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WHAT ARE ATTITUDES AND HOW ARE THEY 
MEASURED?

1

QUESTIONS TO PONDER

WHAT IS AN ATTITUDE?
Do you remember the last great party you attended? What did you talk about? Who did you talk 

about? Chances are you talked about things and people that you like or dislike. You might have 

expressed the view that you disliked your country’s President or Prime Minister, had mixed feel-

ings about the latest Meryl Streep film, or that you really liked your social psychology class. In 
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every case, you were talking about your attitudes – your likes and dislikes. Attitudes are important. 

They influence how we view the world, what we think, and what we do. Because attitudes are 

vital in understanding human thought and behavior, social psychologists have devoted a lot of 

attention to understanding how we form attitudes, how our attitudes influence our daily life, and 

how our attitudes change over time. In this book, we want to tell you about what social psycholo-

gists call an attitude.

In thinking about these questions, perhaps the best place to start is by defining the term 

attitude. Like most constructs in psychology, the attitude concept has been defined in many 

ways. In their influential text The Psychology of Attitudes, Alice Eagly and Shelly Chaiken 

(1993, p. 1) define attitude as “a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a 

particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor.” Russell Fazio (1995, p. 247) defines 

attitude as “an association in memory between a given object and a given summary evalua-

tion of the object.” Richard Petty and John Cacioppo (1981, p. 7) define attitude as “a general 

and enduring positive or negative feeling about some person, object, or issue.” Finally, Mark 

Zanna and John Rempel (1988, p. 319) define attitude as “the categorization of a stimulus 

object along an evaluative dimension.”

Notice that all of these definitions emphasize evaluative judgments about an object. Indeed, 

most attitude theorists would argue that evaluation is the predominant aspect of the attitude con-

cept. In other words, reporting an attitude involves making a decision of liking versus disliking, 

or favoring versus disfavoring a particular issue, object, or person. As such, attitudes summa-

rize different types of information about an issue, object, or person. That is, all of our relevant 

thoughts, feelings, and past experiences get rolled up into a single evaluative summary. As we 

will see in Chapter 2, thoughts, feelings, and past behaviors are important sources of information 

for attitudes. Thus, we define attitude as an overall evaluation of an object that is based on  

cognitive, affective, and behavioral information.

 An attitude, when conceptualized as an evaluative judgment, can vary in two important ways 

(see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, 1998). First, attitudes differ in valence, or positive versus negative 

direction of evaluation. For instance, both authors of this text hold some positive attitudes (we like 

the music of The Police), negative attitudes (we dislike liver), and neutral attitudes (we feel pretty 

average toward tomato juice). Second, attitudes differ in strength, which is a term encompassing 

their stability, ability to withstand attack, capacity to influence how we process information, and 

ability to guide behavior (see Petty & Krosnick, 1995). For example, while one of us really hates 

liver, the other feels less strongly. Throughout the book (and especially in Chapter 4), we will 

see that differences in valence and strength play an important role in understanding how attitudes 

guide our processing of information and our behavior.

Until now, we have used a number of objects when providing examples of our own attitudes. 

This leads to the question “What is an attitude object?” Basically, attitude objects can be anything 

that is evaluated along a dimension of favorability. As others have noted (see Eagly & Chaiken, 

1993), some attitude objects are abstract (e.g., liberalism) and others are concrete (e.g., a red 

Corvette car). One’s own self (e.g., self-esteem) and other individuals (e.g., a particular politi-

cian) can also serve as attitude objects, as can social policy issues (e.g., death penalty) and social 
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groups (e.g., people from Canada). Throughout the book, we will use a number of examples when 

describing research that social psychologists have carried out on the attitude concept.

KEY POINTS

A SHORT HISTORY OF ATTITUDES RESEARCH
The study of attitudes has an extensive history within social psychology, with both emerging at 

the turn of the 20th century. Indeed, Gordon Allport (1935, p. 198), a renowned researcher who 

helped inspire attitudes research, noted that “the concept of attitude is probably the most distinc-

tive and indispensable concept in contemporary American social psychology.” This view was 

also shared by experts outside of social psychology, such as sociologists and behavioral psychol-

ogists (see McGuire, 1986). In this section of the chapter, we consider why social psychologists 

first started to study attitudes, and why this fascination has continued. Our aim is to highlight the 

central role that the study of attitudes has played, and continues to play, within social psychol-

ogy. To achieve this aim, we will time-travel backwards, but, for the sake of brevity, we present a 

short history – one that is more like an episode of Dr. Who than a feature-length documentary. 

Readers who are interested in learning more are invited to read the work of William McGuire 

(e.g., McGuire, 1985, 1986), who wrote extensively on the history of attitude research.

A starting point
As noted above, empirical research relevant to the psychology of attitudes can be traced to the 

early 20th century. In the 1920s, a number of individuals became interested in measuring subjec-

tive mental properties like attitudes. At that time, such was the importance of work on attitude 

measurement that social psychology was often defined as the study of attitudes (McGuire, 1985). 

Two significant researchers from that era were Louis Thurstone and Rensis Likert. Thurstone and 

Likert developed various ways for measuring attitudes, most notably the Equal Appearing Interval 

method (Thurstone, 1928; Thurstone & Chave, 1929) and the Likert scale (see Likert, 1932). 

Thurstone’s and Likert’s research was highly influential because it demonstrated that attitudes 

can be quantifiably measured – paving the way for the development of the discipline. In fact, the 

ability of scientists to measure attitudes was seen as an enormous breakthrough, as evidenced by 

the title of one Thurstone’s first journal articles on this topic: “Attitudes can be measured.” Even 

today, Likert scales remain an important tool for researchers interested in assessing attitudes and 

opinions. We will learn about Thurstone’s and Likert’s contributions later in this chapter.
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In addition to developing strategies designed to measure attitudes, early research also 

considered the degree to which individuals’ attitudes influence their behavior. In a famous 

paper, Richard LaPiere (1934) reported his experience traveling across the United States of 

America with a young Chinese couple. At the time of the travels, there was widespread anti-

Asian prejudice in the United States. As a result of this prejudice, LaPiere was concerned 

whether he and his traveling companions would be refused service in hotels and restaurants. 

Much to his surprise, only once (in over 250 establishments) were they not served. A few 

months after the completion of the journey, LaPiere sent a letter to each of the visited establish-

ments and asked whether they would serve Chinese visitors. Of the establishments that replied, 

only one indicated that it would serve them. This finding was taken as evidence that a person’s 

attitudes do not necessarily impact their behavior. While there were a number of problems with 

LaPiere’s work (e.g., the measures of attitude and behavior are not suitable by modern stand-

ards; see Chapter 3), the study was seminal in its consideration of whether attitudes predict 

behavior. The study of when and how attitudes guide behavior (and how behavior influences 

attitudes) remains at the forefront of attitude research. Indeed, we devote an entire section of 

this book to this issue.

The real world
Perhaps not surprisingly, the focus of research in social psychology is often influenced by real 

world events. The atrocities of World War II led social psychologists like Kurt Lewin, who escaped 

Nazi Germany in the 1930s, and many of social psychology’s progenitors, such as Solomon Asch, 

Leon Festinger, and Muzafer Sherif, to study processes such as conformity, power, and group 

dynamics. Their research had direct relevance to the study of attitudes and the types of questions 

that people began to address. Basically, the study of attitudes picked up momentum in an attempt 

to tackle greater societal concerns.

For instance, Theodore Adorno and colleagues (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson, & 

Sanford, 1950) were curious about the processes that lead individuals to develop authoritarian 

attitudes. In particular, they studied the social psychological bases of anti-Semitic attitudes. Their 

development of the F-scale (the F stood for Fascism) and their research on authoritarianism 

played an important role in understanding the development of prejudice against minority ethnic 

groups. Several decades later, research by Bob Altemeyer (1996) further developed this line of 

investigation, provoking a resurgence of interest in the concept of authoritarianism.

World War II affected social psychological research in other ways. Although attempts to 

understand the dynamics of persuasion can be traced back to Greek philosophy, the success of 

Nazi propaganda campaigns made Allied powers realize the importance of understanding how 

to mobilize and change public opinion. During the war, one of the founders of attitude research, 

Carl Hovland, took a leave of absence from Yale to become Chief Psychologist and Director 

of Experimental Studies for the United States War Department. His research during this time 

attempted to discover methods for making the United States’ war propaganda more effective at 

sustaining public morale.
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After the war, interest in persuasion remained strong due to the emergence of the Cold War and 

developments in telecommunications (such as the wide availability of television). Consequently, 

upon returning to Yale, Hovland, Irving Janis, and others within the “Yale School” continued to 

study how individuals respond to persuasive messages. These researchers instigated scientific 

research on attitude change examining when and how attitudes are most likely to change (see, 

e.g., Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953). As noted by McGuire (1986), the Yale School’s approach 

was convergent in that it started with a particular phenomenon (i.e., attitude change) that needed 

explanation. The researchers would assess a wide array of variables in order to determine which 

ones are important in explaining the phenomenon. Most important, these researchers addressed 

how factors such as characteristics of the message source, message recipient, and the persuasive 

message itself determine the likelihood of attitude change. Their findings were highly influ-

ential in helping social psychologists understand how and when persuasion is most likely to 

occur. Further, their work had an enormous impact on subsequent models of attitude change (see 

Chapter 5).

While Hovland and colleagues were developing their research on persuasion, Leon Festinger 

and colleagues addressed other issues relevant to attitude change. As noted by McGuire (1986), 

Festinger’s approach was divergent: it started with a particular theory and applied it to a wide 

range of attitudinal phenomena. One theory that Festinger applied was Cognitive Dissonance 

Theory (Festinger, 1957). Cognitive dissonance refers to a state of imbalance among beliefs, 

including the beliefs that support a person’s attitudes. The theory suggests that holding inconsist-

ent beliefs produces a negative feeling that we are motivated to reduce. As applied to attitudes, 

cognitive dissonance theory suggests that a person with two inconsistent attitudes would be 

motivated to change one of these attitudes to regain a state of consonance (see Chapter 6).

A final key development during this era was a consideration of the reasons why people hold 

attitudes – the study of attitude functions – encompassing the psychological needs served by atti-

tudes. Two groups of researchers developed taxonomies of attitude functions. M. Brewster Smith 

and colleagues (Smith, Bruner, & White, 1956) and Daniel Katz and colleagues (e.g., Katz, 1960; 

Katz & Stotland, 1959) both postulated that attitudes can serve a number of functions or needs 

for an individual. The most important of these functions is the object appraisal function – the 

capacity of attitudes to serve as energy saving devices that make judgments easier and faster to 

perform. Attitudes can also help us express our values, identify with people we like, and protect 

ourselves from negative feedback. As we show later in the book, knowing the primary function 

of an attitude is important, because attempts at attitude change are more likely to be successful 

when a persuasive appeal matches the function of the attitude.

The growth of a social cognition perspective
In the mid-1960s, there was a change in the zeitgeist of social psychology (and psychology as 

a whole). While much of the previous research was largely grounded in behaviorism, this new 

perspective – referred to as social cognition – was grounded in understanding how individu-

als elaborate upon and process socially relevant information. The social cognition perspective 
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includes convergent and divergent approaches alongside “systems” approaches, which attempt to 

map linkages among many causal factors, mediating variables, and outcomes (McGuire, 1986). 

This perspective remains the dominant framework within contemporary social psychology. From 

the perspective of attitude research, this framework led attitude researchers to consider new ques-

tions about how attitudes affect information processing and behavior. For instance, in thinking 

about how attitudes influence behavior, Icek Ajzen and Martin Fishbein developed the Theory 

of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977, 1980; see Chapter 4). As its name suggests, the 

Theory of Reasoned Action was developed to predict deliberative and thoughtful (i.e., reasoned) 

behavior from attitudes. This theory (and subsequent variations) paved the way for hundreds of 

studies that shared a common goal – understanding effects of attitudes on behavior.

This theory was a factor in a resurgence of research examining the relation between attitudes 

and behavior during the 1970s. In 1969, Alan Wicker had reviewed studies examining the relation 

between attitudes and behavior and reached the sobering conclusion that attitudes are a relatively 

poor predictor of behavior. His findings led a number of social psychologists to question the 

value of the attitude concept (see Eagly, 1992; Elms, 1975). It was argued that, if attitudes do 

not predict actions, then the construct is of limited use. Fishbein and Ajzen’s theory and related 

research (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977, 1980) showed that these concerns were overstated and that 

there needed to be greater attention to the study of when and how attitudes predict behavior. In 

the last 30 years, research findings have led to the conclusion that attitudes do predict behavior, 

but in some conditions better than others. In Chapter 3, we discuss when attitudes are most likely 

to predict behavior. In Chapter 4, we discuss models that have been developed to understand how 

attitudes predict behavior.

A new wave of attitude research
Attitude researchers have frequently noted that attitudes are based on cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral information (see Chapter 2). In the 1980s, research on this content of attitudes began 

to flourish (and it continues to flourish today). For example, this research has addressed questions 

such as how people organize their thoughts, feelings, and past experiences about a particular 

attitude object. Throughout the book, we devote considerable attention to the study of how the 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral content of attitudes interact and how they shape the develop-

ment and expression of attitudes.

The 1980s also saw the introduction of two important models of persuasion: the Elaboration 

Likelihood Model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981, 1986) and the Heuristic-Systematic Model 

(HSM; Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989). The ELM and HSM are both dual-

process models in that they specify two different routes to persuasion. The ELM refers to a central 

route and a peripheral route: the central route requires an individual to pay close attention to the 

contents of a persuasive appeal, whereas the peripheral route requires less thought. According to 

the HSM, one route involves systematic processing, while the other involves heuristic process-

ing: systematic processing requires individuals to carefully scrutinize the contents of a persuasive 

appeal, whereas heuristic processing requires less effort. While sharing many similarities, the 
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ELM and HSM differ in a number of ways (see Chapter 5). Together, these models have provided 

and continue to provide important insights into the processes underlying attitude change (see 

Maio & Haddock, 2007).

Ongoing developments
In the past two decades, research on the attitude concept has continued to flourish. One of the 

primary themes has been the study of attitude strength. As noted earlier in this chapter, some of 

our attitudes are held with great strength, while others are less strong. Strong attitudes have been 

found to differ from weak attitudes in a number of ways. Strong attitudes are more (a) persistent 

over time, (b) resistant to change, (c) likely to influence information processing, and (d) likely to 

predict behavior (Krosnick & Petty, 1995). Research on attitude strength has also played a major 

role in answering questions surrounding the degree to which attitudes are stable versus temporary 

(see Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000).

The new millennium has been extremely exciting for attitude researchers. While there have been 

a number of key developments, two areas of study in particular may make long-lasting impres-

sions. First, advances in computer technology (e.g., millisecond timing accuracy for key-stroke 

responses) and concerns about dishonest responding to questionnaires led researchers to develop 

new ways to measure attitudes. Without question, the most influential of these new techniques 

employs implicit measurement. Put simply, implicit measures assess attitudes without requiring 
individual’s awareness of their attitude or how it is being measured. Interestingly, research has 

revealed that in many domains, responses on implicit measures of attitude are often not consistent 

with people’s self-reported ratings of their own attitudes (see Petty, Fazio, & Briñol, 2009). 

Similarly, implicit measures of attitude often predict different outcomes from self-report 

measures (see Perugini, Richetin, & Zogmaister, 2010).

Advances in technology have benefited attitude research in other ways. One exciting development 

has been the application of brain imaging techniques to study attitudinal phenomena. For instance, 

structural and functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI and fMRI), Electroencephalography 

(EEG), and Magnetoencephalography (MEG) are being used to identify where attitude judgments 

are made in the brain (e.g., Cunningham, Johnson, Gatenby, Gore, & Banaji, 2003; Cunningham, 

Raye, & Johnson, 2004). Similarly, experiments have begun using event-related potential (ERP) 

methodology to develop understanding of the time-course in which attitude judgments are made 

(see Cacioppo, Crites, & Gardner, 1996; Cunningham, Espinet, DeYoung, & Zelazo, 2005). The 

use of these (and complementary) technologies is providing fascinating insights about attitudinal 

processes (see Chapter 9).

Beyond social psychology
Social psychologists are not the only scientists who study attitudes. For example, research on 

attitude change has obvious implications for understanding areas such as consumer behavior, 

political science, and health. Marketers are keenly aware of the strategies that are most effective 
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to elicit persuasion, and politicians continually try to convince us of the need to vote for them and 

support their policies. Further, research assessing how attitudes predict behavior has important 

applied implications. Health psychologists have adopted models such as the Theory of Reasoned 

Action (and its revised version, the Theory of Planned Behavior) in an attempt to get individuals 

to engage in a healthier lifestyle (e.g., exercising, eating a better diet).

KEY POINTS

MORE TO KNOW 1.1

-

-

HOW ARE ATTITUDES MEASURED?
So far, we have learned what attitudes are and how attitudes research has developed over time. 

Of course, to understand attitudes we need to have a sense of how attitudes are measured. In the 

remainder of the chapter, we deal will the question of how to measure attitudes.
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Attitudes, like most psychological constructs, are not directly observable. You cannot “see” an 

attitude like you see a person’s height or the speed of a car. Attitudes are in people’s heads and 

can only be inferred from their responses (Fazio & Olson, 2003; Himmelfarb, 1993). As a result, 

social psychologists have needed to develop various methodologies in order to effectively assess 

individuals’ attitudes.

We want to introduce some of the most commonly used techniques that have been developed 

over the past 75 years. To introduce different measures of attitude, we have elected to distinguish 

them on the basis of whether they are explicit (i.e., direct) or implicit (i.e., indirect). The distinc-

tion between explicit and implicit processes has a long history within psychology. Psychologists 

usually think of explicit processes as those that require conscious attention, while implicit pro-

cesses are those that do not require conscious attention. As applied to attitude measurement, 

these terms can be used to distinguish between measures in which the respondent is aware or 

unaware of how an attitude is being assessed. Put simply, explicit attitude measures directly ask 

respondents to indicate their attitude, whereas implicit attitude measures assess attitudes without 

respondents’ awareness or control over of how their attitude is being measured.

Direct (explicit) measures of attitudes
The vast majority of attitude measures can be conceptualized as direct (explicit) indicators of 

attitude. Historically, explicit measures of attitudes have been extremely popular among social 

psychologists (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Krosnick, Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2005). Usually, 

these measures are self-report questionnaires in which participants respond to direct questions 

about their opinions (e.g., “What is your opinion about abortion?”). As we learned in our trip 

back in time, initial research into attitude measurement is generally associated with the work of 

Thurstone (1928). In a seminal paper, Thurstone demonstrated how methods of psychophysical 

scaling could be adapted to measuring attitudes.

Thurstone’s most significant contribution to the measurement of attitudes was his development 

of the equal appearing intervals method (Thurstone & Chave, 1929). The equal appearing inter-

vals (EAI) approach involves multiple stages (Himmelfarb, 1993). First, the researcher constructs 

a set of belief statements that are relevant to the attitude being measured. Assume for a minute that 

a researcher was interested in creating an EAI measure of attitudes toward capital punishment. The 

researcher would begin by creating a pool of statements that are relevant to the issue (e.g., “Capital 

punishment would decrease the homicide rate” and “The death penalty should never be used”).

Second, after these belief statements had been created, judges are asked to order these state-

ments along a scale containing many intervals (e.g., 11). This ordering separates the statements 

into different subsets that imply similar levels of favorability or unfavorability toward the topic 

(e.g., capital punishment). For example, if judge A placed an item in the seventh interval, that 

item would have a score of 7 for that judge. The value for a particular item is the median of the 

placements made for that item across all judges. Thus, after the second stage, each item has been 

allocated a (median) score on the interval scale.

In the third stage, the belief statements are given to the individuals whose attitudes are to be 

examined. Respondents are asked to indicate the items with which they agree. A respondent’s 
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score is the mean (or median) of the scale value of the items to which they agreed. For example, 

if a respondent agreed with four items that had scale values of 5, 6, 6, and 7, this individual would 

have a score of 6.

Because he believed that Thurstone’s methodology was too time consuming, Likert (1932) 

developed a technique of summated ratings. In this approach, belief statements are written to 

indicate either a favorable or unfavorable attitude. An example of a Likert scale to assess atti-

tudes toward capital punishment is shown in Figure 1.1. For each item, respondents indicate their 

degree of agreement or disagreement. As you read the items presented in Figure 1.1, you will 

notice that items can be written such that a strong positive attitude toward the death penalty will 

produce either a “strongly agree” response (e.g., to item 2) or a “strongly disagree” response (e.g., 

to item 3). Researchers create items that are worded in opposite directions in order to help avoid 

tendencies to agree or disagree with every item.

How are Likert scales scored? In a questionnaire like that in Figure 1.1, each response alternative 

is allocated a score (in this case from 1 to 5). Traditionally, a low score is taken to indicate a negative 

attitude and a high score is taken to indicate a positive attitude. Thus, for item 2, an individual who 

strongly disagrees with the statement will be given a score of 1, while a person who strongly agrees 

will be given a score of 5. For item 3 (a reverse keyed item), an individual who strongly disagrees 

with the statement is expressing a positive attitude (and is given a score of 5 for that item), whereas 

an individual who strongly agrees with that item is expressing a negative attitude (and is allocated 

a score of 1). A person’s response on each item can be averaged to form a single score. For example, 

a respondent who answered 5, 4, 1, 5, and 1 to the items listed in Figure 1.1 would have total score of 

4.8 (after items 3 and 5 have been reverse coded).

An important characteristic of Likert scales is that different items are used which have 

unknown scale values, unlike EAI scales. Moreover, it is important to check that the items actu-

ally can be seen as reflecting the same construct (i.e., a respondent’s attitude). It could be the 

case that some items tap different attitudes from others. For instance, in Figure 1.1, the first item 

is about making euthanasia legal, while the second item is about holding a referendum. Although 

both items are keyed positively (i.e., a high score suggesting a positive attitude), it could be the 

case that participants’ responses to the second item have more to do with their attitude toward 

referendums or their attitude toward the likely outcome of a referendum on euthanasia, rather 

than their attitude toward euthanasia per se. If this is the case, then people’s responses on item 

2 should exhibit weak correlations with the other items. However, if we are right in suggesting 

that these items can form a reliable scale, then correlations among responses to each item should 

be high. If they are sufficiently high, scores on the individual items are averaged to form a single 

attitude score.

Another important consideration is that the numbers produced by the summation across items 

aren’t “real” in the sense that you cannot use them to compare attitudes toward different attitude 

objects. Because of the way in which items are worded, a 4.8 score toward “euthanasia” does 

not necessarily reflect a more positive attitude than, say, a 3.1 score for “cycling to work.” 

To compare between attitude topics, it is necessary to use a methodology that measures attitudes 

toward a variety of attitude objects along a common scale with matching items.
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The following statements are part of a survey on public attitudes. There are no right or wrong answers, 
only opinions. For each statement, indicate the number that best represents your personal opinion by 
using the following scale:

If you strongly disagree with the statement, indicate 1
If you disagree with the statement, indicate 2
If you neither disagree nor agree with the statement, indicate 3
If you agree with the statement, indicate 4
If you strongly agree with the statement, indicate 5

1 I think euthanasia should be made legal. 

2 I would support a referendum for the institution of euthanasia. 

3 Euthanasia should never be used. 

4 Euthanasia is appropriate when someone wants to die. 

5 I am against the use of euthanasia in all circumstances. 

Figure 1.1 

Among the efforts to develop such a technique, the most influential method is the semantic 
differential approach (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957). An example of a semantic dif-

ferential scale is shown in Figure 1.2. In this technique, participants are given a set of bipolar 

adjective scales, each of which is separated a number of categories. Participants are asked to 

evaluate the attitude object by indicating the response that best represents their opinion. To 

measure overall attitudes, the bipolar adjectives use general evaluative terms such as favorable/

unfavorable, good/bad, and like/dislike. Similar to the need for Likert scale items to show high 

intercorrelations, responses to the bipolar adjectives should also be highly correlated if we are 

to assume that they all assess the same construct (i.e., a respondent’s attitude). If the correla-

tions are sufficiently high, responses to the bipolar adjectives can be averaged to form a single 

attitude score.

If the bipolar scales assess attitudes in the same way across objects, then it is possible to 

compare scores across different objects. However, there can be instances where the same 

adjectives could mean different things for different attitude objects. For instance, the dimen-

sion “cold/warm” is likely to mean different things if you were reporting your attitude toward 

“Canada” versus “my best friend.” In fact, attitude objects like “Canada” and “my best friend” 

differ in so many ways (e.g., concreteness, personal relevance) that it is questionable whether 

there is any value in comparing them. Thus, the usefulness of bipolar semantic differential scales 

for comparing across objects must always be considered in light of potential differences between 

the attitude objects being compared.
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Issues in the direct measurement of attitudes
Direct measures of attitude have dominated research on the psychology of attitudes. Indeed, their 

usefulness will be demonstrated throughout this book. However, despite their usefulness and 

wide appeal, they possess a number of limitations. For example, individuals might occasionally 

be unaware of their underlying attitude toward an object (Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & Williams, 

1995; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). There are also effects of how the 

items in direct measures are presented. Even very subtle differences in item presentation (e.g., 

item order) can influence responses to direct measures of attitude (see Schwarz, 1999; Schwarz, 

Strack, & Mai, 1991), and items can elicit different responses depending on whether the question-

naire invites people to rate their attitudes relative to other people’s attitudes or not (see Olson, 

Goffin, & Haynes, 2007). It is also noteworthy that people make finer distinctions in their levels 

of positivity than in their levels of negativity, using more options in scales denoting positive 

evaluations (Smallman, Becker, & Roese, 2014).

Probably the most important criticism about direct measures of attitude is that of impression 

management. Impression management involves giving responses that present the respondents 

in a favorable way, even if the responses are inaccurate (Paulhus & John, 1998). To the extent 

that the researcher is interested in studying attitudes toward sensitive issues or issues relevant to 

norms of political or social appropriateness, individuals’ responses might not necessarily reflect 

their own opinion, but instead may reflect a desire to present themselves in a positive manner. 

For example, in some cultures, it may be considered socially inappropriate to express a prejudicial 

attitude toward ethnic minority groups. In such contexts, the use of explicit, direct measures 

may not provide an accurate portrayal of respondents’ attitudes, as individuals may not want to 

appear prejudiced.

Indirect (implicit) measures of attitudes
To circumvent problems associated with direct measures of attitude, social psychologists have 

developed a number of indirect or implicit response strategies. It is beyond the scope of this chapter 

to review all of these approaches (see Fazio & Olson, 2003, for a review). We therefore focus on 

the most influential and important techniques: evaluative priming (EP; see Fazio et al., 1995) and 

the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998).

Please respond to each scale by placing an ‘x’ on the line that best represents your opinion.

EUTHANASIA

BAD:  :  :  :  :  :  :  : GOOD
NEGATIVE:  :  :  :  :  :  :  : POSITIVE

DISLIKE :  :  :  :  :  :  : LIKE

Figure 1.2 
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As highlighted earlier in this chapter, Russell Fazio (1995, p. 247) defines an attitude as “an associa-

tion in memory between a given object and a given summary evaluation of the object.” According to 

Fazio and colleagues, these associations vary in strength, and the strength of the association reflects 

the accessibility of an attitude from memory and the likelihood that the evaluation is spontaneously 

activated when we encounter the attitude object. Let us describe this perspective more concretely. 

One of the authors of this book really hates the bread spread Marmite, and is he continually amazed 

that this product is sold throughout the world. Even thinking about Marmite sets off an immediate 

and strong negative reaction within him. Fazio’s model would postulate that the author has a strong 

association in memory between the attitude object “Marmite” and the evaluation “bad.” While this 

same author also dislikes pickles, they don’t elicit the same level of repulsion. Fazio’s approach 

would postulate that the author’s evaluation of Marmite is activated more spontaneously than his 

negative attitude toward pickles. That is, if he was asked whether Marmite is bad, he could make 

this response faster compared to if he was asked whether pickles are bad.

How can this speed difference in association be quantified? In a typical study, a participant is 

seated in front of a computer. The name of the attitude object is then presented on the computer 

screen (e.g., the word “Marmite”). Upon presentation of the attitude object, participants indicate 

their evaluation of the object by pressing a key labeled “good” or a key labeled “bad.” The speed 

with which a key is pressed is taken as a measure of the strength of the association between the 

attitude object and its evaluation (see Fazio, 1990). In our example, the speed in which the author 

pressed the “bad” key in response to “Marmite” should be faster than the speed in which he 

pressed the “bad” key in response to “pickles.”

This type of procedure can be taken a step further. Like before, imagine that you’re sitting in front 

of a computer. This time, the task is different. Once again, you are shown the name of an attitude object 

on the screen – this serves as the stimulus prime. Shortly after the stimulus prime is presented, it is 

replaced by an evaluative adjective (e.g., “disgusting”). Your task is to accurately classify the mean-
ing of the adjective as rapidly as possible, by pressing one key to indicate that the adjective (not the 

stimulus prime) signifies a “good” thing and another key to indicate that the adjective signifies a “bad” 

thing. Of interest to the researcher is the latency or speed with which you make the judgment.

MORE TO KNOW 1.2
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; ; ;
and

; ;
; ; ;
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; ; ;
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; ; ; ;

and

Why is the researcher interested in the speed of these judgments? Our cognitive processes make it 

easier for us to interpret the meaning of an object that shares the same meaning as an item we have 

just seen than to process completely unrelated items. So, we should be faster at classifying a posi-

tive adjective (e.g., “good”) after seeing a stimulus prime that we like than after seeing a stimulus 

prime we dislike. Similarly, we should be faster at classifying a negative adjective (e.g., “bad”) after 

seeing a stimulus prime that we dislike than after seeing a stimulus prime we like. In our case, the 

presentation of Marmite as a stimulus prime should inhibit (i.e., slow down) responses to a subse-

quent positive adjective and facilitate (i.e., speed up) responses to a subsequent negative adjective. 

Further, these facilitation and inhibition effects should be larger when presented with Marmite as 

the stimulus prime, rather than pickles as the stimulus prime. Thus, the presentation of the stimulus 

prime affects how quickly we decide whether an evaluative word is positive or negative.

Fazio and colleagues have adapted this evaluative priming paradigm to assess attitudes, most 

notably for domains in which explicit measures might be subject to social desirability concerns 

(such as prejudicial attitudes). For example, in a study by Fazio et al. (1995), participants were 

instructed that their task was to indicate the meaning of positive and negative adjectives. However, 

prior to the presentation of the target adjective, participants were briefly shown a photo of a per-

son who was either Black or White. Fazio et al. (1995) found that, among White participants, 

the presentation of a Black face produced faster responding to negative adjectives and slower 

responses to positive adjectives (relative to what was found in response to the presentation of a 

White face). Thus, in this study, a negative attitude toward African Americans was represented by 

differences in the time required to categorize positive and negative adjectives after the presenta-

tion of a Black face compared to a White face.

01_Maio and Haddock_Ch 01 Section I.indd   16 11/19/2014   4:46:33 PM



17

The second indirect procedure we want to describe is the Implicit Association Test (IAT; 

Greenwald et al., 1998). Like the evaluative priming measure, it is based on the assumption that 

attitude objects can spontaneously activate evaluations which influence subsequent responses and 

the speed with which these responses are made. In a typical IAT study, participants are seated at a 

computer and asked to classify adjectives and attitude objects. (Recall that the evaluative priming 

method asks people only to classify the adjectives and does not ask people to classify the attitude 

object.) Participants are instructed to make their responses as quickly as possible; the computer 

records the time it takes them to respond. By recording the speed of responses, this task is similar 

to the evaluative priming method.

As originally designed, an IAT study involves various blocks. In our example, we will describe an 

IAT with five separate blocks of trials to examine attitudes toward men versus women. In block 1 of 

a gender IAT, participants are shown a variety of male and female names (see Figure 1.3). They are 

instructed to make one response (e.g., press the “s” key on a keyboard) when they see a male name 

and a different response (e.g., press the “k” key) when they see a female name. They are asked to 

perform this task (and all others in the test) as quickly as possible, with multiple trials in a block. In 

block 2, participants are presented with a variety of positive and negative adjectives. Again, they are 

asked to make one response (press the “s” key) when a positive adjective appears on the screen and 

a different response (press the “k” key”) when a negative adjective appears on the screen. In block 3, 

participants are instructed that they will see names or adjectives, and that they are to press the “s” key 

when they see a male name or positive adjective, and press the “k” key when they see a female name or 

negative adjective. Block 4 is similar to block 2, but this time the responses are reversed: a participant 

now presses the “s” key when a negative word appears and the “k” key when a positive word appears. 

Block 5 is similar to block 3, but this time participants are to press the “s” key when a male name or 

negative adjective appears and the “k” key when a female name or positive adjective appears.

Blocks 3 and 5 are crucial – they measure the strength of association between an attitude 

object (in this example, gender categories) and evaluations. How does the IAT use these blocks 

to compute an attitude score? Imagine an individual who is more positive about men compared to 

women. For this individual, the task in block 3 should be quite simple. If the individual evaluates 

men more favorably than women, trials in which men are associated with positive adjectives and 

women are associated with negative adjectives should lead to fast responses, because the links 

between these categories and evaluations are congruent. Let’s imagine that our participant’s mean 

response time to trials in this block is 800 milliseconds. In contrast, responses in block 5 should 

take longer for this participant. Given the participant’s favorability to men over women, trials 

that associate women with positivity and men with negativity should take more time to elicit 

a response. Let’s imagine that our participant’s mean response time for this block is 1100 mil-

liseconds. If so, our participant’s mean response time for block 3 is shorter than that for block 5 

by 300 milliseconds. As originally conceived, this difference is referred to as the IAT effect (see 

Greenwald et al., 1998 for additional details about computing IAT effects; see also Greenwald, 

Nosek, & Banaji, 2003 for alternative scoring algorithms for the IAT).
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Since its development, the IAT has evoked a substantial amount of interest. In the decade 

after its publication, the original journal article introducing the measure was cited by over 900 

articles – an amazing citation rate. Furthermore, since its development, the IAT has been refined 

in numerous ways. For example, the IAT’s developers have generated new scoring formulae for 

the measure (see Greenwald et al., 2003), a recent adaptation simplifies the structure of trials 

(Rothermund, Teige-Mocigemba, Gast, & Wentura, 2009), and there is a formula that helps to 

disentangle non-attitudinal components of IAT scores (e.g., task switching demands) from the 

attitudinal components (Meissner & Rothermund, 2013).

The IAT has also been developed for different participant populations, including even a variant 

for a non-human primate, the rhesus macaque (Mahajan et al., 2011). One useful development was 

provided by Andrew Baron and Mahzarin Banaji (2006), who modified the IAT for use with young 

children. This child-friendly IAT was developed by making several alterations to the basic IAT. First, 

children are allowed more time to respond. Second, the positive and negative attributes are words 

that are frequently used in a child’s vocabulary (e.g., nice, yucky), and are spoken aloud through 

headphones or speakers (rather than written words on a computer screen). Third, bright buttons are 

Figure 1.3 

“S” key  
responses

“K” key  
responses

Male names

Positive 
adjectives

Positive 
adjectives

Male names
OR

positive 
adjectives

Male names
OR

negative  
adjectives

Female names
OR

negative 
adjectives

Female names
OR

positive 
adjectives

Negative 
adjectives

Negative 
adjectives

Female names
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used to record responses, rather than keys on a keyboard. Baron and Banaji (2006) successfully used 

a child-friendly race-IAT in a sample of six and 10 year olds. They found that six year olds demon-

strated strong explicit and implicit pro-white/anti-black attitudes, while 10 year olds were positive 

toward African Americans on the explicit measure and remained negative on the implicit measure. 

Thus, the IAT can yield important findings even among very young people.

Initially, a wave of excitement led to unwarranted assumptions about the power of the meas-

ure. One of these was the notion that respondents could not bias their scores on the measure. Yet 

people can exert some control over the influence of their attitudinal biases on responses in the IAT 

after training (e.g., Calanchini, Gonsalkorale, Sherman, & Klauer, 2013). Another assumption 

was that the IAT represented a tool that could uncover an individual’s “unconscious” attitudes. 

This idea is difficult to test and we, like most others, do not believe this to be accurate (see also 

Fazio & Olson, 2003). Rather, the IAT represents an implicit measure of attitude; the attitude may 

or may not be entirely unconscious to the individual.

Similarly, researchers wondered whether the IAT might represent a “gold standard” of attitude 

measurement. That said, scores on the IAT are more malleable than initially assumed. For exam-

ple, Dasgupta and Greenwald (2001) assessed whether showing participants pictures of liked and 

disliked Black and White individuals would influence racial attitudes on the IAT. One group of 

participants was shown pictures of admired Black individuals (e.g., the actor Will Smith) and 

disliked White individuals (e.g., serial murderer Charles Manson), whereas a second group was 

shown pictures of admired White individuals (e.g., the actor Tom Hanks) and disliked Black indi-

viduals (e.g., boxer Mike Tyson). Compared to participants in a control group (shown pictures 

of flowers and insects), participants in the “pro-Black” (i.e., Will Smith) condition subsequently 

showed less prejudicial attitudes than participants in the “pro-White” (i.e., Mike Tyson) or control 

conditions. Further, these effects were found when the race IAT was administered immediately 

after or 24 hours after the presentation of the famous faces (see also Blair, Ma, & Lenton, 2001). 

Thus, the IAT manifests variability similar to that seen in self-report measures, which are also 

affected by context (as noted earlier in this chapter).

Notwithstanding these issues, there is a lot of cogent evidence to support the usefulness of the 

IAT (Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009). Greenwald, Banaji, and colleagues have 

also developed very interesting and educational websites about the IAT (see, e.g., https://implicit.

harvard.edu/implicit and www.briannosek.com/iat/ – accessed May 20, 2014). As we will see 

below and in the rest of the book, numerous studies have found that its use helps to complement 

self-report measures of attitudes and that further adaptations of the IAT may be very useful.

Other types of indirect measures of attitude
Just as it is a sign of respect for the original work when people try to remake a film or song, 

scientists’ esteem for the evaluative priming measure and the IAT is shown in how they have tried 

to develop the approaches further, but in different ways. For instance, a recent complement to 

the EP approach is the Affect Misattribution Paradigm (AMP), developed by Keith Payne and his 

collaborators (Payne, Burkley, & Stokes, 2008; Payne, Cheng, Govorun, & Stewart, 2005). Like 

the EP method, this measure is implemented on a computer. Participants are shown images of 
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an attitude object over a number of trials, and, immediately after each presentation, participants 

are briefly shown an ambiguous stimulus, such as a Chinese writing character (if the participants 

are not Chinese speaking). Participants are asked to quickly rate the pleasantness of the ambigu-

ous stimulus, while ignoring the stimulus before (which is described as being a mere cue for the 

next stimulus). Because people tend to misattribute their current feelings to salient stimuli, the 

researchers predicted that the characters would be rated more positively following objects that are 

pleasant (e.g., a baby) than after objects that are unpleasant (e.g., a shark). Results supported this 

prediction, and many studies revealed that ratings of the pleasantness in the AMP could be used 

to detect political and racial attitudes. Furthermore, the attitude scores from the AMP correlated 

significantly with relevant self-report attitudes, intentions, and observed behaviors.

Independent evidence has supported Payne and colleagues’ assumptions that affect misattribu-

tion is the mechanism shaping participants’ scores on the measure (Gawronski & Ye, 2014). In 

addition, a recent meta-analysis of 167 studies has found that the AMP, the original evaluative 

priming method, and other approaches that rely on effects of primes to detect attitudes are reli-

able predictors of behavior, even after controlling for responses to explicit measures of attitude 

(Cameron, Brown-Iannuzzi, & Payne, 2012). Thus, priming procedures, and the AMP in particu-

lar, are promising procedures for implicitly assessing attitudes.

There have also been many new variations on the IAT. Michael Olson and Russell Fazio suggested 

that a “personalized” IAT could be a more effective measure of attitude (Olson & Fazio, 2004a). 

According to Olson and Fazio, performance on the IAT can be affected by extrapersonal associations, 

or knowledge about what others think or feel about the attitude object. For example, as noted by Han, 

Olson, and Fazio (2006), the responses of a participant completing an IAT in which the categories are 

apples and chocolates might be influenced by whether the participant is dating someone who loves 

apples or chocolates. The other person’s feelings can be a part of the knowledge tapped by an IAT, 

even though those feelings do not necessarily affect the individual’s own attitude. (The author’s wife 

loves Marmite.) Olson and Fazio argue that influence of extrapersonal associations can be removed by 

making the tasks in the IAT more personal. They suggest that this can be achieved by having people 

classify objects and adjectives using the personal dimensions “I like/I don’t like,” rather than using the 

general dimensions of “favorable/unfavorable” (see also Han, Czellar, Olson, & Fazio, 2010).

Another procedural refinement tackles the relative nature of the IAT. For example, in a gen-

der IAT, the category “women” is presented along with the category “men.” As a result, the 

IAT score reflects a favorability to women over men (or vice-versa). The score depends on 

attitudes toward women and on attitudes toward men. This means that we cannot tell from a 

positive score whether a person actually likes women or just dislikes them less than he or she 

dislikes men. This problem can be important in many contexts. For example, in studies of preju-

dice, positive IAT scores in favor of an ingroup (e.g., Whites liking Whites) may occur even 

if spontaneous associations to the ingroup (e.g., Whites) and outgroup (e.g., Blacks) are both 

significantly favorable. Furthermore, in some contexts, it is not always clear which group should 

be the contrast category. In countries with diverse social groups, would prejudice toward Blacks 

be best assessed in comparison with Whites or in comparison with Asians? Similarly, what 

should be the contrast category in an IAT evaluating (say) Starbucks coffee? To avoid problems 
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that are inherent in comparing across different categories, researchers have developed single 

category IATs (Blanton, Jaccard, Gonzales, Christie, 2006; Bluemke & Friese, 2008; Karpinski 

& Steinman, 2006). Single category IATs use subtly different response tasks and blocks to focus 

on one category (e.g., Blacks, Starbucks) without a comparison to another category.

Another adaptation of the IAT assesses attitudes without a computer. You might have noticed 

that the implicit measures we have discussed use computers to obtain response latencies. This can 

be cumbersome in many research settings where computers are not easily available, so paper-and-

pencil IAT tasks have been developed (see Lowery, Hardin, & Sinclair, 2001). In this technique, 

stimuli (e.g., male and female names, positive and negative adjectives) are presented as series of 

items running down the center of a page. At the top of the page there are two categories, with one 

on each side of the column of items. Participants are asked to indicate beside each item whether 

it belongs in the category that is left or right of it. For example, the column of items may contain 

male and female names, interspersed among positive and negative adjectives. In one block, par-

ticipants may be asked to sort the names and adjectives into both a male/positive column and 

a female/negative column. In another block, participants may be asked to sort the names and 

adjectives into a male/negative column and a female/positive column.

Sounds easy, doesn’t it? But there is an important twist: participants are asked to categorize the 

items as quickly and accurately as possible in a specific amount of time. The time pressure causes 

them to make mistakes. As in the computerized version of the task, a participant who favors men 

to women should find it easier to complete the task in which male/positive and female/nega-

tive are categorized together. This difference in ease should cause the participant to make fewer 

mistakes in the male/positive and female/negative block than in the male/negative and female/

positive block. To reflect this difference, an IAT score is derived by computing the difference 

between the number of correct categorizations across the two blocks.

MORE TO KNOW 1.3
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Other types of indirect measures of attitude have been developed. For example, during the 1960s 

and 1970s, researchers experimented with a number of psychophysiological measures. These 

measures include the galvanic skin response (GSR), pupillary dilation, and facial electromyo-

graphic activity (facial EMG). The use of GSR was based on the assumption that activity in the 

sweat glands would increase skin conductance and, therefore, higher scores would reflect greater 

stress or aversion. However, research found that GSR responses can be elicited by both negative 

and positive responses, meaning that the GSR is not sensitive to attitude valence (Himmelfarb, 

1993). In contrast, pupillary dilation was based on the assumption that the pupils of the eye 

should expand to take in more light when people see things they like. Yet subsequent research 

found that pupillary dilation (like GSR) is less sensitive to valence and more sensitive to the 

attention an individual devotes to an attitude object (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1983). Thus, despite 

some initial promise, the popularity of these measures has waned.

EMG addressed the issue of valence sensitivity and initially offered greater potential. This tech-

nique assesses the contractions of core facial muscles. Research using this procedure has revealed that 

such measures can distinguish positive from negative responses. For example, Cacioppo and Petty 

(1979a) tested whether an EMG measure would be able to distinguish participants’ positive and nega-

tive responses to a persuasive appeal. These scientists found that participants’ EMG patterns revealed 

facial expressions of happiness when the participants heard an appeal that supported their attitude. 

In contrast, when participants heard an appeal that ran counter to their attitude, their facial muscles 

displayed the pattern of sadness. While provocative, practical limitations and technological advances 

have made EMG assessments uncommon among contemporary attitude researchers.

In recent times, other types of physiological measures have shown promise. First, event-
related potentials (ERPs) measure electrical activity in the brain. Research using this technique 

has helped develop our understanding of the time course in which individuals make attitudi-

nal judgments; that is, when individuals show brain activity while making evaluative responses 

about an attitude object. For example, experiments by Cacioppo, Crites, and Gardner (1996) and 

Cunningham et al. (2005) have found that event-related potentials often occur between 450–600 

milliseconds after the presentation of an attitude object.

A second physiological measure that is eliciting interest is functional magnetic resonance imag-
ing (fMRI). fMRI attempts to uncover the brain locations associated with attitudinal responding by 

assessing changes in blood flow and blood oxygenation within the brain. Changes in blood flow 

within a region of the brain can be used to infer the degree to which that brain region is “active.” 

As applied to the study of attitudes, a number of researchers have used fMRI to help understand 

where attitudinal responses are occurring in the brain (see, e.g., Cunningham et al., 2003, 2004, 

2008, 2009). We’ll learn more about this exciting technique in the final section of the book.

Issues relevant to the measurement of attitudes
A sound measure of any psychological construct must be both reliable and valid. In its broadest 

sense, reliability refers to “the degree to which test scores are free from errors in measurement” 

(American Psychological Association, 1985, p. 19). When assessing a psychological construct, 

we want the measure to be a true indication of the individual’s status on the construct being 

assessed. In the context of attitude measurement, reliability has two important meanings. First, 
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internal consistency refers to whether the individual items are assessing the same psychological 

construct. As noted earlier, items that assess the same construct should be positively correlated. 

Second, test-retest reliability refers to consistency in scores across time. A sound attitude measure 

should produce similar scores across repeated testing (in the absence of any true attitude change).

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHT 1.1

-

-

-
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A number of studies have investigated the reliability of explicit and implicit measures of attitude. 

Explicit measures have been shown to exhibit high reliability. For example, semantic differential 

scales using the evaluative dimensions of good/bad, positive/negative, and favorable/unfavorable 

exhibit high internal consistency (Huskinson & Haddock, 2004). Generally speaking, explicit 

measures that contain more items tend to be more reliable, as long as the items are somewhat 

similar. That said, research has found that even single-item semantic differential measures 

possess high test-retest reliability (Haddock, Zanna, & Esses, 1993).

Given their recent introduction, less research has been conducted assessing the reliability of 

implicit measures of attitude. However, Cunningham, Preacher, and Banaji (2001) found that 

implicit measures possessed reasonably high internal consistency and test-retest correlations. 

In the context of measuring prejudice, Cunningham et al. (2001) compared the reliability of 

the evaluative priming technique, the IAT, and an explicit measure of racial prejudice. Attitudes 

were assessed on four occasions, each time separated by two weeks. The study revealed that the 

implicit measures of prejudice were consistent over time. That is, participants who demonstrated 

an anti-Black bias at one point in time usually expressed an anti-Black bias at other points in time.

The validity of a scale refers to the extent that it assesses the construct it is designed to meas-

ure. Developing a valid measure of a psychological construct is not as simple and straightforward 

as one might expect. For example, testing the validity of a new measure of attitudes toward capi-

tal punishment would require demonstrating that the new measure is (a) related to other measures 

of capital punishment (i.e., convergent validity), (b) unrelated to measures of other constructs 

irrelevant to capital punishment (i.e., discriminant validity), and (c) predictive of future behavior 

(i.e., predictive validity).

A number of studies have investigated the validity of explicit and implicit measures of attitude. 

Explicit measures of attitude are often valid. For example, Haddock et al. (1993) demonstrated 

that a semantic differential measure of prejudicial attitudes was highly predictive of a subsequent 

measure of discriminatory behavior (see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, for more examples). In later 

chapters (most notably Chapters 3 and 4), we will see additional evidence that semantic differen-

tial and Likert scales can yield scores that are highly predictive of judgments and behavior.

Several reviews of studies including implicit measures have found evidence to support their 

convergent and predictive validity (e.g., Cameron et al., 2012; Fazio & Olson, 2003; Greenwald 

et al., 2009; Maio, Haddock, Watt, Hewstone, & Rees, 2009; Perugini et al., 2010). Specific 

examples include Cunningham et al.’s (2001) finding that responses to the evaluative priming 

and IAT measures are significantly interrelated after statistically controlling for measurement 

unreliability. (Measurement error or unreliability weakens correlations between measures.) Also, 

in one compelling study using fMRI technology, Phelps et al. (2000) found that an IAT measure 

of racial prejudice was highly predictive of amygdala activation when presented with pictures of 

Black individuals (the amygdala is an area of the brain associated with fearful evaluations). This 

type of research highlights how implicit measures of attitude may be able to provide a window 

into deeper workings of the brain.

At the same time, however, we caution readers that the reliability and validity of any meas-

ure must always be viewed in the context of the measure. A measure that is reliable and valid 

in one context might not be reliable and valid in another context. With regard to the measurement 
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of attitudes, the nature of the attitude object is perhaps the most significant variable to con-

sider. For instance, the IAT has been viewed as a window into better prediction of ethnic and 

racial discrimination, but a recent meta-analysis disputes this claim (Oswald, Mitchell, Blanton, 

Jaccard, & Tetlock, 2013). Furthermore, other research suggests that the IAT exhibits weak valid-

ity in assessing attitudes toward the self (Buhrmester, Blanton, & Swann, 2011). On the other 

hand, there are many examples of the unique predictive validity of implicit measures, such as 

evidence of their validity in assessing preference for physical attractiveness in romantic part-

ners, beyond the variance explained by explicit measures of this preference (Eastwick, Eagly, 

Finkel, & Johnson, 2011). Perhaps implicit measures are more strongly handicapped when they 

are applied to attitude targets and evaluative dimensions that are multifaceted and complex (e.g., 

social outgroups, the self) rather than targets or dimensions that are simple (e.g., attractiveness). 

The same may be true for explicit measures, and many other variables (e.g., distractions, salient 

norms) may affect the performance of both types of measure.

Finally, if responses to explicit measures are strongly correlated with responses to implicit 

measures, then both measures should exhibit similar properties. This high correspondence can 

arise in diverse circumstances. For instance, responses to both types of measure can be simi-

lar when people are willing to express their true attitudes and can easily access them (Fazio & 

Olson, 2003), are asked to rely on their “gut feelings” in response to explicit measures (Loersch, 

McCaslin, & Petty, 2011), or are given prior tasks that narrow their conceptual focus (Huntsinger, 

2013). In such cases, both types of measures should provide similar perspectives on the attitudes 

people hold.

Nevertheless, it is important not to dismiss the instances in which the measures reveal quite 

different attitudes. Chapter 9 will highlight instances where it is interesting to calculate discrep-

ancies between implicit and explicit measures of attitude within individuals. These discrepancies 

can also predict phenomena that are psychologically interesting (e.g., defensiveness, social group 

discrimination).

KEY POINTS
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