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ATTITUDE-RELEVANT KNOWLEDGE

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

1. Core Definition

Attitude-relevant knowledge refers to the aggregate body of information, beliefs, facts, and

experiences that an individual holds concerning a specific attitude object. This knowledge base is

stored in long-term memory and is immediately triggered or activated when the individual

encounters the attitude object, whether physically or conceptually. It acts as the cognitive

underpinning for the attitude itself, providing the rationale, evidence, and structure that support or

oppose the object. The concept highlights that attitudes are not merely emotional responses but

are deeply embedded in an individual's existing cognitive framework, making them robust and

resistant to change if the associated knowledge base is extensive and well-integrated.

The definition emphasizes the association between the knowledge and the object, meaning the

information must be perceived by the individual as directly pertinent to the object's nature, function,

or value. This knowledge may encompass factual data (e.g., statistics about climate change),

experiential information (e.g., a past positive encounter with a specific brand), or evaluative beliefs

(e.g., judgments about the moral quality of a political figure). Functionally, the sheer volume and

accessibility of this stored information dictate the psychological accessibility and overall strength of

the resulting attitude. The term is often used interchangeably with issue-relevant knowledge,

particularly in studies focused on public opinion, politics, and consumer behavior, where the 'issue'

itself is the central attitude object.

2. Relationship to Attitude Strength and Structure

The robustness and stability of an attitude are directly proportional to the amount and

interconnectedness of the attitude-relevant knowledge supporting it. Attitudes built upon a rich

foundation of knowledge are considered strong attitudes. Strong attitudes are typically

characterized by four key properties: they are highly persistent over time, resistant to counter-

persuasion, influential in guiding behavior and information processing, and accessible from

memory with minimal effort. This relationship underscores the cognitive motivation behind attitude

strength; when an individual possesses numerous, mutually consistent pieces of information

regarding an object, their confidence in their attitude increases, solidifying its placement within their

belief system.

Furthermore, attitude-relevant knowledge contributes critically to the structural complexity of an

attitude. Attitudes can be categorized as univalent (supported primarily by consistent, positive, or

negative information) or ambivalent (supported by both positive and negative information). The
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knowledge base defines this structure; a complex, voluminous body of knowledge often leads to

greater cognitive elaboration, meaning the individual has processed and integrated the information

more deeply. This deep processing ensures that the attitude is not easily disrupted by superficial

persuasive attempts, as these attempts would need to dismantle a comprehensive network of

supporting data rather than just a single, isolated belief.

3. Measurement and Operationalization

In psychological and communication research, attitude-relevant knowledge is primarily

operationalized and measured in terms of quantity and accessibility, rather than the objective truth

value of the information itself. The most common metric involves assessing the sheer amount of

information an individual can recall or recognize concerning the attitude object. This is often

achieved through free-recall tasks, where participants are asked to list everything they know about

the object, or through recognition tests using standardized knowledge questionnaires specific to

the issue. Higher scores on these measures indicate a greater volume of attitude-relevant

knowledge.

Beyond volume, researchers also examine the organization and accessibility of the knowledge.

Measures of accessibility typically involve reaction-time tasks, where the speed with which an

individual can retrieve information about the attitude object is recorded. Rapid retrieval suggests a

highly accessible and frequently used knowledge structure. Another approach involves assessing

consistency: researchers evaluate whether the various pieces of knowledge an individual holds are

mutually supportive or internally contradictory (which would suggest ambivalence). Sophisticated

measurement techniques, such as cognitive mapping or network analysis, are sometimes

employed to visualize the structural linkages between different pieces of information, providing a

detailed view of how the attitude is cognitively organized.

4. Cognitive Mechanisms: Schemas and Accessibility

The activation and use of attitude-relevant knowledge are deeply dependent on underlying

cognitive structures, specifically schemas. A schema is an organized pattern of thought or behavior

that organizes categories of information and the relationships among them. When an individual

encounters an attitude object (e.g., a specific political candidate), the corresponding schema stored

in memory is activated. This schema acts as a retrieval structure, immediately pulling forth all

associated information--the attitude-relevant knowledge--including past evaluations, policy stances,

and emotional associations.

Accessibility is paramount in this process. Information that is frequently used, recently activated, or

emotionally salient becomes chronically accessible, meaning it requires less mental effort to

retrieve. Highly accessible attitude-relevant knowledge is crucial because it governs spontaneous
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thought and behavior; when a decision must be made quickly, the most accessible knowledge

determines the immediate attitude response. Conversely, information that is stored but rarely

retrieved contributes little to immediate attitudinal responses, even if the total volume of knowledge

is large. Therefore, the strength of the attitude depends not just on having the information, but on

the efficiency and speed with which that information can be brought to conscious awareness to

support the evaluative judgment.

5. Significance in Persuasion and Behavior

The depth of attitude-relevant knowledge plays a foundational role in determining the success of

persuasive communication. According to dual-process models of persuasion, such as the

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), individuals with high levels of attitude-relevant knowledge are

more likely to engage in central route processing. This means they possess both the ability and

motivation to scrutinize the arguments presented in a message carefully, comparing new

information against their existing knowledge base. Consequently, persuasion for these individuals

requires strong, logical, and evidence-based arguments, leading to enduring attitude change.

Conversely, individuals with low attitude-relevant knowledge are more likely to engage in

peripheral route processing, relying on heuristic cues such as source credibility, message length,

or attractiveness, as they lack the internal data required for deep processing. Furthermore, high

attitude-relevant knowledge serves as a cognitive defense mechanism, granting individuals the

ability to generate counter-arguments rapidly when faced with opposing viewpoints. This cognitive

inoculation effect makes their attitudes highly resistant to change, ensuring consistency between

their beliefs and their eventual behavior, as the well-supported attitude is a more reliable predictor

of action than one based on superficial information.

6. Debates and Criticisms

While the concept of attitude-relevant knowledge is fundamental to attitude theory, it faces

ongoing debates, primarily concerning the distinction between the quantity and quality of

information. A major criticism is that measuring the sheer volume of knowledge (the quantitative

approach) fails to account for the accuracy or objective validity of that information. An individual

might possess a large amount of knowledge that is factually incorrect, misleading, or internally

biased, yet this misinformation still contributes to the measured volume of knowledge, solidifying a

potentially flawed attitude. Researchers must therefore carefully distinguish between objective

knowledge (verifiable facts) and subjective knowledge (what the person believes to be true).

Another critical point involves the consistency of knowledge. While high knowledge is typically

associated with strong attitudes, it can also lead to increased ambivalence if the knowledge base

contains conflicting data points that the individual has not successfully resolved. For instance, a
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highly knowledgeable voter might understand both the positive and negative implications of a

complex policy, leading to internal conflict rather than a unified, strong attitude. Therefore, the

mere presence of knowledge does not guarantee attitudinal strength; the manner in which that

knowledge is processed, integrated, and evaluated is equally important in determining its

psychological function and behavioral impact.

7. Further Reading

Attitude (psychology)

Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM)

Schema (psychology)

Psychology Dictionary: ATTITUDE-RELEVANT KNOWLEDGE
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