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ATTITUDE CHANGE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Cognitive Psychology, Communication Studies,

Consumer Behavior

1. Core Definition

Attitude change refers to any fundamental alteration in the strength, valence, or content of a

person's disposition toward an attitude object--which can be a person, concept, group, or issue. An

attitude is traditionally defined in social psychology as a learned, enduring predisposition to

respond consistently favorably or unfavorably toward something. Attitude change may involve a

shift in the evaluative direction (e.g., moving from a negative view of mandatory recycling to a

positive view), or a modification in the intensity of the existing attitude (e.g., moving from moderate

support to extreme zeal). This process is central to the study of social influence, as attitudes often

serve as the critical bridge between internal psychological states and observable behavior.

The structure of attitudes is often conceptualized using the Tripartite Model, which posits three

components: the Affective Component (emotional reactions and feelings), the Cognitive

Component (thoughts, beliefs, and knowledge), and the Behavioral Component (past behaviors

or behavioral intentions). Attitude change can target any one of these components, but for the

change to be stable and long-lasting, it typically requires consistency or realignment across all

three facets. For instance, a person might change their cognitive beliefs about climate science,

which then leads to an affective shift (increased worry) and a behavioral intention shift (planning to

use less energy).

Fundamentally, attitude change originates from two primary sources: processes initiated within

the person holding the attitude (self-persuasion) or active attempts by others to influence the

attitude holder (persuasive communication). Internal changes frequently stem from psychological

discomfort, such as the need to maintain cognitive consistency, while external changes are driven

by exposure to new information, social pressures, or sophisticated messaging strategies designed

to manipulate the source, message, or channel of communication. Understanding which route is

activated is crucial for predicting the longevity and stability of the resulting attitude modification.

2. Major Theoretical Models of Change

The study of attitude change gained significant momentum with the pioneering work conducted at

Yale University in the 1950s, known as the Yale Attitude Change Approach. Led by Carl

Hovland, this research focused systematically on identifying the necessary components for

effective persuasion. Their framework simplified the persuasion process into four key elements: the

source (who says it), the message (what is said), the channel (how it is delivered), and the
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audience (to whom it is said). Although influential for establishing key empirical findings--such as

the effects of source credibility and fear appeals--the Yale approach lacked a comprehensive

mechanism for explaining *why* certain factors worked better than others in specific contexts.

A more sophisticated and widely accepted framework is the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM),

developed by Richard Petty and John Cacioppo. The ELM proposes that there are two distinct

routes through which persuasive communication can lead to attitude change. The Central Route

involves high elaboration, where the recipient carefully and effortfully scrutinizes the content and

logic of the message arguments. Change achieved via the central route is typically strong,

enduring, and resistant to counter-persuasion. This route is typically utilized when the motivation

(relevance) and ability (knowledge, lack of distraction) of the audience are high.

Conversely, the Peripheral Route involves low elaboration, where the recipient focuses instead on

superficial cues or heuristics surrounding the message, such as the attractiveness or expertise of

the source, the sheer number of arguments, or emotional framing. Change via the peripheral route

is generally weaker, temporary, and highly susceptible to future counter-persuasion.

Complementing the ELM is the Heuristic-Systematic Model (HSM), which similarly posits dual

processes: systematic processing (similar to the central route) and heuristic processing (relying on

mental shortcuts). A key distinction is that the HSM allows for the simultaneous use of both routes,

whereas the ELM initially suggested that the routes were mutually exclusive, although later

refinements acknowledge overlap.

3. Cognitive Dissonance and Self-Persuasion

One of the most powerful mechanisms for attitude change initiated internally is Cognitive

Dissonance Theory, proposed by Leon Festinger in 1957. This theory posits that individuals strive

for internal consistency. When a person holds two or more psychologically inconsistent cognitions

(e.g., "I value honesty" and "I just lied to my friend"), they experience a state of psychological

tension or discomfort called dissonance. To alleviate this unpleasant state, the individual is

motivated to change one of the conflicting cognitions, often resulting in an attitude shift.

Dissonance is especially pronounced when the conflicting cognitions pertain to actions that were

freely chosen and for which the person feels personal responsibility.

Classic demonstrations of dissonance involve Insufficient Justification, where individuals are

induced to perform an undesirable behavior for a small reward. Because the external reward is not

sufficient to justify the action, they rationalize the behavior by changing their attitude to align with it.

For example, in Festinger and Carlsmith's famous experiment, participants paid $1 to lie about a

boring task reported enjoying the task more than those paid $20. The $1 group experienced high

dissonance and had to convince themselves the task was genuinely interesting. Similarly, Effort

Justification occurs when people increase their liking for something they have worked hard or
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suffered for, simply to justify the effort expended.

A related but distinct mechanism of self-persuasion is Daryl Bem's Self-Perception Theory. This

theory argues that under conditions where initial attitudes are weak or ambiguous, people do not

experience dissonance but rather infer their attitudes by observing their own behavior and the

circumstances in which it occurred. If a person finds themselves consistently volunteering for

environmental causes, they might conclude, "I guess I must care deeply about the environment."

Unlike cognitive dissonance, which emphasizes internal tension and motivation, self-perception

theory suggests a more rational, observational process, particularly for minor or non-controversial

attitude objects.

4. External Factors and Persuasion Strategies

External attitude change is fundamentally concerned with persuasive communication, where the

effectiveness hinges on the interplay between the message source, the message content, and the

audience characteristics. Highly effective Source Characteristics include credibility, which

encompasses both expertise (the perceived knowledge of the source) and trustworthiness (the

perceived honesty and lack of ulterior motive). Sources perceived as attractive, likable, or similar to

the audience are often more persuasive through the peripheral route, relying on positive

association rather than deep argument analysis.

The structure and content of the Message are equally crucial. Research has identified key

effective strategies, such as the use of statistics and logical appeals versus emotional appeals.

Fear Appeals are a common tactic (e.g., in public health warnings), but their effectiveness is

conditional; they must be accompanied by clear, actionable steps (response efficacy) that the

audience can take to reduce the threat, otherwise, the high level of fear can lead to defensive

avoidance or denial rather than attitude change. Furthermore, subtle strategies like the Foot-in-

the-Door Technique (securing compliance with a small request before asking for a larger one)

and the Door-in-the-Face Technique (starting with an excessive request likely to be rejected,

then retreating to the desired smaller request) leverage psychological principles of consistency and

reciprocity to induce compliance and attitude modification.

Finally, Audience Characteristics significantly moderate the impact of persuasive attempts.

Individuals high in the "Need for Cognition" (a preference for engaging in effortful thought) are

more likely to process messages via the central route and are persuaded primarily by strong

arguments. Conversely, those low in this need are more reliant on peripheral cues. Other

demographic factors, such as age, play a role; young adults are often cited as the most susceptible

group for attitude formation and change, while the elderly tend to hold attitudes that are more

crystallized and resistant to external influence, often relying heavily on heuristics and past

experiences.
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5. Mechanisms of Resistance

Attitudes exhibit remarkable stability, and understanding the processes by which individuals resist

persuasion is as important as understanding the processes of change. One robust mechanism is

Attitude Inoculation Theory, developed by William McGuire. Analogous to a medical vaccine,

inoculation involves exposing individuals to weak versions of counterarguments against their

current attitude. This process stimulates the recipient to generate strong internal

counterarguments, thereby "inoculating" them against stronger, future attacks on their attitude.

This method is highly effective in making existing attitudes resistant to later, more powerful

persuasive attempts.

Another powerful resistance factor is Psychological Reactance, articulated by Jack Brehm.

Reactance is an unpleasant motivational arousal experienced when people feel their freedom to

perform a certain behavior or hold a certain attitude is threatened or eliminated. When a

persuasive message is perceived as overly aggressive, manipulative, or coercive, the audience

often experiences reactance, leading to a boomerang effect--they not only reject the intended

attitude change but may strengthen their original attitude or adopt the opposite viewpoint to

reassert their autonomy. This explains why overly forceful prohibitions often fail to achieve

compliance.

Furthermore, individuals employ various Selective Processes to minimize exposure to attitude-

challenging information. Selective Exposure refers to the tendency to seek out and consume

information that supports existing attitudes and beliefs, often via echo chambers or highly biased

media. Selective Attention means that even when exposed to contradictory information, people

consciously or unconsciously filter out or ignore dissonant elements. Finally, Selective

Interpretation involves bending the meaning of ambiguous or contradictory information to fit one's

existing framework, ensuring that the new information is perceived as harmless or even supportive

of the original attitude.

6. Practical Applications of Attitude Change Research

The principles governing attitude change are critically important across numerous applied domains,

most notably in Marketing and Advertising. Companies utilize attitude research to segment

markets, position products, and craft campaigns that appeal to specific psychological needs.

Marketers frequently leverage peripheral cues--such as attractive models, aspirational lifestyles,

and catchy jingles--to create favorable brand attitudes, recognizing that consumer decisions,

especially for low-involvement products, often bypass detailed central processing. For high-

involvement products, advertising shifts toward providing extensive, verifiable data to appeal to the

consumer's need for central elaboration.
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In Public Health Campaigns, attitude change techniques are deployed to address societal

challenges such as obesity, drug use, and climate change skepticism. Researchers study how

framing effects--such as presenting information in terms of potential gains (gain framing) versus

potential losses (loss framing)--impact health attitudes. For instance, messages about preventative

behaviors (like wearing sunscreen) are often more effective when framed in terms of potential

gains (healthy, youthful skin), whereas detection behaviors (like getting screened for cancer) are

sometimes more effective when framed in terms of avoiding losses (detecting the disease early).

The study of attitude change is also foundational to Political and Social Influence. Political

strategists rely heavily on understanding audience motivations, using targeted messaging (micro-

targeting) to shift voter attitudes toward candidates or policies. In the context of addressing long-

standing prejudices or promoting intergroup harmony, attitude change research informs

interventions designed to reduce bias. Contact theory, for example, suggests that positive,

sustained contact between members of different groups can reduce prejudice and change deeply

held negative attitudes, provided the contact occurs under optimal conditions (equal status,

common goals, institutional support).

7. Measurement and Ethical Considerations

Measuring attitude change requires reliable methods for capturing the internal and often complex

nature of human dispositions. Traditional measurement relies heavily on Explicit Measures,

primarily self-report scales like the Likert scale (rating agreement/disagreement) and the semantic

differential scale (rating attitude objects along bipolar adjective dimensions, e.g., good/bad,

strong/weak). While easy to administer, these methods are susceptible to social desirability bias,

where respondents report attitudes they believe are socially acceptable rather than their genuine

beliefs.

To overcome these limitations, researchers increasingly employ Implicit Measures, which assess

automatic, unconscious associations. The most prominent implicit measure is the Implicit

Association Test (IAT), which measures the strength of automatic mental connections between

concepts (e.g., linking a racial group with positive or negative attributes) through reaction time

differences. Changes in IAT scores following an intervention are often taken as evidence of

genuine, deep-seated attitude change, particularly in the affective domain, making it a powerful tool

for assessing the impact of social interventions.

Finally, the application of sophisticated attitude change techniques raises significant Ethical

Concerns. The power of psychological persuasion necessitates careful consideration of

manipulation and coercion. Ethical guidelines typically require transparency regarding persuasive

intent, ensuring that individuals are not influenced without their conscious awareness or against

their best interests. The debate surrounding subliminal messaging--the use of stimuli below the
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threshold of conscious perception--highlights the tension between effective marketing and ethical

practice, emphasizing that while attitude change is a natural part of human interaction, its

intentional application must prioritize the autonomy and well-being of the audience.

Further Reading

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) Wikipedia

Cognitive Dissonance Theory Wikipedia
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