely to produce socially desirable responses, the person
is unlikely to know what attitude is being measured, an indication of the
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But ?/ou promised you
dn't smoke any more!
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Figures 3.3 & 3.4: Examples of indirect, projective techniques for measuring a person’s attitude. In
figure 3.3 you are required to give an explanation for why you are late. In figure 3.4 you have to
give an explanation for smoking. Adapted from Oppenheim (1992)

strength with which the attitude held is obtained, and the attitude is
unlikely to be affected by being measured. The disadvantages are that it
is difficult to measure an attitude directly (i.e. positive or negative); atti-
tudes are inferred, and such methods are not as reliable as one would
desire. In the case of physiological measures there exists conflicting evi-
dence about their validity. Nevertheless, indirect measures often offer an
appropriate approach when investigating highly sensitive social topics.
A measurement technique developed by Cacioppo and Tissinary
(1990) purports to measure both the direction and intensity with
which an attitude is held through measurement of a person’s facial
muscles. Measurement of facial muscles is made using the facial elec-
tromyograph (EMG), which detects minute muscle movements not
normally visible to the human eye. A positive attitude is indicated by
increased activity of the zygomatic muscles (see Figure 3.5). A nega-
tive attitude is indicated by increased activity in the corrugator mus-
cles. Furthermore, it is proposed that the degree of activity of either

sets of muscles is an indicator of the strength with which the attitude
is held.
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(2) People suffering from a terminal illness should be helped to die if
it is their wish

Strongly Strongly
Agree  Agree Undecided Disagree  Disagree
1 2 3 4 S

A person’s attitude is simply the summed score from each question
(notice in the above example that a high score indicates a favourable
attitude to euthanasia, a low score an unfavourable attitude). This is
the basis of the Likert method. However, a number of technical proce-
dures are needed to ensure that response bias is not present, such as
equal numbers of favourable and unfavourable attitude statements,
One shortcoming is that middle scores from summing responses to a
number of questions may result from moderate answers to each ques-
tion or an inconsistent response pattern. A further shortcoming is that
such a five-point scale is not linear, i.e. the difference between ‘strong-
ly agree’ and ‘agree’ is probably greater than that between ‘agree’ and
‘undecided’. Nevertheless, the Likert scale remains popular because it
is both easy to construct and administer.

The Semantic Differential, developed by Osgood, Suci and
Tannenbaum (1957), provides both a measure of attitude strength and
further information concerning the significance of the attitude to the

individual. The Semantic Differential entails the rating, on seven-point
scales, of an attitude object (person or thing) using numerous bipolar

adjective scales. For example, below is a number of bipolar adjectives
related to attitudes to pornography:

Pornography
Good e i e e e s Bad
Clean s gocms mmemes g e o Dirty
Beautiful S Ugly
Strong e e e o o o s Weak
Active e, e mee e Passive
Cruel o Kind

People would simply be asked to place a tick above one of the dashes
corresponding to how they feel about pornography in relation to that
particular bipolar adjective. This would then be converted into a rating
value rating from +3 through zero to —3.

The Semantic Differential provides three types of information about
the attitude object: evaluative, potency and activity information. The
evaluative dimension (in the above example, good-bad, clean—dirty,
beautiful-ugly), measures the _favourableness or unfavourableness
towards the attitude object. The potency dimension (strong-weak,
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agreement between different researchers concerning the major features
o é)il}?le.ircct methods used to measure attitudes are popular malllnly
because they are extremely easy to administer and construct, ’fl‘S we[ a}i
providing reasonably valid and reliable measures. Considering bot

Beliefs Evaluation

On a scale of =10 to +10

i On a scale of 0-10 rate the (
bt rate your evaluation of each

extent to which you believe ‘
the attributes to be true of the attributes
about the police

Police are: o
Trustworthy 8 1
Reliable ) 8
Intelligent 7 ¢
Quick fo respond 3

Table 3.1: Measuring a person’s attitude towards the police using Fishbein & Ajzen’s (1975)

expectancy-value scale
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direct and indirect measures of attitudes it would be true to say that
there is room for improvement and refinement of techniques to make
attitude measurement both more reliable and accurate. Part of the
problem social psychologists experience in predicting behaviour from
attitudes (see Section 3.7) comes from inappropriate or poorly con-
structed measuring instruments.

3.5 Attitude change and persuasion

In our everyday lives we are exposed to countless attempts to change
our attitudes, strengthen existing attitudes and form new attitudes.
Politicians, advertisers, friends and authority figures, to name but a
few, try to persuade us round to their point of view. Advertisements for
brand products, such as soap powders, are as much about maintaining
customer loyalty as they are about winning new customers. In what fol-
lows we will be investigating different approaches to attitude change
and persuasion. As we shall see, there is no simple recipe that guaran-
tees success: in some circumstances people behave rationally, at other
times people may make snap judgements. Additionally, an underlying
assumption of all attempts at attitude change through persuasion is
that behaviour will be affected.

3.5.1 Cognitive consistency and dissonance

The principle of cognitive consistency underlies much of what we mean
when we talk about thinking and behaving as rational human beings.
Essentially the idea is that people strive to maintain consistency
between: (a) beliefs, values and attitudes; (b) attitudes, intentions and
behaviour; and (c) different attitudes, Organising attitudes, beliefs and
behaviour into internally consistent structures both underscores and
presumes what we mean by human rationality. It follows, then, that a
person placed in an inconsistent position will be motivgted tosreduce or
avoid the inconsistency. However, people often find tH;ms‘ ) wé’t"holding
two attitudes which are inconsistent and not wantinﬂg toj‘ét!ﬁa‘nge either,
or continue to act in ways that conflict with their attitude (for exam-
ple, thinking smoking is bad for you but continuing to smoke).
Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance is the most widely
researched cognitive consistency theory, and the main reason for this is
that it offers a general theory of human social motivation. Dissonance
was defined by Festinger (1957) as “a negative drive state which occurs
when an individual holds two cognitions (ideas, beliefs, attitudes)
which are psychologically inconsistent’. Basically cognitive dissonance
is an uncomfortable (negative) state of tension which a person wishes
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to change (drive) towards feeling comfortable. Festinger’s original view
was that any inconsistency would cause tension and hence dissonance.
However, Cooper and Fazio (1984), in reviewing two decades of
research on dissonance detailed four main conditions necessary for dis-
sonance to occur. To understand dissonance better we will look at
Festinger’s often quoted example of cigarette smoking.

For a person who smokes cigarettes the fact ‘I smoke cigarettes’ and
the knowledge that cigarette smoking causes lung cancer should pro-
duce a state of dissonance (assuming that the person cares about their
health and does not wish to die). Cognitive consistency or consonance
may be achieved in a number of ways: the person could (a) stop smok-
ing; (b) try to ignore or refute the link between smoking and lung can-
cer; or (c) trivialise the importance of the discrepancy between attitudes
and behaviour. No doubt you can think of other ways in which consis-
tency could be achieved. One reason social psychologists have paid so
much attention to cognitive dissonance is that attitude change is pre-
dicted to occur if there is no change in a person’s behaviour to achieve
consistency. Before looking at classic research demonstrating the
breadth of application of cognitive dissonance we will detail the condi-
tions identified by Cooper and Fazio (1984) as necessary for dissonance
to occur.

Conditions for dissonance

The first condition is that the person must be aware that an inconsis-
tency between an attitude and a behaviour has negative consequences.
Scher and Cooper (1989) demonstrated that when people see no prob-
lems or undesirable consequences arising between an attitude and
behaviour, dissonance does not occur. In our smoking example, if a per-
son believed that smoking did not cause lung cancer (or more general-
ly ill-health), dissonance would not arise and change (of attitudes)
would not take place. The second condition is that the person must
take responsibility for the behaviour - in attributional terms {scp
Chapter 5) an internal attribution is made in which the behaviour is
under our control and we choose to engage in it. A smoker freely
chooses to smoke, but dissonance may not occur if the smoker regards
his or her behaviour as an addiction or as a result of being forced to
smoke (i.e. an external attribution).

The third condition is that physiological arousal must be felt. Losch
and Cacioppo (1990) demonstrated that when people are put in a di§~
sonant situation they show physiological arousal. However, evidence is
needed that such physiological arousal is experienced as an unpleasant
state. If this were not the case, there would be no motivation to change.
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Elliot and Devine (1994) conducted an experiment whereby partici-
pants in one condition were asked to write an essay counter (i.e. oppo-
site) to their own attitude — in this case students were asked to write in
favour of increased tuition fees. In another condition, participants wrote
essays against tuition fee increase. Participants in the counter-attitudinal
condition provided significantly higher ratings of unpleasant feelings
than participants who wrote essays consistent with their own attitudes.

The fourth condition identified by Cooper and Fazio (1984) is that
the person must attribute the dissonance or discomfort felt to the
inconsistency between their attitude and behaviour. When a person
attributes the physiological arousal to something other than their
behaviour (for example, some external factor), dissonance does not
occur and no attitude (or behaviour) change results.

Table 3.2 summarises the above and provides, using the general
example of smoking, instances which produce and do not produce dis-
sonance. In summary, for dissonance to occur in relation to attitudes
and behaviour, a person must be aware of inconsistency, take responsi-
bility for the behaviour, experience negative physiological arousal and
attribute that arousal to the inconsistency.

As mentioned carlier, the breadth of application of dissonance theo-
ry is the main reason social psychologists have conducted research on
Festinger’s (1957) original idea for over 40 years. Three areas have

Condition

Dissonance present Dissonance absent

1. Attitude — behaviour

inconsistency seen to cancer
have negative

Smoking causes lung Research has not proved

that smoking causes lung
cancer

consequences

2. Person takes
responsibility for their

behaviour

attributed to
inconsistency

- Negative physiological
arousal experienced

. Arousal/discomfort

It is my choice to smoke Smoking is an addiction. |

can’t do anything about it

| feel uncomfortable
about the consequences
of smoking

Avoid thinking about
consequences of smoking

| am concerned about

| feel discomfort because
my smoking

other people are always
hassling me to stop
smoking

Table 3.2: Conditions necessary for cognitive dissonance and ways in which dissonance may be
avoided. After Cooper and Fazio, 1984
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' i isi i ced ¢ liance
received considerable attention: decision-making, forced comp
behaviour and justification of effort.

Decision-making
Anyone who makes a decision in which the a.iternati.ves ;:01151dere[i ]l;izz
both positive and negative consequences 1s Predlcten to <:lxpt enee
‘post-decisional dissonance’. The important point to note llS. t-],al i
nance is experienced only after a decision has been taken; this ls’ uzlc.ne ;
the alternative taken will nearly always embody both pomltwe an 45 fe
ative aspects. The alternatives rejected, .by contrast, may m;f': po e
features which are absent from the choice made.. Cognitive l-SSO? .
arises for the decision-maker because the cognitions of hav1_n§ se ei <
an alternative with negative aspects and rejected (')t.hcrs wi(t po&ccts
aspects means a trade-off has been made. Tlle deusm‘mmﬂ‘ ?ﬁ]exkpnow
and hopes the trade-off will prove worth\yhﬂe, but _does not rea 5 e
this at the time. An example will help clarify the points beu;g ;m} Zke -

Suppose you are trying to decide V\{thl:l car to buy, anl; 3 c:l Smd !
simplicity, further suppose the ch'o1.ce is b§tween lad : o: drc"]_ -
Peugeot. One approach to assist decision-making wou .e: 0 ;L o
a checklist of the important features you are lookmg for mla ce ;er—
see how the two makes compare. Table 3..3 summarises ?1{C1 an eand
cise. Assuming these six features are the'lmportant onﬁs Eorlyogf e
that they are equally weighted (of.equa‘l 1mpgrtance), the ma <)ele e
with the greatest number of positives, if we implement a 51.1111%[ o
sion rule, is the one to buy. So you go out and.buy th@ ‘ROVCI.‘ 1o 1;
having bought the car, that you will experience c!msonapc.e.featureS
because you have made a choice in which Fhere are ‘ﬁegatweith fures
(expensive, spares hard to get, etc.) and rejected a LfOlCet‘jN)
positive features (Peugeot is cheap, easy to get spares for, €tc.).

Feature Peugeot Value Rover

i = Expensive
Price Relatively cheap .
Comfort Hard and noisy + Emoofh -02|d quiet

i mic

Petrol Not economical - conor _
Spares Available and cheap - Hard to get jnd ex;);\r::ve
Servicing Infrequent and cheap + geq(tjent and expe
Reliability Poor + 00

Table 3.3: Balance sheet of features considered when buying a car and how

compare on these features

Value

+ +

Peugeot and Rover
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One way in which dissonance may be reduced is by bolstering the
alternative decided on, this means that consonant information will be
selectively sought to make the choice taken seem even more attractive
and the alternative rejected less attractive. Ehrlich et al. (1957) found
that people who had just bought a new car looked at magazine articles
and advertisements which praised their choice of purchase, and, at the
same time, ignored or read reports criticising other alternatives consid-
ered but rejected.

Brehm (1956) further demonstrated that people downgrade the
rejected alternative and upgrade the alternative taken. In this experi-
ment a number of women were shown various household appliances,
then asked to rate each appliance in terms of attractiveness.

Subsequently, each woman was given the choice of one of the two
appliances she had rated most attractive. The women received the
appliance of their choice and were asked to rate the two appliances
again. Brehm found, as predicted by dissonance theory, that the appli-
ance chosen was rated as more desirable and the rejected appliance as
less desirable than before having made the choice.

Another way of reducing post-decisional dissonance is to trivialise
positive aspects of the alternatives rejected (Simon et al, 19935).
Individual decision-making operates at many levels in our lives — from
deciding what car to buy, through organisational decisions up to inter-
national levels in politics — but at all levels the phenomenon of post-
decisional dissonance applies. Figure 3.6 summarises the decision-
making process, and ways of reducing post-decisional dissonance. The
point to emerge is that while pre-decisional behaviour may be rational,
justification of the decision taken by cognitive bolstering or trivialisa-
tion of alternatives not taken (bolstering the chosen alternative and
downgrading the merits of the rejected alternative) may not be ratio-
nal.

Forced compliance behaviour

The less a person is paid for doing something against his or her beliefs or
attitudes, the more he or she is likely to change those beliefs or attitudes.
Conversely, the more a person is paid to do such a thing, the less he or
she has to justify it to him or herself, consequently, the less likely are his
or her attitudes to change. This is perhaps one of the more surprising pre-
dictions of cognitive dissonance theory. The prediction derives from dis-
sonance theory since a state of dissonance arises for a person when he or
she is unable to justify his or her behaviour. Hence, doing something you
do not agree with or arguing for a position opposite to your own views
or attitudes where there is insufficient justification (external reward of
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Decision-making
process

Decision made

Reducing post-
decisional
dissonance

Alternatives

Decision taken has

(a)

Seek out
consonant
information to
bolster decision

; : taken
considered: negative aspects

positive and negative
aspects of each
alternative identified

_— rejected have —
positive aspects

rejected

and alternatives (b) Exaggerate
negative aspects
~ of alternatives

(c) Trivialize positive
aspects of
alternatives

Figure 3.6: Post-decisional dissonance: how it occurs and how it may be reduced

money, for example) causes dissonance. The two cognitions, ‘.I am of
such and such a view” and ‘I am acting or arguing against my view’ cre-
ates dissonance. Dissonance may be reduced by changing one of Fhe cog-
nitions: the person has already done or said something against his or her
view so this cannot change (unless he or she distorts the-past). In conse-
quence, it is most likely that the person’s own views will ch'ange to be
consonant (or less dissonant) with his or hgr behaviour. Th1§ was first
investigated in the classic experiment by Festinger and Carlsmith (1959).
Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) had students perform a very dull and
boring task (turning pegs in a peg-board) for one hour. The studen'ts
were then asked to tell another participant in the s'tudy, who was wait-
ing to do the task, that the task was very interesting, worlthwhlle gnd
good fun to do, i.e. they were asked to misinform the waiting partici-
pant. There were two experimental conditions: students asked to lie
about the task were paid either $20 or $1 to do so. Festinger and
Carlsmith were interested in the students’ atticude to the task after
telling the waiting participants that it was interesting. It was fo'und. that
participants who were paid $20 rated tl‘le‘ task, aft-er performing it, is
boring and of little relevance, whilst participants paid $1 _rated the task,
again after performing it, as interesting, relevqnt and enjoylable.
Findings from numerous forced—cor.rlphance experiments al;’e
explained in terms of justification. The clam} is that when thge is suf-
ficient external justification ($20 in the Festinger and Carlsmith exper-
iment) participants experience little, if any, dissonance and hence don’t
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have to change their attitudes. However, when the external justification
for telling a falsehood is insufficient ($1 payment) participants experi-
ence cognitive dissonance. Since they cannot change their behaviour
(they are forced or requested to comply with the experimenter’s wish-
es), their attitudes change. The low reward condition ($1) offers insuf-
ficient external justification for the behaviour so internal justification is
sought. The internal justification is to view the task as interesting,
hence dissonance is reduced or climinated.

Two important modifications have been made to the basic proposi-
tions of dissonance theory. First, Aronson (1969) suggests that we need
to assume that people perceive themselves as decent and honest to
experience dissonance in forced-compliance situations. This makes
sense, since if you do not think lying to or misinforming others is a bad
thing then you will not need to justify your behaviour (either external-
ly or internally). Second, we must also assume that the four conditions
identified by Cooper and Fazio (1984) specified earlier, are present,
only then can we say that post-decisional dissonance is present.

Justifying effort

Before gaining acceptance to clubs, fraternities, groups, gangs, etc.,
there are often ‘initiation rites’ to go through. Dissonance theory
explains how these ‘rites of passage’ serve a distinct social psychologi-
cal function. The prediction is that the more effort a person puts into
achieving a goal, the more attractive and worthwhile it is perceived to
be when finally achieved. Dissonance theory states that regardless of
how attractive, desirable, interesting, etc., the goal actually is, it is what
a person goes through to achieve it that determines its worth. Why
should a person experience dissonance here? If you gain membership to
a club or society and have to go through ‘hell and high water’ to get
this, you are likely to be extremely upset if you subsequently discover
the club or society to be boring and worthless. Dissonance arises
because the cognition ‘T have put a lot of time and effort into gaining
entry to this club’ and ‘the club is dull and worthless’ are dissonant;
people do not normally put a lot of time and effort into something use-
less. To reduce dissonance the person could leave the club or society he
or she has just joined - this is unlikely since the person would have to
acknowledge and accept that he or she had wasted time and effort.
Festinger and Carlsmith predict the person will perceive the club or
society to be interesting and worthwhile; this justifies the expenditure
of time and effort.

Aronson and Mills (1959) devised an experiment to test this. They
recruited women to join a group discussing the psychology of sex.
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However, before the women could join the discussion group they were
told they had to go through a screening test (the screening test being the
‘initiation’). Participants were randomly allocated to one of three
‘screening-test’ conditions: (a) ‘severe initiation’ where the women had
to recite aloud, in the presence of a male, obscene word_s and sexually
explicit passages; (b) ‘mild initiation’, where women recited aloud sex-
ual but not obscene words; (¢) ‘no initiation” where women were admit-
ted to the discussion group without any screening.

After this the participants in each condition listened. to what they
thought was a live discussion of the psy'chology Qf sex _(m fact ;l! par-
ticipants listened to the same tape recording of a c'hscu_ssmn), whmh was
deliberately made to be dull and boring. After llstemng to FhlS bormg
discussion the participants were asked how much Fhey liked it, fognd it
interesting and worthwhile, etc. Aronson and Mills .fc.)und, consistent
with the prediction of dissonance theory, tha.t participants W!l() had
gone through the ‘severe initiation’ found the dls(_:ussmp interesting la%ld
worthwhile. Participants admitted to the discusslio.n.w%th(?ut any initia-
tion thought it dull and boring, while ‘mild initiation’ participants
found the discussion only slightly interesting and WOI"thWhllC.
Generally, research has found that whatever we put effort into may
result in dissonance and hence attitude change (Axsom and Qoqper,
1985) and the more cffort put in, the more something is liked

(Wicklund and Brehm, 1976).

Summary

Cognitive dissonance theory has attracted a great deal of rcseal_'ch
because of its wide range of application. The dissonance arousing
aspects of decision-making, forced—compliaqce behaviour and justify-
ing effort have all shown that while the desire to alchle've harmgny or
consonance may be rational, the means of achieving it often is not.
More recent research has identified the conditions necessary fpr disso-
nance to occur and shown that physiological arousal resultm_g. from
inconsistency between attitude and behaviour can be measpred. Finally,
Axsom and Cooper (1985) further demonstrated that attltude'change
resulting from attempts to reduce dissonance may be long-lasting and

persist for a year or more.

3.5.2 Self-perception theory

Bem (1967) pointed out that our actual behaviour often determines.

what attitude we hold. So to quote one of Bem’s examples, ‘since I eat

brown bread then I must like brown bread’. Applying this logic to the
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Festinger and Carlsmith study described above, Bem would say that
since the participants are telling the other that the peg-board task is
interesting then they find it to be so. -
Self-perception theory states that a person forms his or her attitudes
through self-observation of behaviour, followed by a self-ateribution of
“a Consistent attitude. In Bem’s approach there is no need , as he says, ‘to
poseulate an aversive motivational drive toward consistency’ but it is
Important to ask how general an explanation of attitude formation and
change this approach can offer. In cases where a person does not
already possess an attitude or set of belicfs towards something, behav-
“iour may be a good guide to attitudes. However, when a person already
“Holdsa strong attitude, self-perception theory would seem less applic-
able.
To understand attitude formation self-perception theory may be very
L;SCfUl, but in looking at attitude change the approach seems less pro-
ductive.

3.5.3 Traditional approach tg persuasion (t\}aie studies)
The classic studies of Janis and Hovland (1959) investigated how.the
_three factors of source of the communication, structure of the message
x_and who the message is aimed at may @ffect atutﬁaz“z,liﬁlglMost of
thig tesearch “was concerned with RGW Persuasive communications
associated with advertising may change or strengthen atticudes. Janis
and Hovland proposed that attitude change resulting from source fac-
tors occurred because such factors influenced the amount of attention
paid to the communication; message factors influenced the comprehen-
sibility of the message for the audience; and audience factors resulting
in attitude change occurred because of acceptance by the audience of
the communication. This, as well as the specific variables studied for
cach of the factors, is summarised in Figure 3.7.
Hovland et 4l. (1953) have shown that

ST

H{the person mak-

ing the communication} is more likely to be effective if that personis™

“seen as, for example, trustworthy or an expert in the ficld, The motives
of the source are also important — Walster et al. (1966) showed that a
person who argued for a position against their own best interest was
perceived as more credible {and hence more influential) than a person
who argued for a position in their own best interests {resulting in little
influence over others). If a murderer asks to be hanged you can believe
they are telling the truth!

The message itself in a persuasive communication has been looked at
i two main ways: first, fear appeals; second, organisation of message.
Are strong or weak fear appeals more effective in changing attitudes? It

Attitudes, attitude change and behavionr

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE INTERNAL
PSYCHOLOGICAL

INFLUENCE

A SOURCE FACTORS

Expertise

Trustworthiness
Likeability —p ATTENTION

Status

Race

ATTITUDE CHANGE
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Religion

B MESSAGE FACTORS
Qrder of arguments

One-sided vs two-sided

Type of appeal

Explicit vs implicit

Conclusion

C  AUDIENCE FACTORS

OPINION CHANGE

—p | COMPREHENSION — PERCEPTION CHANGE

BEHAVIOUR CHANGE

Persuadability

Initial position

Intelligence —¥ | ACCEPTANCE

Self-esteem

Personality

Figure 3.7: Diagram showing how different types of persuasive communication (independent

variable) have psychological influence which results in affitude change. After Janis and Houland

{1959}

depends: for example, people high in self-esteem are more likely to be
influenced a long time after the high fear appeal. This has been further
refined by Baumeister and Covington (1985) who found that in other
circumstances people with high self-esteem are just as easily persuaded
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3.5.4 Systematic and superficial processing

An underlying assumption of both
tional approaches to attitude chan
systematically about the mess
ideas and concepts from cogniti

the cognitive dissonance and tradi-
ge is that‘ people think quite deeply or
age or the information. Drawing upon

e ve psychology, Petty et al. (1994) pr
a dual-process approach, called the elaboration-likelihood modL?]\j:fE(iff:

proposed that people adopt one of two approaches when presented with

Factor

1. Source

2. Message

3. Audience

Variable causing attitude change

Expe;’fs more persuasive than non-experts
opular/attractive communicators cause more chqnge than
unpopular/unattractive communicators

Someone speakin i i
T p g rapidly more persuasive than someone speaking

K{ﬂlgh fear appeals cause more change than low fear appeals
ssage not intended fo persuade more likely to cause change than

if seen as intended

People with low self-estee
with high self-esteem

Hostile audiences more
: persuaded by a two-si
than one side being presented ¥ heesicd gument rother

m generally easier to persuade than people

Table 3.4 i
e 3.4: Source, message and audience variables causing atfitude change

Attitudes, attitude change and behaviour

attitude-relevant information. People may process information given
in a persuasive communication either superficially or systematically.
When using superficial processing to deal with information a person
will not spend much time analysing the information but respond using
rules of thumb (heuristics, see Chapter 4) or more ‘automatic’ respons-
es. In this case the information will not be elaborated very much.
Attitude change resulting from superficial processing is described by
Petty and Cacioppo (1986) as taking a peripheral route. By contrast,
when using systematic processing a person will invest considerable
cognitive effort in understanding and analysing the information.
Attitude change resulting from systematic processing has taken what
has been called a central route. Attitude change through the central
route will depend on the quality of arguments and information pre-
sented. By contrast, attitude change through the peripheral route will
depend upon areas that are responded to in a more ‘automatic’ or less
thought out way. Figure 3.8 depicts the details of the elaboration-like-
lihood model.

What determines whether high elaboration (central route) or low
claboration (peripheral route) of the persuasive communication occurs?
Petty and Cacioppo (1990) identified two main factors — a person’s
motivation and cognitive capacity. If a person is highly motivated, and
has the time and ability (cognitive capacity) to process the information,
the central route will be used. Where motivation is low and/or cogni-
tive capacity is limited the peripheral route will be used.

A person’s motivation is affected by concern for accuracy, self-rele-
vance and certain personality factors, When investigating personality
factors such as need for cognition Cohen (1957) and Cacioppo et al.,
(1983) found that people with a high need for cognition are more like-
ly to elaborate information and hence take the central route to attitude
change. People who have a concern for accuracy and find information
of great personal relevance are also more likely to take the central route
to attitude change.

Cognitive capacity is determined by three things: a person’s cognitive
ability, relevant knowledge possessed and the absence of distractions.
Hence, where there is ability, knowledge and no distractions, the cen-
tral route will be used; conversely, lack of ability, little knowledge and
the presence of distractions is most likely to result in the use of the
peripheral route.

Research has demonstrated that attitude change which results from
the central route is more enduring than change resulting from the
peripheral route (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Furthermore, behaviour
is more consistent with attitudes when the change occurs through the
central route. Attitude change resulting from the peripheral route is
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information and/or

persuasive
communication

Attitude relevant

Figure 3.8: The elaboration-likelihood model of attitude change, based on Perry and Cacioppo (1986)

Attitudes, attitude change and behaviour 97 '

likely to be relatively short term and behaviour less likely to be consis-
tent with attitudes. Figure 3.9 summarises what has been said above. |

A variation of the elaboration-likelihood model called the heuristic- 1
systematic model has been proposed by Chaiken et al. (1989). The sys- i
tematic aspect is virtually identical to that described above. Heuristic 1
processing of information represents one type of superficial processing.
Heuristics of thinking (see Chapter 4) are simple rules that people use
to make rapid decisions or judgements. For example, a simple rule
might be ‘statements made by experts are to be trusted’, hence an
expert providing support to a persuasive communication may influence
a person to change their attitude. Any thought about the communica-
tion itself is not needed since it is ‘underwritten’ by an expert and
experts are trusted. Other heuristics that might be used are feeling good
or bad about something where we like what we feel good about
(Schwarz and Clore, 1988); or an ‘attractiveness heuristic’ where we
think attractive people are likeable and that we tend to agree with peo-
ple we like, for example, Chaiken (1979) showed that attractive people
can be more persuasive than people not judged to be attractive; Pallak
(1983) demonstrated this in an experiment on product advertising. In
summary, attitude change and persuasion can come about both
through superficial and systematic processing of information. However,
the effect is more enduring when the central route (systematic process- ,
ing) is used. Heuristics are an aspect of the peripheral route (superficial |
processing) that allow us to make quick judgements.

MOTIVATION
Concern for accuracy Berilra Enduring [
Self-relevance High —» ceiibe — | attitude I
i |
Personality change l
COGNITIVE GAPACITY !
Cognitive ability Peripheral Short-term < i
Knowledge Low | rouls —P attitude [
No distraction change |
(!

Figure 3.9: Effects of high and low mofivation on central and peripheral routes and permanence

of attitude change
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3.5.5 Cultural differences

Hofstede (1980) reported a social psychological study of over 40 coun-
tries. One result of his analysis was to classify countries using just a few
dimensions. One dimension was labelled ‘individualism-collectivism’
which is to do with whether a person’s identity is characterised by per-
sonal choice and achievements or collective harmony and group
belongingness. Hofstede found North Americans to fall into the former
category and Asians the latter category. If this is the case, different
types of persuasive communications should be effective in each culture.
Han and Shavitt (1993) analysed American advertisements and found
that on the whole they promoted individualism such as personal suc-
cess and independence. By contrast, Korean advertisements had strong
themes of collective harmony. This research also showed that adver-
tisements promoting individuality were more persuasive to Americans
than those promoting family and shared values. The reverse was found
with Koreans.

3.6 Resisting attitude change

In our everyday social life we are constantly bombarded by attempts to
change our attitudes; this may come from friends, colleagues at work,
the media, etc. If we were susceptible to all persuasive communications
our attitudes and behaviour would be constantly changing. Strongly
held attitudes are resistant to change, and social psychologists have
explored three main ways in which we resist attitude change: reactance,
forewarning and selective avoidance.

Reactance (Brehm, 1966; Rhodewalt and Davison, 1983) is where
our attitude changes in an opposite direction to that which is intended.
This may happen in situations where a lot of pressure is being put on
us, for example, to buy a particular product. Whether a person merely
expresses an opposite view as a result of strong pressure or whether
their attitude actually changes in the opposite direction has yet to be
established.

Forewarning helps to resist attempts at persuasion since we can devel-
op counter-arguments, and think more about our attitude in advance.
Hiromi and Fakuda (1986) conducted an experiment in which two
groups of participants were presented with a persuasive communication;
one group was warned in advance about the persuasion attempt, the
other group were not. The researcher found, as predicted, that the lat-
ter group showed more attitude change than the former group. This
approach of forewarning has been found to be particularly effective in
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‘inoculating’ young children (four to eight year olds) against television
advertising (Feschback, 1980).

Selective avoidance is a strategy often used to avoid information that
challenges our attitudes; in research on cognitive dissonance the con-
verse is found whereby people seek out information that confirms their
attitude or decision (Brehm, 1956). To resist attempts to persuade, peo-
ple adopt a strategy that results in selected exposure to information.
This means that attitudes may be maintained even though objectively
there is sufficient good evidence to justify change. Selective avoidance
may not, therefore, be a rational approach to dealing with attitude rel-
evant information.

3.7 Attitudes and behaviour

At the beginning of this chapter it was stated that attitudes have a cen-
tral place in social psychology, and one important reason for this is that
attitudes determine behaviour (Allport, 1935). Early research, as we
shall see, reported a poor relationship between attitudes and behaviour.
However, more recently social psychologists have looked closely at
how and when attitudes influence behaviour. The picture that emerges
is more complex than originally thought.

La Piere (1934) conducted what has now come to be regarded as a
classic study. La Piere travelled around America with a Chinese student
and his wife and recorded how the two Chinese people were treated in
numerous hotels and restaurants. On only one occasion were they
treated inhospitably. Six months later La Piere sent a letter to all the
places he had visited with the Chinese couple and asked the restaurants
and hotels if they would accept Chinese clientele. The surprising result
was that over 90 per cent of the replies to the letter were negative:
Chinese people would not be welcome. Figure 3.10 summarises the
findings.

The apparent inconsistency of people saying one thing and doing
something different is of major interest to attitude-behaviour research.
Why should this discrepancy exist? Many reasons come to mind, for
example, inaccurate measurements, not taking account of how strong-
ly a person holds an attitude, or attempting to relate general attitudes
to specific behaviour as in the La Piere study (general attitudes to
Chinese people against specific attitudes to a Chinese couple accompa-
nied by an American).

Defleur and Westie (1958) attempted to relate specific attitudes to
specific behaviours to overcome the problems of the La Piere study.
They asked a large number of white people specific questions about
blacks and whites in order to gain a measure of prejudice. This allowed
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Figure 3.10: Responses fo actual visits and letters to owners of hotels and restau-
rants to serving Chinese people. After La Piere (1934)

them to identify prejudiced and unprejudiced people. Participants in
both groups were asked to pose for a photograph with a black person.
Prejudiced people were less willing to do this than unprejudiced people.
Generally, research has found that a better attitude-behaviour link is
found where the level of specificity of attitude and behaviour is the
same.

3.7.1 Reasoned action and planned behaviour

Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) suggest that behaviour may be more accu-
rately predicted if we know about a person’s intentions with respect to
behaving in a particular way. This is the basic idea behind their theory
of reasoned action. The theory takes into account subjective norms
(normative beliefs about appropriate and inappropriate behaviour),
attitudes towards the behaviour (determined from expectancies and
values described when we looked at attitude measurement — Section
3.4) and behavioural intention to predict behaviour. This is sum-
marised in Figure 3.11.

Using this model Fishbein et al. (1980) found a good correlation
between voting intentions and how people actually voted in both an
American Presidential election and a referendum on nuclear power.
One shortcoming of the theory of reasoned action is that it does not
take into account whether the behaviour is under the control of a
person, i.e. how easy or difficult it would be for a person to behave
in a certain way. For example, you may intend to achieve a high
mark for an assignment but there may be many factors outside of
your control (availability of books, time, etc.) which may prevent
this. To take this into account Ajzen (1989) modified the theory to
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incorporate a person’s perceived behavioural control. This is called
the theory of planned behaviour. Perceived behavioural control
influences both the behavioural intention and the behaviour itself (as
represented in Figure 3.11). Beck and Ajzen (1991) investigated this
theory by asking students to indicate ways in which they had been
dishonest. The dishonest behaviour ranged from cheating in exami-
nations, or shoplifting to telling lies. Students were also asked to
indicate how much control they thought they had over each of these
behaviours. It was found that cheating in the future could be better
predicted than shoplifting. This may be explained by the finding that
students reported greater perceived control over cheating than
shoplifting. This indicates that the latter may be more of a sponta-
neous behaviour, and cheating a more planned behaviour.

Overall, the approach of Fishbein and Ajzen has resulted in a much
better understanding of the attitude-behaviour link and how attitudes,
mediated through behavioural intentions, influence actual behaviour.
However, while this may work quite well when we have time to think
and plan what we do, there are many occasions when our behaviour
appears to be more automatic and not thought about carefully or
planned.

3.7.2 Automatic behaviour

Fazio (1989) proposed an approach in which easily accessed attitudes
that quickly come to mind, spontaneously almost, have an automatic
influence on behaviour. This is most likely to happen with more gener-
al, rather than specific, attitudes, for example, if somebody comes up

Subjective norm

Beliefs about appropriate
behaviour in a situation

thawpural H— Behaviour
intention

Attitude towards
behaviour

Based on expectancies
and values

Figure 3.11: Key components in Fishbein & Ajzen’s (1975) theory of reasoned action
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to you in the street asking you to fill in a questionnaire, your behaviour
is most likely to be related to your general attitude towards people
requesting your time in public places. Additionally, as stated above, the
attitude must be readily accessible, and Fazio (1986) proposes that the
greater the accessibility of the attitude, the more consistency there will
be between attitudes and behaviour. For example, attitudes based on
personal experience are likely to be more vividly recalled from memo-
ry and hence more accessible. Attitudes that are constantly brought to
mind will have greater accessibility as shown in an experiment by
Powell and Fazio (1984).

3.7.3 Personality variables

Behaviour may not be consistent with attitudes because some people
may simply not behave in ways consistent with what they believe. If
this is the case neither methodological or theoretical advances, as
described earlier in this chapter, will be of much use. Self-monitoring
(Snyder, 1979) offers a way of accounting for poor attitude-behaviour
relations by saying that some people do behave in consistent ways (low
self-monitor) while others do not (high self-monitor). The behaviour of
the high self-monitor is determined more by the demands of the social
situation and behaviour appropriate to that social situation (for exam-
ple, social norms).

The low self-monitor exhibits a high degree of consistency between
attitudes and behaviour since behaving according to one’s own beliefs
and attitudes is the prime consideration for this personality type. The
high self-monitor, by contrast, may seem to others like a different per-
son in different social situations with different people present.

The self-monitoring personality dimension has implications for
research on cognitive dissonance, for example, in counter-attitudinal
tasks low self-monitors would be expected to change their attitude to
be consistent with their behaviour. High self-monitors would not
change their attitudes as they would see it as appropriate to behave in
that way in that kind of situation.

Snyder and De Bono (1985) demonstrated the differential effects of
advertising on high and low self-monitors. In this experiment groups of
high and low self-monitors were exposed to one of two advertisements
for coffee. In one advertisement the quality of the produce was empha-
sised, in the other the image was emphasised. It was predicted that high
self-monitors would be more influenced by image and low self-moni-
tors would be more influenced by quality. Results confirmed this and
found that not only did high self-monitors prefer coffee when adver-
tised by image but they were willing to pay for it!

In summary, early research questioned the link between attitudes and
behaviour. More recent theoretical developments have highlighted the
importance of knowing a person’s behavioural intentions, how much
perceived control there is over behaviour and whether there is time to
plan a behavioural response or whether circumstances produce a more
automatic action. The picture is more complicated than once thought,
but social psychologists now understand how and when attitudes relat-
ed to behaviour much more fully.

3.8 Application: attitudes and health

Health psychologists are concerned to understand both health and ill-
ness from social, psychological, individual and psychophysiological
perspectives (Taylor, 1995). In attempts to change people’s behaviour
to a more healthy lifestyle, health promotion campaigns often attempt
to change our attitudes. Social psychologists have contributed greatly
in the past ten years or so. For example, Baron and Richardson (1994)
have shown that a persuasive communication which induces fear
results in people paying more attention to a message than if fear is
absent. This should have the consequence of encouraging systematic
processing of information and a planned-action approach to behaving,
However, if the fear in a message is made to be personally relevant atti-
tude, change may be resisted through avoidance and defensiveness
(Liberman and Chaiken, 1992).

A study investigating the effect of different mass media campaigns
aimed at getting people to change behaviours to reduce their risks of
cardiovascular disease was conducted by Maccoby et al. in 1977,
and followed through over ten years later by Perlman (1990). In this
study three American towns in the same state were subjected to dif-
ferent campaigns over a two-year period. In one town the campaign
was conducted through the mass media — television, radio, leaflets,
etc. In the second town the same media campaign was conducted
together with workshops available for individuals who were in the
higher risk categories. The third town was the control condition and
received no media campaign or instructions for higher risk cate-
gories. The researchers took measures of (a) change in knowledge
about cardiovascular diseases; and (b) behavioural changes in the
high risk categories. Greatest behavioural change was found in the
town that was given both the media campaign and workshops.
Figure 3.12 shows that the greatest increase in knowledge was in the
same town.

The media campaign plus workshops was most effective in changing
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Figure 3.12: Change in knowledge about cardiovas-
cular disease in three fowns exposed to different cam-

paigns

3.9 Summary

attitudes, and maintaining conse-
quent changes in behaviour. This
approach is most likely to invoke
the systematic or central route to
attitude change. In line with
claims made in Section 3.5.4 ear-
lier, attitude change has been
found to be more enduring and
those attitudes to be more consis-
tent with behaviour. The findings
of this study seen in the context of
systematic processing of informa-
tion to bring about attitude
change may offer health psychol-
ogists powerful ways of promot-
ing healthy behaviour in people.

® Social psychologists regard attitudes as central and fundamental to understanding social
thought and behaviour. Attitudes are important for understanding stereotyping, prejudice

and interpersonal atfraction.

® Most social psychologists regard learning through direct or indirect experience as the
major explanation for the formation of attitudes; some evidence from twin studies offers o

genetic explanation for attitude formation.

® Affitudes may be seen to serve both structural and functional purposes for a person. The

structural approach relates attitudes to values, beliefs, intentions and behaviour. The func-
tional approach concerns adaptive, knowledge, ego-expressional and self-expressive
functions.

Attitudes may be measured by both direct and indirect means. Indirect measures, such as
physiological or projective techniques, are less reliable but not so obtrusive as direct mea-
sures such as the Likert and Semantic Differential rating scales.

The principles of cognitive consistency state that attitudes are related fo other aftitudes,
beliefs and behaviour in a consistent way. Cognitive dissonance occurs under poor con-
ditions and is a general theory of human social mofivation.

The conditions for cognitive dissonance are: person must be aware of inconsistency
between attitude and behaviour; the person must take responsibility for the behaviour;
physiological arousal must be felt; and, person must atiribute discomfort fo the atfitude
~ behaviour inconsis-tency.

Research on cognitive dissonance has focused on the three main areas of decision-making,
forced-compliance behaviour and justification of effort,
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The traditional approach to persuasion (Yale studies) investigated the factors of source of
communication, structure of message and who the message was aimed at. A range of
variables for each of these factors has been found to cause attitude change.

The elaboration-likelihood model proposes that people may adapt one of two approach-
es fo information: superficial or systematic. Superficial information processing results in
low elaboration with the person following a peripheral route. Systematic results in high
elaboration causing the person to follow a central route.

High motivation and/or high cognitive capacity will usually lead to a person following a
central (high elaboration) route. Attitude change is more enduring when information is
processed through a central route.

Cultural differences have shown Americans to be more influenced by advertisements
emphasising individuality while advertisements emphasising collectivity had greater influ-
ence over Asians.

People may resist persuasive communications and attitude change through reactance,
forewarning and selective avoidance.

Social psychologists have had an enduring interest in how and when attitudes influence
behaviour. The classic study of La Piere demonstrated a poor link; however, a general atti-
tude should not be compared with a specific attitude in this context.

Fishbein and Ajzen’s theory of reasoned action takes into account subjective norms, a per-
son’s attitude fowards the behaviour and behavioural intentions in predicting behaviour
from knowledge of a person’s attitudes.

The theory of reasoned action was modified to take account of the perceived control a
person has over the behaviour; this is called the theory of planned behaviour.

Fazio proposed that aftitudes which come readily and easily to mind may have an auto-
matic influence on behaviour. This happens for general attitudes and attitudes that are
readily accessible.

The study of attitudes has received extensive application in health psychology. Theory and
research here aim to change both attitudes and behaviour to promote a healthy lifestyle.

3.10 Suggestions for further reading

Eagly, A. H. and Chaiken, S. 1993: The Psychology of Attitudes. San Diego: Harcourt,
Brace, Jovanovich.

Provides a comprehensive, readable and reasonably up-to-date review of theory,
research and advances in the general field of attitudes.

Hewstone, M., Stroebe, W. and Stephenson, G. M. (ed.) 1996: Introduction to Social
Psychology. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Provides two good chapters on aftitude structure, measurement and function, and attitude
formation and change by leading European researchers. Up-to-date with good critical
analysis.
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Oppenheim, A. N. 1992: Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Affitude Measurement.
2nd edition. London: Pinter.
Second edition of a classic text expanded to include more on the pros and cons of dif-
ferent approaches fo attitude measurement. Good advice for avoiding pitfalls when
designing o study to measure affitudes.
Stroebe, W. and Stroebe, M. S, 1995: Social Psychology and Heafth. Buckingham: Open
University Press.
Follows on from the application given in this chapter to show a wider range of ways in
which theory, concepts and principles in aftitudes and attitude change apply to a variety
of health aspects.




