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UTILITARIAN FUNCTION OF AN ATTITUDE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Consumer Behavior, Marketing

1. Core Definition

The utilitarian function of an attitude refers to the fundamental psychological role an individual's

outlook plays in maximizing personal benefits and minimizing negative outcomes within their

environment. Rooted deeply in principles of learning theory and motivational psychology, this

function dictates that attitudes are often formed and maintained because they serve as practical

instruments for achieving desired goals or avoiding undesirable consequences. An attitude that

successfully facilitates the attainment of rewards, such as satisfaction or efficiency, or aids in the

avoidance of punishments, such as pain, failure, or loss of resources, is deemed to fulfill this

utilitarian purpose. This principle underscores a pragmatic, cost-benefit approach to attitude

formation, where the utility of the attitude itself is measured by its efficacy in promoting hedonistic

outcomes (pleasure over pain).

Specifically, an individual develops a positive orientation toward objects, behaviors, or products

perceived to yield positive reinforcement and a negative orientation toward those associated with

adverse results. For instance, as noted in the source material, an individual may adopt a positive

outlook toward a specific product due to its proven high efficacy and utility, while concurrently

maintaining a negative outlook toward its primary competitor because its performance or efficacy is

substantially lower. The underlying motivation is purely instrumental: the attitude is a means to an

end, specifically the realization of material or psychological gains.

2. Etymology and Historical Development: Katz's Functional Theory

The concept of the utilitarian function is a foundational component of the Functional Theory of

Attitudes, proposed by social psychologist Daniel Katz in 1960. Katz developed this framework to

move beyond simple definitions of attitudes as mere evaluations and instead understand why

people hold the attitudes they do. Katz theorized that attitudes serve specific psychological needs

or functions for the individual, classifying these functions into four main categories: the Utilitarian

function, the Ego-Defensive function, the Value-Expressive function, and the Knowledge function.

The utilitarian function, often referred to as the adjustive function, was the first and arguably most

direct of these needs, serving as a direct parallel to the behavioral principles established by B.F.

Skinner and classical learning theory. Katz argued that, just as organisms adjust their behavior

based on reinforcement schedules, individuals adjust their internal states (attitudes) toward objects

based on past experiences of reward and punishment associated with those objects. Therefore,

the utilitarian function provides the essential link between attitudes and the external, objective
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reality of the environment.

3. Mechanism and Behavioral Basis

The operation of the utilitarian function is predicated on instrumental learning, also known as

operant conditioning. When an attitude object is repeatedly associated with positive outcomes, the

individual develops a favorable attitude toward it. Conversely, if the object consistently leads to

negative outcomes or frustration, a negative attitude is reinforced. This mechanism ensures that

attitudes are adaptive tools, guiding the individual toward behaviors that promise success and

away from those that threaten failure.

Consider a practical example in a professional setting: an employee develops a highly positive

attitude toward a new project management software (the attitude object) because its

implementation led directly to increased efficiency, reduced workload, and, consequently, a

performance bonus (the reward). If a previous software had been difficult to use, resulting in errors

and disciplinary action (the punishment), the employee would have developed a strong negative

attitude toward it. The attitude itself acts as a cognitive shortcut, immediately signaling the

expected utility and dictating whether approach or avoidance behavior is warranted.

4. Key Characteristics

The utilitarian function is characterized by several defining features that differentiate it from the

other functions described by Katz.

Instrumentality: The attitude is not an end in itself but a means to achieve a desired state or goal.

The attitude exists solely because it is useful, practical, or advantageous to the individual.

Reinforcement Dependence: The attitude's strength is directly proportional to the magnitude and

consistency of the rewards or punishments associated with the attitude object. If the utility of the

object changes, the attitude is highly susceptible to change.

Object Orientation: Utilitarian attitudes are primarily focused on the objective properties and

measurable performance of the attitude object (e.g., how fast a car is, how durable a tool is, or how

effective a policy is).

Behavioral Predictability: Attitudes serving this function are strong predictors of corresponding

behaviors, as the individual is motivated by clear, tangible outcomes rather than abstract values or

internal psychological conflicts.

5. Practical Applications and Consumer Behavior

The utilitarian function holds immense significance in applied fields such as consumer behavior,
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advertising, and public health campaigns. Marketers frequently leverage this function by focusing

on the practical benefits, problem-solving capabilities, and efficiency of their products, directly

appealing to the consumer's desire for rewards and aversion to losses. Advertising often

demonstrates how a product or service provides a superior solution, thereby enhancing the utility

function of a positive attitude toward that brand.

For example, when an advertisement highlights the fuel efficiency of a vehicle, it is appealing to the

utilitarian function by promising the reward of saving money and avoiding the "punishment" of high

fuel costs. Similarly, public health messaging often relies on the utilitarian function by emphasizing

the clear health rewards of vaccination (avoiding severe illness) or the negative consequences of

smoking (avoiding disease and premature death). Understanding this function allows strategists to

target attitude change by altering the perceived utility of the behavior or object in question, often

through trial use or testimonial evidence demonstrating concrete benefits.

6. Significance within Attitude Theory and Change

The utilitarian function is critical to attitude change theories, particularly those focused on rational

persuasion. To successfully change an attitude driven by utilitarian concerns, persuasive

messages must demonstrate that the existing attitude no longer maximizes utility or that adopting a

new attitude will lead to greater rewards or fewer punishments. This often requires providing new

information about the functionality or efficacy of the attitude object.

If a consumer holds a negative attitude toward a specific brand because of a past defect

(punishment), changing that attitude requires providing verifiable evidence (e.g., independent

reviews, warranties, guarantees) that the product's utility has been significantly improved. In

contrast to attitudes serving the ego-defensive function, which require deeper, often therapeutic

intervention to address underlying internal conflicts, utilitarian attitudes are relatively

straightforward to modify provided the incentive structure--the balance of rewards and

punishments--is successfully altered.

7. Debates and Criticisms

While foundational, the functional theory of attitudes, and specifically the utilitarian function, has

faced academic scrutiny. A primary criticism revolves around the difficulty of definitively classifying

a single attitude as serving only one function. In reality, attitudes are often multifunctional. For

instance, choosing an eco-friendly car may serve a utilitarian function (saving money on gas) but

also a value-expressive function (showing commitment to environmentalism) simultaneously.

Furthermore, critics sometimes argue that focusing heavily on the purely rational, reward-seeking

nature of the utilitarian function can overlook the role of affect and non-conscious processes in

attitude formation. While the utilitarian function provides a robust explanation for attitudes formed
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through direct experience and consequence, it may not fully capture attitudes adopted through

mere exposure, social modeling, or deep-seated emotional associations that are not immediately

tied to tangible rewards or punishments. Nonetheless, the utilitarian framework remains

indispensable for understanding attitude structures rooted in practical experience and instrumental

motivation.
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