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Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Personality Psychology, Consumer Research

1. Core Definition

The core concept of attitude-behavior consistency refers to the empirical extent to which an

individual's observable actions (behavior) are congruent with their underlying evaluations and

feelings (attitudes) toward a specific object, person, or situation. Attitudes are psychological

tendencies expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor. The

foundational expectation within social psychology is that these internal states should reliably

predict corresponding external actions. When high consistency is observed, it indicates that the

individual is acting in a way that directly supports or reflects their established cognitive and

affective framework regarding the attitude object.

This consistency is typically operationalized through directional predictions. Specifically, a strongly

held positive attitude towards an object--whether it be a product, a political candidate, or an

abstract concept--is hypothesized to lead to approach behaviors, engagement, or support.

Conversely, a negative or unfavorable attitude is expected to trigger withdrawal behaviors,

avoidance, opposition, or rejection. For example, if an individual possesses a positive attitude

toward environmental sustainability, the consistent behavior would involve actions such as

recycling, reducing consumption, or advocating for green policies. The degree to which these

actions align with the attitude provides the measure of attitude-behavior consistency.

The evaluation of attitude-behavior consistency is critical for validating attitude measurement

instruments and for establishing the predictive power of psychological research. The simple

hypothesis, often referred to as the Principle of Consistency, states that actions should logically

follow evaluations. However, empirical evidence has demonstrated that this link is often tenuous

and highly dependent upon mediating variables, making the study of consistency a central,

complex endeavor within social psychology. When researchers assess consistency, they are

essentially determining the degree of predictability--can we know what someone will do simply by

knowing how they feel?

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The belief that attitudes dictate behavior was an implicit assumption in early 20th-century

psychology, particularly in the study of social prejudice and morale. Attitudes were seen as driving

forces, and changing attitudes was consequently viewed as the straightforward path to changing

behavior. This foundational assumption was profoundly challenged by Richard LaPiere's influential

1934 study, which provided the first major empirical evidence that attitudes frequently fail to predict
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behavior accurately. LaPiere traveled across the United States with a Chinese couple during a time

of significant anti-Asian sentiment and recorded the service they received at hotels and

restaurants. While they were refused service only once, a subsequent survey sent to the same

establishments revealed that over 90% stated they would refuse service to people of Chinese

descent.

LaPiere's findings inaugurated the "Attitude Crisis" in social psychology during the 1960s and

1970s, where many researchers concluded that attitudes were largely irrelevant to behavioral

prediction. This skepticism necessitated a fundamental re-evaluation of how attitudes were

conceptualized and measured. Key methodological criticisms emerged, focusing on the lack of

correspondence between the attitude measured (often general, abstract attitudes) and the

behavior observed (often highly specific actions). For instance, an attitude toward

"environmentalism" (general) is a poor predictor of whether a person will recycle a specific plastic

bottle (specific behavior).

The resolution of the Attitude Crisis came through the development of sophisticated theoretical

models designed to identify and incorporate the variables that moderate the attitude-behavior link.

The work of Icek Ajzen and Martin Fishbein was pivotal in this transition, leading to the creation of

the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). This framework shifted the focus from predicting behavior

directly from attitude to predicting behavioral intention, which is influenced not just by attitude, but

also by subjective norms and perceived behavioral control. This marked a necessary evolution

from simple consistency models to complex process models, restoring the utility of the attitude

construct in predicting action.

3. Key Characteristics (Moderators of Consistency)

The relationship between attitude and behavior is not monolithic; it is heavily influenced by several

situational, personal, and attitudinal characteristics known as moderators. These factors determine

the likelihood that an attitude will translate into a corresponding action. One of the most critical

characteristics is attitude strength. Strong attitudes--those held with high certainty, derived from

direct personal experience, and deeply integrated into the self-concept--are far more predictive of

behavior than weak or ambivalent attitudes. Attitudes formed through direct experience, such as

interacting with a product, offer higher consistency than those formed indirectly through advertising

or hearsay.

Another key characteristic is attitude accessibility, which refers to how easily and quickly an

attitude comes to mind when faced with the attitude object. Highly accessible attitudes, typically

measured via reaction time, guide spontaneous behavior because they are automatically activated

and utilized as perceptual filters when interpreting a situation. Conversely, when attitudes are weak

or inaccessible, behavior is more likely to be guided by immediate situational cues, social norms,
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or heuristics, rather than internal evaluations.

The principle of specificity correspondence is perhaps the most important methodological

characteristic. For high consistency to occur, the attitude measure must correspond precisely to

the behavioral criterion in terms of target, action, context, and time (T-A-C-T). A general attitude

toward "charity" will not predict whether a person donates specifically to the Red Cross tomorrow

morning. However, an attitude toward "donating ten dollars to the Red Cross next week" will exhibit

high predictive validity for that specific action.

4. Theoretical Frameworks

The robust study of attitude-behavior consistency led to the formulation of sophisticated

cognitive models designed to map the psychological processes connecting evaluation to action.

The most dominant framework is the aforementioned Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). This

model posits that the best predictor of behavior is behavioral intention, which itself is determined by

three antecedent factors: the individual's attitude toward the specific behavior (e.g., "I think

recycling is good"), subjective norms (the perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the

behavior), and perceived behavioral control (the belief in one's ability to successfully execute the

behavior). The TPB is highly effective in predicting deliberate, planned behaviors, such as enrolling

in a course or purchasing a major item.

A parallel framework designed to account for more spontaneous or habitual actions is Russell

Fazio's Attitude-to-Behavior Process Model. This model emphasizes the role of attitude

accessibility. Fazio suggests that when an attitude is highly accessible, its activation immediately

influences the individual's perception of the situation and the definition of the event. This definition

then steers subsequent behavior, largely bypassing the detailed cognitive deliberation required by

the TPB. For instance, a highly accessible negative attitude toward snakes immediately influences

the perception of an object in the grass as a threat, resulting in immediate avoidance behavior

without conscious weighing of pros and cons.

These models demonstrate that attitude-behavior consistency is not a single phenomenon but

rather the outcome of distinct psychological pathways. Planned, effortful behaviors adhere well to

the deliberative processes outlined in TPB, whereas spontaneous, low-effort behaviors are better

explained by models emphasizing automatic activation and accessibility. Understanding which

pathway is engaged in a given situation is crucial for accurately predicting and influencing

behavior.

5. Significance and Impact

The successful prediction of behavior from attitudes holds immense significance across various

applied fields. In consumer research and marketing, understanding attitude-behavior
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consistency allows companies to measure whether advertising campaigns successfully translate

positive brand attitudes into actual purchasing behavior, rather than just favorable survey

responses. Discrepancies between high attitude scores and low sales figures prompt investigation

into moderating factors such as price, ease of access, or competitive influence.

In health psychology, consistency research is vital for predicting patient adherence to complex

medical regimens, such as taking medication, maintaining dietary restrictions, or exercising

regularly. Here, attitudes toward health behaviors often compete with powerful subjective norms

(e.g., peer pressure) or low perceived behavioral control (e.g., lack of time or resources), leading to

poor consistency even when attitudes toward health are strongly positive. Interventions are often

designed specifically to bolster perceived control to close the attitude-behavior gap.

Furthermore, in political science and public opinion research, the study of attitude consistency

helps predict voter turnout and decision-making. Researchers often analyze the consistency

between general political ideology (attitude) and specific voting choices (behavior). In these

contexts, consistency can be undermined by situational variables such as last-minute scandals,

conflicting endorsements, or the perceived closeness of the election outcome, all of which act as

powerful short-term moderators.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite significant theoretical advancements, the concept of attitude-behavior consistency

remains subject to ongoing debates, primarily concerning the nature of the attitudes being

measured. A major criticism revolves around the distinction between explicit and implicit attitudes.

Explicit attitudes are conscious, self-reported evaluations (what a person says they believe), which

are the focus of models like TPB. Implicit attitudes are automatic, unconscious associations that

can be accessed without introspection (often measured using tools like the Implicit Association

Test).

Critics argue that low consistency is often observed because researchers rely solely on explicit

attitudes, which are highly susceptible to social desirability bias (people reporting what they think

they should believe). In situations where people are motivated to present a favorable image,

explicit attitudes may show little relationship to actual, spontaneous behavior driven by less

controllable implicit biases. This has led to the development of dual-process models, which

suggest that both explicit and implicit attitudes contribute to the prediction of behavior, with explicit

attitudes predicting deliberative actions and implicit attitudes predicting spontaneous actions.

Finally, another structural limitation involves the challenges inherent in accurately measuring

complex behaviors. Most consistency research relies on self-reported behaviors, which introduce

measurement error and confirmation bias. Furthermore, the very definition of "consistency" is

sometimes debated; behavior is often multifunctional and context-dependent, meaning a single
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action may simultaneously reflect multiple, even conflicting, attitudes, complicating the evaluation

of a simple one-to-one relationship.
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