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Psychological Approaches to Attitudes

• Functions Attitudes Theory

• Attitudes highlight motivations people have for holding the
attitudes that they do

• We don’t believe things because they are true, but because
they are useful to us

• Utilitarian Function Theory

• Positive attitudes towards things that provide benefits
• E.G.: Support Democratic candidates because they give me a

turkey at Thanksgiving
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Psychological Approaches to Attitudes

• Ego Defense

• Attitudes protect an individual’s ego, self-esteem, or self-image
from threats

• E.G.: Prejudice, can’t admit we have deep feelings of
inferiority, but project those attitudes onto other groups

• Knowledge Function: People desire to know/understand the
world around them. This helps us sort out new information. In
this sense knowledge function serves as a survival mechanism,
because we can sort new information more quickly.

• E.G.: Have positive image of Republicans in general, learn a
GOP candidate is supporting a policy on immigration.
Shorthand, we can guess what that candidate’s position will
be.
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Psychological Approaches to Attitudes

• Value-Expressive Function: Attitudes that express core beliefs.

• E.G.: Religious people who protest the display of the ten
commandments

• Social Adjustment: Views are expressed as a function of an
individual’s desire to conform to views and values of peers

• Persuasion most successful when gear argument/appeal
towards function attitude serves (e.g., students and
institutionalization of mentally ill)
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Learning Theory

• Learning theory: Repeated exposure to attitude objects paired
with positive or negative adjectives teaches us to like or dislike
those objects

• E.G.: Parent who uses derogatory/prejudiced language
towards minority groups

• Attitudes attained more like habits; individuals are passive
actors in acquisition of attitudes

• Attitudes are stable until new learning occurs (i.e., when you
go to college)

• Transfer of Affect: Attitude toward an object is transferred to
a related object

• E.G., you like someone, so you like their friend; why politicians
surround themselves with flags
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Receive-Accept-Sample Model (John Zaller)

• Designed to explicitly account for the formation and change of
attitudes in response to political communication

• Examines elite discourse in mass media: all and any type of
elite discourse (politicians, candidates, news reporters,
experts)

• Reception: For people to be persuaded, the must receive the
message

• Not everybody receives messages equally though
• Reception constrained by political awareness
• More politically aware citizens more likely to receive messages

(watch news, know civics, know political actors, debate friends)
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Receive-Accept-Sample-Model

• Acceptance: Once citizens receive message message,
persuasion can occur. Citizens either accept or reject
message.

• Better informed/aware citizens can better evaluate message.
Citizens do not “make mistakes” and accept “wrong” messages

• People who pay more attention to politics are “better able to
evaluate and critically scrutinize the new information they
encounter.” Thus, unlikely to experience attitude change

• Less knowledgeable people also don’t experience attitude
change because they don’t receive message

• Mid-range knowledge people most likely to undergo attitude
change
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Political Predispositions

• Elites convey messages and citizens interpret them, weigh
them against existing predispositions

• Political Predisposition: Core values, enduring beliefs,
experiences, learned through socialization

• If message lines up with predisposition, then accept, if
opposes predisposition, then reject

• Individuals unlikely to accept a message that is inconsistent
with their predispositions

• E.G.: Conservative citizen who encounters stream of liberal
messages is unlikely to adopt those messages because they
conflict with standing values or positions
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Attitude Response in Surveys (Zaller)

• Peoples’ opinions not necessarily altered once they have
received and accepted a political message

• Individuals accept messages but only update opinions when
called on to do so

• E.G.: In debates with friends, phone survey

• Considerations: “Any reason[s] that might induce an
individual to decide a political issue one way or the other

• If, when called upon to give an opinion, more considerations
support one point of view than another, then that opinion is
given

• This is the sample part of the model
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Cognitive Dissonance

• Cognitive Dissonance: When an individual holds cognitive
elements (beliefs, attitudes, knowledge of one’s behavior) that
are in opposition, cognitive dissonance exists

• E.G.: Negative views of Democratic party, but donate to
Democratic party

• E.G.: Like Obama, but don’t like drone attacks of children

• Dissonance produces negative arousal and a motivation to
eliminate dissonant cognitive element or add more consonant
elements

• Donations to Democratic party: Might think of all the good
things the Democrats do, so it reduces the impact of the few
bad things it does...Or accept the political realities that the
world is unjust and unfair and we can only manage it
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• What do “liberal” and “conservative” mean?

• Liberalism and conservatism two dominant strains/ideologies
in American politics

• Ideology: “An interrelated set of attitudes and values about
the proper goals of society and how they should be achieved.”

• “If an attitude is a strand of feeling, then an ideology is a
rope of intertwined attitudes and related fibers”

• Ideology refers to beliefs about the proper role of government

• Ideology more constrained among those with high political
knowledge and education
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Ideology

• Conservative ideology: Emphasizes order, tradition, individual
responsibility, minimal government intervention (especially
regarding economics).

• More aligned with free market enterprise, less social safety net

• Liberal ideology: Government intervention in the economy is
sometimes necessary to combat undesirable elements of free
market; value equality, openness to dissenting views, and civil
rights

• Main tenet of debate though is over economic policy and role
of government
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Ideological Innocence

• Belief System: “A configuration of ideas and attitudes in
which the elements are bound together by some form of
constraint or functional interdependence” (Converse)

• Basically, belief system same as ideology

• Constraint: People’s political attitudes are related to each
other because they derive from an overarching worldview

• Elites possess constrained belief systems; the general public
much less so
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