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For the past several years we have investigated the effects of introspection on
attitude change. We have found that when people are asked to think about why
they feel the way they do about something, they often change their minds about
how they feel. People who analyze their reasons have been found to change
their attitudes toward such diverse things as political candidates (Wilson, Kraft,
& Dunn, 1989), dating partners (Wilson, Dunn, Bybee, Hyman, & Rotondo,
1984), art posters (Wilson, Lisle, & Schooler, 1990), food items (Wilson &
Schooler, 1991), vacation pictures (Wilson et al., 1984), and puzzles (Wilson
& Dunn, 1986; for reviews, see Wilson, Dunn, Kraft, & Lisle, 1989 and Wil-
son, 1990).

We have been struck by how easy it has been to get people to change their
attitudes, in marked contrast to how unyielding people are in other kinds of so-
cial psychological studies. Qur findings seem inconsistent with the vast litera-
ture on attitude change, which has found that you have to go to some length
to change people’s views. Consider research on persuasive communications.
Only after listening to carefully crafted speeches that contain powerful argu-
ments, or are delivered by attractive, expert sources, or both, do subjects change
their attitudes (Eagly & Chaiken, 1984; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). In our studies
all we ask people to do is to think, privately and anonymously, about why they
feel the way they do—and they change their minds about how they feel.

The ease with which people adopt new attitudes has caused us, along with
some other recent theorists, to question the view that people hold stable atti-
tudes. In this chapter we review evidence contrary to this traditional viewpoint.
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To preview, we suggest that people often have a large, conflicting ‘‘data base’’
relevant to their attitudes on any given topic, and the attitude they have at
any given time depends on the subset of these data to which they attend.
We review evidence showing that the data people use are influenced by both
contextual factors and the kind of thought in which they engage. Finally, we
argue that the attitude change resulting from these contextual and thought
processes is sometimes detrimental, leading to nonoptimal preferences and
decisions.

Our characterization of attitudes as temporarily constructed judgments is quite
consistent with the overall theme of this book concerning the construction of
social judgment. It has become clear that many different kinds of judgments and
impressions are influenced by the context in which they are formed. Most models
of social construction, however, are concerned with situations in which people
judge stimuli that are ambiguous or about which they know little (such as the
priming literature, in which people form impressions of a person they know only
from a brief, ambiguous paragraph describing his or her behavior). Attitudes
have traditionally been viewed as more immune to changes in context, because
they have been thought to be enduring predispositions that do not change from
one situation to the next. In this chapter we extend models of social construc-
tion to the area of attitudes, arguing that attitudes can be profitably viewed as
* temporary constructions from whatever data are most accessible to people.

THE TRADITIONAL VIEW OF ATTITUDE STABILITY

Historically, attitudes have been defined as evaluations that are stable over time
(Cook & Flay, 1978). Allport (1935) noted that attitudes ‘‘often persist through-
out life in the way in which they were fixed in childhood or in youth’’ (p. 814),
whereas M. Sherif and Cantril (1947) suggested that ‘‘attitudes, once formed,
are more or less enduring states of readiness’’ (p. 22). Petty and Cacioppo (1981)
defined an attitude as an ‘‘enduring positive or negative feeling about some per-
son, object, or issue'’ (p. 7). In Wilson, Lisle, and Kraft (1990), we referred
to this as the file drawer analogy of attitudes: When people are asked how they
feel about something, such as legalized abortion, their Uncle Harry, or ancho-
vies on a pizza, presumably they consult a mental file containing their evalua-
tion. They look for the file marked abortion, Uncle Harry, or anchovies, and
report the evaluation it contains. The contents of these *‘files’’ may be changed
by personal experiences, persuasive messages, and the like, but for the most
part they are enduring evaluations that remain unchanged.

We acknowledge that this file drawer analogy is simplistic, and underesti-
mates the complexity of models of attitude structure. The exact nature of atti-
tudes continues to generate considerable debate (see Pratkanis, Breckler, &
Greenwald, 1989; Tesser & Shaffer, 1990; Zanna & Rempel, 1988 for reviews).
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Despite the disagreements between different models of attitude structure,
however, many of them assume that attitudes are stable, unchanging entities.
That is, whatever the underlying structure of an attitude may be, the resulting
evaluation is thought to remain relatively constant. People simply do not hate
anchovies one day, only to spread them liberally on their pizza the next. A num-
ber of studies support this view, including many in the political domain that find
considerable stability in people’s political attitudes (e.g., Bennett, 1975; G. D.
Bishop, Hamilton, & McConahay, 1980; Brown, 1970). For example, Marwell,
Aiken, and Demerath (1987) found that the political attitudes of civil rights work-
ers changed little over the course of 20 years. Other kinds of attitudes are also
notorious for their resistance to change, such as prejudiced and racist opinions
of minority groups.

ATTITUDES AS CONSTRUCTIONS

Despite this support for the idea that attitudes are stable constructs, there is
another position gaining in popularity. According to this view there are no ‘‘true’’
attitudes. How people feel may depend on how they are asked and what they
are thinking about at the time. Consider, for example, this statement by Abra-
ham Tesser (1978): ‘“‘an attitude at a particular point in time is the result of
a constructive process. . . . there is not a single attitude toward an object but,
rather, any number of attitudes depending on the number of schemas available
for thinking about the objects’’ (pp. 297-298, emphasis in original). Other the-
orists have echoed and elaborated on Tesser’s views (Schwartz, 1978; Schwarz
& Strack, 1985; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988; Wyer & Hartwick, 1980; Zan-
na, 1990; Zanna & Rempel, 1988). Zanna and his colleagues, for example, ar-
gued that attitudes can be based on either affective, cognitive, or behavioral
information, and vary depending on which of these three kinds of information
is salient to people. Thus, it may not be very meaningful to ask how people
feel about such issues as the welfare system or the death penalty. How they
feel may depend on what kind of information they are currently using to con-
struct an evaluation.

Our position is similar to these recent conceptions of attitudes. We argue
that:

1. People often construct their attitudes, rather than simply reporting the
contents of a mental file.

2. When people construct their attitudes they have a large data base to draw
from, including their behavior, their moods, and a multitude of (often con-
tradictory) beliefs about the attitude object.

3. People rarely use the entire data base, instead constructing their attitude
from a subset of these data.
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4. The data people use are influenced by both the social context and the kind
of introspection in which they engage. As a result, many attitudes are
unstable, depending on the context and what people are thinking about.

5. The context and the content of people’s introspections can lead to conse-
quential changes in attitudes, changes that are sometimes nonoptimal.

The careful reader will have noted a hedge in our argument, namely the state-
ment that people ‘‘often’’ construct their attitudes. Although we argue that
attitudes are often temporary constructions, we acknowledge that under some
conditions people do have pre-packaged attitudes that do not have to be gener-
ated on the spot. We postpone a discussion of when this is likely to be the case.
For now we examine the evidence for the position that attitudes are construc-
tions, and as a result, can vary depending on the kind of data people use as
building materials.

CONTEXTUAL INFLUENCES ON THE DATA PEOPLE
USE TO CONSTRUCT THEIR ATTITUDES

Inferring Attitudes from One’s Own Behavior

Sometimes people find themselves behaving in a way that is inconsistent with
a prior attitude. As a result, they change their attitudes to match their behavior.
We refer, of course, to research on dissonance and self-perception processes
(Bem, 1972; Festinger, 1957). Subjects in an experiment by Cohen (1962), for
example, were quite upset about how violently the police had behaved during
a recent confrontation with students. After the experimenter asked the sub-
jects to write an essay in support of the police for low external justification (i.e.,
little money), subjects moderated their views. This finding—one of the most
replicated in social psychology--suggests that attitudes are, under some condi-
tions, quite malleable. Despite the fact that people might have felt differently
in the past, the datum they see as most relevant to how they feel now is often
their own behavior, even when their behavior is caused by an external agent.

Context Effects in Survey Research

A common finding in survey research is that seemingly minor changes in word-
ing or question order have large effects on people’s responses to attitude ques-
tions (e.g., G. F. Bishop, 1987; Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Fischhoff, Slovic, &
Lichtenstein, 1980; Hippler, Schwarz, & Sudman, 1987; Hogarth, 1982; Otta-
ti, Riggle, Wyer, Schwarz, & Kuklinski, 1989; Schuman & Kalton, 1985; Schu-
man & Presser, 1981; T. Smith, 1987; Strack & L. Martin, 1987; Tourangeau

2. ATTITUDES AS TEMPORARY CONSTRUCTIONS 1

& Rasinski, 1988; Turner & E. Martin, 1984). The way in which questions are
asked can influence how people interpret which attitude the researcher wants
to know, what information is relevant to that attitude, the standards of compar-
ison people use, and how they choose to report their attitude. (See Strack &
Martin, 1987, and Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988 for excellent reviews of this
literature.)

Sometimes the way in which a question is asked influences the attitude peo-
ple report, but not how they actually feel. Research on self-presentation has
documented the powerful effects of situational variables on people’s public reports
of their feelings. A striking example of this was found in the 1989 gubernatorial
race in Virginia, where many White voters were reluctant to tell pollsters that
they favored Marshall Coleman, a White candidate, over Douglas Wilder, a Black
candidate. The election day exit polls indicated that Wilder was ahead by 10
percentage points. He ended up winning by less than half a percentage point.
White voters who were questioned by Black interviewers were especially reluc-
tant to admit their support for Coleman (Shapiro, 1989).

Such effects, while interesting in their own right, do not challenge the tradi-
tional view that attitudes are stable. Presumably, people’s attitudes toward Cole-
man did not change; all that varied—from their responses to polisters to their
actions in the voting booth-—was the attitude they chose to express. The im-
portant question for our purposes is whether the way in which survey ques-
tions are asked can influence how people actually feel. Though this is not a
distinction that survey researchers have addressed very often, it is relatively
clear that some kinds of context effects cause genuine attitude change. Touran-
geau, Rasinski, Bradburn, and D’Andrade (1989a), for example, suggested that
many people have contradictory beliefs about an issue such as welfare. Most
people agree that the federal government has the responsibility to help needy
people, but also that it is possible to succeed in America with determination
and hard work. Tourangeau et al. hypothesized that people’s attitude toward
welfare would depend on which of these beliefs was most accessible. Consis-
tent with this prediction, people who first answered questions about the govern-
ment’s obligation to the needy expressed much more support for welfare than
did those who first answered questions about individual determination (see also
Judd, Drake, Downing, & Krosnick, 1991).

Accessibility and Impression Formation

The Tourangeau et al. (1989a) study is reminiscent of another large literature,
namely that on accessibility and impression formation. According to this litera-
ture, it is often difficult to form impressions of other people because their be-
havior can be interpreted in different ways. Does the fact that John says little
at the dinner party mean that he is shy? Depressed? Under the weather? An-
gry at the host? People's impressions of John will depend in part on which of
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these categorizations are most accessible. Whether a particular concept is ac-
cessible depends on many things, such as how frequently a category has been
used in the past (Higgins & King, 1981). Most relevant to our concern are times
when a category is primed, temporarily and arbitrarily, by the context people
are in, thereby causing people’s impressions to vary from one context to the
next. For example, if we had seen a television program about depression right
before encountering John at the dinner party the construct of depression would
be accessible, increasing the likelihood that we would think John is quiet be-
cause he is depressed (Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979).
Models of accessibility have been concerned primarily with people’s impres-
sions of other people they have never met before (Higgins, 1989; Higgins &
King, 1981; Wyer & Srull, 1980, 1989). It is important to note, however, that
these models can be applied more generally to attitudes, be they about other
people, physical objects, or social issues, as argued by Wyer and Srull (1989).

Inferring Attitudes About Oneself
from What is Distinctive

There is one class of attitudes that is thought by many to be especially immuta-
ble: people’s attitudes about themselves. Throughout the history of psycholo-
gy a prominent view has been that the self-concept is a unitary, stable, construct
(e.g., Allport, 1937; Greenwald, 1980; Rogers, 1951; Swann, 1990). Others
have suggested, however, that the self-concept is very much a social phenome-
non, and varies according to the situation people are in (e.g., H. Markus & Kun-
da, 1986; Martindale, 1980; McGuire & Padawer-Singer, 1976; Mead, 1934;
Sidis & Goodhart, 1904). James (1910), for example, suggested that a person
has ‘‘as many different social selves as there are distinct groups of persons about
whose opinion he cares’’ (p. 294). Recent experimental work has corroborated
this claim. McGuire and Padawer-Singer found that people were likely to describe
themselves in ways that were distinctive, as compared to their current social
group. For example, when people who live in New York City are visiting Seat-
tle, the fact that they are New Yorkers is distinctive, and thus is likely to be
part of their self-concept. When back at home this fact is not at all distinctive,
and thus will not be part of their self-concept. The fact that they live in Green-
wich Village or Harlem or Staten Island sets them apart from most other New
Yorkers, and thus is more likely to be part of the way they view themselves.
In short, even our most important, basic attitude—our self-concept—depends
on the data we use to construct it at any given point in time, and these data
have been found to vary according to the context we are in.

Inferring Attitudes from One’s Mood

Another kind of datum people use to infer their attitudes is their current mood.
Several studies have found that when people assess their overall satisfaction
with their lives, they are particularly influenced by their current mood states
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(e.g., Schwarz, Strack, Kommer, & Wagner, 1987). The better their mood the -
greater their reported satisfaction with their lives, even though people know
that moods vary from time to time. There are limits to these effects. If it is
obvious to people that their mood is influenced by some arbitrary factor—such
as the weather—they ignore their mood when reporting their overall life satis-
faction (Schwarz & Clore, 1983).

Summary

Each of the literatures we have reviewed calls into question the assumption that
attitudes are stable constructs. Each suggests that attitudes vary depending
on the data people use to construct their attitude. Depending on the context,
people lilave been shown to base their attitudes on their behavior, their mood,
or a subset of their beliefs about the attitude object. What determines what kind
of information people will use? Interestingly, each literature we have reviewed
suggests that this depends on external, environmental events, such as some-
one inducing us to behave contrary to our beliefs, being in Seattle when describing
oneself, or being asked about the government’s obligation to the needy right
before being asked about the welfare system. The implication is that if we were
a hermit living in a cave our attitudes would remain stable. Because the social
context would remain the same, so would our attitudes.

EFFECTS OF THOUGHT ON ATTITUDES

We suggest that not even hermits have stable attitudes. Simply ruminating about
one’s attitudes and their causes can change the data people use to construct
them. As we see in the following sections, two different kinds of thought have
been found to lead to two different kinds of attitude change.

Thinking About the Attitude Object

Sometimes people ruminate about an attitude object, be it a social issue, a trouble-
some employee, or one's favorite baseball team. Research by Tesser and others
has shown that such ‘‘mere’’ thought can lead to attitude change. Under some
conditions thought leads to polarization, where people with a favorable attitude
become even more favorable, and people with an unfavorable attitude become
even more unfavorable. Polarization is likely to occur when people’s beliefs are
evaluatively consistent (i.e., all implying a pro or a con position). Thought high-
lights these beliefs, making the attitude more extreme (Chaiken & Yates, 1985;
Judd & Lusk, 1984; Millar & Tesser, 1986b; Tesser, 1978). When people have
several thoughts that are inconsistent with each other, thought leads to moder-
ation (Linville, 1982; Millar & Tesser, 1986b). The important point for our pur-



44 WILSON AND HODGES

poses is that mere thought changes attitudes by changing the salience of the
data people use to construct their attitude.

Explaining the Reasons for One’s Attitudes

We have investigated a kind of thought that can also produce attitude change,
but in a different way than merely thinking about the attitude object. In our
studies, people think about why they feel the way they do about something.
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, we have found that introspecting
about reasons often causes people to change their minds about how they feel.
We now discuss the processes thought to be responsible for this effect, to show
that it is consistent with the view that attitudes are constructions based on a
subset of a large data base.

People Are Often Unaware of Exactly Why They Feel the Way They
Do. The reasons people give for their attitudes are often incomplete or incor-
rect (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Wilson & Stone, 1985). Although some have found
this conclusion to be too extreme (e.g., Ericsson & Simon, 1980; E. Smith &
Miller, 1978), few would dispute the claim that people sometimes have difficulty
knowing the exact determinants of their feelings. This is particularly true of our
reactions to complex, multidimensional stimuli. For example, it is doubtful that
we can explain exactly why we feel the way we do about other people. We have
never heard anyone say, ‘I like Jane because 1 see her a lot,”’ even though
the effect of repeated exposure on people’s attitudes is well established (Zajonc,
1968). Nor have we ever heard anyone say, ‘‘Because hostility is a category
that is chronically accessible to me, I think John is a hostile person,”” even though
the effects of chronic accessibility are also well documented (e.g., Bargh, Bond,
Lombardi, & Tota, 1986). Wilson (1990) discussed several other influences on
attitudes that people tend to overlook.

The Reasons People Bring to Mind Can Imply a Somewhat Differ-
ent Attitude. 1f people are unaware of exactly why they feel the way they
do, what kinds of reasons do they bring to mind? One possibility is that people
first access how they feel, and then bring to mind only those reasons that are
consistent with their feelings. We suggest that this is most likely to occur when
people have strong, accessible feelings. Many times, however, people’s atti-
tudes are not very accessible, and their search for reasons may be guided by
a different search strategy. They may focus on those reasons that are accessi-
ble and plausible, regardless of whether they are consistent with their initial
attitude. If a potential cause is plausible—that is, if it fits into people’s causal
theories about why they would like or dislike the attitude object—and if it is
accessible in their memories, then they are likely to cite it as a reason. Attri-
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butes are also likely to be cited as reasons if they are easy to verbalize or flat-
tering to oneself.

We should note that this view is compatible with some current models of
person memory that suggest people use different kinds of memory searches
when forming impressions (e.g., Carlston & Skowronski, 1986; Lingle & Os-
trom, 1981). Carlston and Skowronski, for example, argued that people’s im-
pressions of others can be based on either their recall of prior impressions or
recall of the person’s specific behaviors. Similarly, we suggest that people use
different strategies when thinking about why they feel the way they do. Some-
times their search for reasons will be guided by their past attitudes, particularly
if these attitudes are highly accessible. Other times people are guided more
by the plausibility and salience of different reasons, even if such reasons are
not entirely consistent with their prior attitude. That is, if people’s attitudes
are not very accessible, they might focus on reasons that seem plausible but
which imply a somewhat different attitude than they held hefore.

Unaware That Their Reasons Are Biased, People Adopt the Attitude
Implied by Their Reasons. Because people are often unaware that the rea-
sons they bring to mind are incomplete or biased, they assume that these rea-
sons reflect how they feel. Earlier we argued that people have a large data base
from which to construct their attitudes, but often use only a subset of these
data. After thinking about why they feel the way they do, the data people ap-
pear to use are the reasons that come to mind. In our studies we examine peo-
ple’s reasons, and code them according to the attitude they imply. The correlation
between this index and the attitude people report after analyzing reasons is usual-
ly very high. For example, it was .92 in a study by Wilson and Schooler (1991).

There are several possible explanations for why we have found such high
correlations between people’s reasons and their subsequent attitudes. One not
very interesting possibility is that people are fully aware of why they feel the
way they do, and thus report reasons that are consistent with their prior feel-
ings. The attitude they report after giving reasons is thus the same as they held
before. Another possibility, as we have seen, is that people are not fully aware
of the reasons for their attitude, but the reasons they call upon are still consis-
tent with their feelings. For example, suppose people do not realize that they
like a presidential candidate because of mere exposure {(c.g., they have seen
the candidate on television many times). When asked why they feel the way
they do, they say it is because he or she is trustworthy. Even if they are wrong
about the role of the candidate’s trustworthiness, focusing on this attribute im-
plies the same, favorable attitude, and no attitude change results. The most
interesting case occurs when people bring to mind one or more reasons that
are evaluatively inconsistent with their prior attitude. As mentioned earlier,
sometimes the reasons that are most plausible and accessible imply a new posi-
tion. Suppose that when explaining their attitude people focus on the fact that,
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now that they think about it, the candidate looks rather untrustworthy and ex-
citable. We have found repeatedly that when this happens, people adopt the
attitude implied by their reasons, resulting in attitude change.

For example, Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn (1989) surveyed introductory psy-
chology students’ attitudes toward several possible Democratic and Republican
presidential candidates in the spring of 1987. Several weeks later students came
to the laboratory to participate in an ostensibly unrelated study. We asked half
of them to write down why they felt the way they did about six of the candi-
dates. As in most of our studies we told them that the purpose of this was to
organize their thoughts, and that they would not be asked to hand in their rea-
sons. To minimize sef-presentational concerns even more, when the participants
had completed the reasons questionnaire the experimenter said it would not
be needed anymore, and deposited it in a trash can. People in a control condi-
tion completed a filler task of similar length. All subjects then rated their atti-
{udes toward each of the candidates.

The first question of interest is whether the reasons people brought to mind
were consistent with their initial attitude. It turns out that they were, at least
to some extent: The mean, within-subject correlation between the attitudes
toward the candidates people expressed in their reasons and the attitudes they
reported at the beginning of the semester was .71. Note, however, that this
is not perfect consistency; in fact, the attitude expressed in people’s reasons
shared only half the variance of the attitudes reported earlier. In other words,
there was some slippage between their prior attitude and their reasons. What
about the attitudes toward the six candidates they reported right after listing
reasons? One possibility is that people recognized that their reasons were bi-
ased or incomplete. If so, they might have disregarded the attitude implied by
their reasons, reporting the same attitude as they had earlier. Our hypothesis
was that people would fail to recognize that their reasons were biased or in-
complete, and would use these reasons as the data to infer how they felt. Con-
sistent with this hypothesis, the mean, within-subject correlation between the
attitudes people expressed in their reasons and their subsequent attitudes was
very high, M = .88. The difference between this mean and the one between
attitudes expressed in reasons and Time 1 attitudes was nearly significant,
p = .06.

These results, although consistent with our hypotheses, do not address direct-
ly whether attitude change occurred as a result of analyzing reasons. Before
reporting these results, we need to digress a moment to discuss the kind of
attitude change we would expect to occur. We have argued that people often
bring to mind reasons that are (at least soinewhat) inconsistent with their initial
attitudes, and adopt the position implied by these reasons. But in what direc-
tion will this change be? Will the change be in a common direction, such that
everyone becomes more positive or more negative, or will different people shift
in different directions? Our position is that it depends on the kinds of reasons that
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come to mind. In some of our studies people bring to mind similar kinds of rea-
sons for liking the attitude object, and thus shift in a common direction. For
example, in a study by Wilson, Lisle, and Schooler (1990), people analyzed why
they felt the way they did about different kinds of posters. Two of them were
reproductions of paintings by Impressionist artists. As it happened, people found
it easiest to bring to mind negative attributes of these paintings when analyzing
reasons, and thus changed their attitude toward them in a negative direction.
People found it easiest to bring to mind positive attributes of the other type
of poster (humorous pictures of animals with captions), and thus changed their
attitude toward these in a positive direction.

Other times, however, analyzing reasons will not cause attitude change in
a common direction. Instead, some people become more positive toward the
attitude object, whereas others become more negative. One reason for this bi-
directional attitude change is that different kinds of reasons are salient for different
individuals. For example, when asked why they feel the way they do about a
political candidate, people draw on different knowledge bases. The fact that is
most salient to one person (e.g., that the candidate is anti-abortion) may be
completely unknown to another. In addition, even if the same fact is available
to everyone, such as the candidate’s stance on abortion, it may be evaluated
quite differently by different people, leading to attitude change in different direc-
tions. Consistent with these arguments, we found that people who analyzed rea-
sons in the Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn study on political attitudes did change their
attitudes, but not in a uniform direction. Some became more positive toward
the candidates, others more negative. To assess this type of change we com-
puted the absolute value of the difference between people’s attitudes at Time
2 (after they had analyzed reasons) and at Time 1 (before they had analyzed
reasons). As expected, the amount of absolute change was significantly higher
for pcople who analyzed reasons than it was for people who did not.'

!Earlier we mentioned that the effects of merely thinking about an attitude object are different
from the effects of analyzing the reasons for one’s attitudes. It is possible, however, that these
two kinds of thoughts have produced different effects only because different kinds of dependent
measures have been used. We have found that analyzing reasons increases the absolute amount
of change between a premeasure and a measure of attitudes taken right after the reasons analysis
manipulation. This change is largest among people who are unknowledgeable about the attitude
object (as discussed later in this chapter). Tesser found that merely thinking ahout the attitude
object increases the percentage of people whose post-thought attitudes are more extreme on the
same end of the scale as their pre-thought attitude. This type of change is largest among people
who are knowledgeable about the attitude object.

It is possible that the key is not the different kinds of thought in which people engage, but the
way in which attitude change is measured. For example, if Tesser's measure of polarization were
included in some of our reasons analysis studies, perhaps we would replicate his results. To lest
this possibility, we assessed polarization in several of our studies (e.g., Wilson, Kraft, & Dunn,
1989, Study 2). It turns out that analyzing reasons does not lead to attitude polarization in either
knowledgeable or unknowledgeable people. We also examined whether Tesser's mere thought
manipulation causes changes on our absolute measure of attitude change that mirror the effects
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HOW UNSTABLE ARE UNSTABLE ATTITUDES?
AND ARE ALL ATTITUDES UNSTABLE?

We have seen a considerable amount of evidence challenging the traditional as-
sumption that attitudes are stable. Instead of reporting the contents of an atti-
tude file, people often construct attitudes from the data that are most plausible
and accessible. These data can be people’s behavior, their moods, or particular
beliefs about the attitude object that happen to be salient. The data people use
are influenced by the social context and the kind of thought they engage in.

Despite the evidence in support of these conclusions, they seem to belie com-
mon sense. Is it really the case that people are like chameleons, changing their
attitudinal colors from one extreme to the other at the spur of the moment?
It doesn’t seem that way to us. Many of our attitudes have stayed the same
for years. Both of us have had the same political party affiliation throughout our
lives. One of us has always had a soft spot for old Dionne Warwick songs and
a long-standing aversion to anything Barbra Streisand sings. The other has al-
ways loved going to the ballet. And neither of us has ever liked anchovies on
our pizzas. It is possible, of course, that we are exceptions to the rule, rare
people whose attitudes are especially fossilized. Although one of us admits that
he has been accused of being an old curmudgeon, we trust that the reader shares
our view that many attitudes seem very stable, contrary to the evidence that
we have reviewed to this point. We believe there are several possible solutions
to this paradox, to which we now turn.

Attitudes Are Constructions, But Vary Only
Within a Latitude of Acceptance

Perhaps attitudes are constructed from the available data, but take on only a
limited range of positions from one time to the next. For example, according
to social judgment theory (M. Sherif & Hovland, 1961), people have a range
of positions that they find acceptable, and the attitudes people construct might
vary only within this range. Someone might be willing to endorse a variety of
positions about George Bush, from the view that he has done a very poor job
to the view that, on balance, he has succeeded in some areas and failed in others.
The position endorsed at any given point in time will, as we have argued, be
influenced by the data that are currently accessible. The latitude of acceptance,
however, might provide boundaries on how far this construction process will

of analyzing reasons. 1t did not in two studies by Tesser and Leone (1977). (We thank Abraham
Tesser for providing us with the data from these studies.) Finally, some studies have included both
types of thought manipulations and found that they have different effects (e.g., Tesser, Leone,
& Clary, 1978). Thus, analyzing reasons and thinking about the attitude object appear to be distinct
kinds of thought with distinct kinds of effects on people’s attitudes.
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go. If the data that are accessible are negative, people will endorse a position
at the negative end of their latitude of acceptance. According to this view they
will never endorse a position in their latitude of rejection, which consists of po-
sitions they find unacceptable.

This possibility has a certain intuitive appeal, because it explains the obvious
fact that most people do not sway from one end of the attitude pole to the other
according to the direction the contextual winds are blowing. If attitudes do vary
only within a narrow range, however, the importance of the attitude-as-
constructions model would be called into question. The bottom line would be
that attitudes are relatively stable after all. Yes, you can make people endorse
a slightly less liberal position than they endorsed before, but you cannot change
a Democrat into a Republican simply by changing the context or altering how
people think about political issues.

We are not aware of any evidence that directly assesses the possibility that
attitudes vary only within a narrow, prescribed latitude of acceptance. There
is evidence, however, that contextual changes in attitudes are sometimes far
from trivial. Schwarz et al. (1987) found that people’s moods had very large
effects on their current life satisfaction, accounting for 24% of the variance.
Tourangeau et al. (1989a) found that a minor change in the context of a survey
changed people’s support for increased spending for welfare from 62% to 44%,
a difference of 18 percentage points. Further, as we see later, the attitude change
caused by the kind of thought people engage in can be large, and can cause peo-
ple to make decisions that are nonoptimal.

Attitudes Vary in Their Strength, and Weak Attitudes
Are More Likely to Change with the Context

Another possible solution is that some attitudes are stable, much like the file
drawer analogy suggests. Others are labile, varying according to the context
and what people are thinking about. To borrow an analogy used by Abelson
(1986), some attitudes are like family heirlooms that we treasure and hold on
to throughout our lives. Others are like a piece of clothing that we don accord-
ing to the weather, our mood, and current fashion. This view is consistent with
the idea we have just reviewed concerning people’s latitude of acceptance, as
long as we assume—as social judgment theory does—that the width of the lati-
tude of acceptance is wider for some attitudes than others (e.g., C. Sherif, 1980).
When people are very involved in an issue they have a narrow latitude of accept-
ance (and a correspondingly large latitude of rejection). Their attitude is clearly
defined, in that there are relatively few positions they are willing to endorse.
Perhaps these attitudes are the ones that remain stable over time, and ate -
mune to the effects of the context or what people are thinking about. When
people arc uninvolved in an issue they have a wide latitude of acceptance. These
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attitudes may be more susceptible to change by the social context and the differ-
ent kinds of thought people engage in.

One difficulty with this hypothesis is that the concept of attitude strength
is a thorny one, with several different meanings that appear unrelated to each
other (Abelson, 1988; Krosnick & Abelson, in press; Raden, 1985; Wilson,
Hodges, & Pollack, 1991). Nonetheless, there is evidence for the hypothesis
that a strong attitude is a stable one (e.g., Converse, 1964; Fazio & Williams,
1986; Kendall, 1954; Krosnick, 1988; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Schuman &
Presser, 1981; Taylor, 1983). Fazio and Williams, for example, found greater
consistency between people’s reports about whom they voted for in the 1984
presidential election and whom they said they supported 4 months earlier in
people with accessible attitudes (as assessed with a reaction time procedure).
Krosnick (1988) found that attitudes toward social issues that were important
to people were less likely to change over the course of several months than
were unimportant attitudes.

Interestingly, very few studies have tested the coroliary hypothesis that peo-
ple with weak attitudes are more influenced by the context or the kind of thought
they engage in.Z We have recently addressed this hypothesis in our research
program on the effects of analyzing reasons on attitudes, at least indirectly. In
the Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn (1989) study that looked at people’s attitudes toward
presidential candidates, we divided people into those who were knowledgeable
about the candidates and those who were not, which was probably correlated
with the strength of people's attitudes. Earlier we reported that the people who
analyzed reasons were significantly more likely to change their attitudes. Actu-
ally, this was true only of people who were unknowledgeable about the candi-
dates. As predicted, knowledgeable subjects were immune to the effects of
analyzing reasons. The interaction between the reasons manipulation and peo-
ple’s amount of knowledge was significant.

One reason that knowledgeable people were immune to the effects of analyzing
reasons might be that they were more likely to recall their previous attitude,
and were thus less likely to generate reasons that conflicted with it. Consistent
with this view, the correlation between the attitudes subjects expressed in their
reasons and their initial attitudes was higher for knowledgeable than unknowl-
edgeable people (see Table 2.1). There are other possible interpretations of

2An exception is a series of studies by Krosnick and Schuman (1988). They found in 27 sur-
veys that people with intense, important, or certain attitudes were not less susceptible to such
context effects as differences in question wording and response options. They suggested that the
pacticular kinds of wording and response effects they examined did not cause genuine attitude change,
but instead influenced low people mterpreted the questions and how they chose to respond (i.c.,
self- presentational concerns). There is no reason to assume that weak attitudes are any more or
less susceptible to such factors as self-presentational concerns or response biases. G. F. Bishop
(1990) recently found evidence in support of the hypothesis we are considering here, namely that
wealc attitudes are more susceptible to actual atiitude change in response to context effeets.
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TABLE 2.1
Correlations Between the Attitudes Expressed
in Reasons and Attitudes at Times 1 and 2

Correlation Between: Low Knowledge High Knowledge

Time 1 Attitude, Attitude .7 .85
Expressed in Reasons at Time 2
Time 2 Attitude, Attitude .88

Rt
Expressed in Reasons at Time 2

Note: From Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn (1989, Study 2).

the moderating effects of knowledge. Lusk and Judd (1988), for example, found
that unknowledgeable people are more likely to have cognitions about the atti-
tude object that are evaluatively inconsistent; that is, they are more likely to
have a mixture of positive and negative beliefs. When unknowledgeable people
analyze reasons, then, they are more likely to focus on at least some beliefs
that conflict with their initial attitude, resulting in attitude change. Consistent
with this interpretation, unknowledgeable people in the Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn
(1989) studies were significantly more likely to generate reasons that were evalu-
atively inconsistent than were knowledgeable people.

Attitudes Vary in Their Structure, and Some Kinds
Are More Likely to Change with the Context

The key variable moderating attitude stability may be not attitude strength, but
attitude structure. In recent years there has been a renewed interest in the
structure of attitudes (Pratkanis et al., 1989; Tesser & Shaffer, 1990). The ques-
tions of interest for our purposes are whether structural variables moderate
how stable an attitude is, and how easily the attitude can be changed by chang-
ing the context or the kind of thought people engage in. As to the first question,
there is evidence that more complex attitudes are more stable (at least when
multidimensional measures of attitudes are used; see Schlegel & DiTecco, 1982).
Similarly, Rosenberg (1960) found that attitudes with consistent affective and
cognitive components are more stable than ones with inconsistent components.

' If consistent attitudes are the most stable, then we might expect that incon-
sistent ones would be most susceptible to the effects of the context and thought.
There is a fair amount of evidence consistent with this proposition. For examn-
ple, Chaiken and Baldwin (1981) found that people with inconsistent affective
and cognitive components were most likely to change their attitudes toward the
envir(fnm(:nt in response to a manipulation that made either pro- or anti-ccology
beh'aworS temporarily salient. People with consistent components did not change
their attitudes in response to this salience manipulation. Similarly, several in-
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teresting studies by Millar and Tesser (1986a, 1989, this volume) found that
people who have inconsistent affective and cognitive components are most sus-
ceptible to the effects of analyzing reasons. When people analyze reasons, they
suggest, they focus on the cognitive component of their attitude; that is, ration-
al thoughts about the attitude object (see also Wilson et al., 1984). This can
cause attitude change by turning what was an affectively based attitude into a
cognitively based one. This attitude change, however, is only likely to occur
to the extent that people’s affect and cognitions are inconsistent with each other.
If they are consistent, then focusing on one component versus the other will
make little difference in how people feel.

We have found some support for the hypothesis that analyzing reasons is
most likely to change people’s attitudes if their cognitions are evaluatively in-
consistent (Wilson, Kraft, & Dunn, 1989). We argue that when people analyze
reasons they focus on a subset of their beliefs. The more inconsistent these
beliefs are, the greater the likelihood that the subset people focus on will con-
flict with their previous attitude, leading to attitude change. (See our earlier
discussion of the Wilson, Kraft, & Dunn, 1989 study.) Finally, there is evidence
that context effects in surveys are more likely to occur if people have inconsis-
tent, multidiniensional beliefs about the attitude object (Schuman & Presser,
1981). For example, if people have inconsistent beliefs about gun control—such
as the idea that people have the right to bear arms, but also that lax gun control
laws contribute to the high murder rate in this country—then their attitude toward
gun coutrol will be more influenced by questions on a survey that highlight one
or the other of these beliefs.

It is not entirely clear, however, how distinct structural variables such as
the consistency or complexity of people’s beliefs are from attitude strength (Abel-
son, 1988; Raden, 1985; Wilson et al., 1991). We can make a rough distinction
between attitudes that are strong, complex, and made up of consistent feelings
and cognitions versus those that are weak, not complex, and made up of incon-
sistent feelings and cognitions, and say that, with some exceptions, the former
type of attitude is most likely to be stable and least likely to vary with the con-
text. Very few studies, however, have examined whether the key moderating
variable is strength, complexity, or consistency. An intriguing exception is a
recent study by Tourangeau, Rasinski, Bradbum, and D’ Andrade (1989b). They
asked people how important several issues were to them, and how much they
had mixed feelings and beliefs about these issues. They then observed how much
an accessibility manipulation (i.e., guestions in the survey that primed either
positive or negative beliefs about the issues) influenced people’s attitudes. In-
terestingly, the people who were most affected by this manipulation were those
who had said that they had mixed feelings and that the issue was important.
Thus, it may be that neither attitude strength nor structure by themselves
moderate susceptibility to context effects, These two variables may interact
in a more complex fashion.
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Stable Attitudes Are Those with Stable Contexts

Another possible solution to our paradox is that some attitudes are stable be-
cause the context in which we express them, or the way in which we think about
them, typically does not change. Some attitudes, such as our feelings about the
annual church picnic or a colleague we see only at work, are expressed primari-
ly in one, unvarying context, thus we use the same, unvarying data to construct
them, Further, people do not exert much time thinking about many attitude ob-
jects or trying to analyze why they feel the way they do. If so, these attitudes
will remain constant not because they are strong or structurally consistent, but
because the context in which they are expressed does not vary.

Even if the context does vary, people might have a chronic way of constructing
some attitudes, adding to their stability. That is, even if these attitudes vary
according to the context people are in or what thoughts are accessible, people
might *‘snap back’’ to a chronic way of construing the attitude object. This
argument is similar to one made by Bargh et al. (1986; Bargh, Lombardi, &
Higgins, 1988) about impression formation. These authors found that when peo-
ple form impressions of others they have certain categories (e.g., shyness) that
are chronically accessible, and that they view others in terms of these categories.
The same may be true of some of people’s attitudes more generally. If, over
the years, we have found the annual church picnic to be dull and tedious, we
are likely to construe it that way again this year (see Wilson, Lisle, Kraft, &
Wetzel, 1989). We should stress that such attitudes are not immune to context
effects. Our attitude toward the picnic is likely to be temporarily more positive
if we are served a particularly delicious piece of fried chicken. The point is that,
due to our chronic construction of such events, over time our negative attitude
is likely to return. This possibility has some intriguing implications, which we
discuss shortly.

People Overestimate the Stability of Their Attitudes

Finally, we should note that our examples about the constancy of our own atti-
tudes about such things as Dionne Warwick and anchovies may be misleading,
because there is a tendency for people to overestimate the extent to which their
attitudes have remained constant (Bem & McConnell, 1970; Goethals & Reck-
man, 1973; G. Markus, 1986; Ross, 1989). Ross demonstrated that when peo-
ple try to recall their past attitudes they assess how they currently feel and
then consult their implicit theories about the stability of these feelings. Most

- people have the theory that attitudes do not change much over time (just as

many social psychologists do), and therefore assume that low they feel now
is how they have always felt. Because this theory is often incorrect, however,
people overestimate how stable their attitudes have been. Thus, the fact that
many of us can bring to mind examples of our own attitudes that have remained
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the same over the years does not necessarily mean that these attitudes really
have remained constant.

Summary

We began this section with a paradox. There is a considerable amount of evi-
dence that attitudes are constructed from the available data, and thus vary from
time to time depending on the data that are accessible. On the other hand, it
simply doesn’t seem like this is true, at least for many of our own attitudes.
We offered several possible solutions to this conundrum, namely that attitudes
may vary only within a latitude of acceptance, that only some types of attitudes
are unstable (e.g., weak attitudes or those consisting of inconsistent beliefs),
that people have a chronic way of constructing some attitudes, and that atti-
tudes are less stable than people believe, due to memory biases. Although there
is much more evidence supporting some of these solutions than others, we be-
lieve there is at least a grain of truth in all of them.

DOES IT MATTER THAT ATTITUDES
ARE SOMETIMES UNSTABLE?

Some of the solutions we offered might appear to minimize the importance of
the idea that attitudes are often unstable. For example, if attitudes vary only
within a narrow range of acceptance, then the attitude change that results from
a change in the context or in what people are thinking about will probably not
be very consequential. We have seen, however, that such attitude change is
often not trivial. We turn now to evidence that it can also cause changes in peo-
ple’s attitudes that are nonoptimal.

We have already seen that when people think about why they feel the way
they do, they often change their attitudes. We have recently posed the ques-
tion of whether this change is beneficial, neutral, or harmful to people. Although
it is unlikely to always be just one of these possibilities, we suggest that, at
least at times, it can be harmful. There are two reasons for this. First, we as-
sume that when people are left to their own devices, they often form satisfacto-
ry preferences and make good personal choices. People are certainly not perfect
information processors, but they often manage to assign weights to the differ-
ent attributes of the alternatives that produce a satisfactory choice (satisfactory
to them). We assume that people often are not fully aware of how they are
weighting the information, but often use schemes that work for them. The old
adage that *‘I may not know why but I know what I like’” probably has more
than a grain of truth to it.

If so, what happens when people introspect about why they feel the way they
do? This kind of introspection, we suggest, can change an optimal weighting
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scheme into a nonoptimal one. When people analyze reasons, we have argued
that they focus on those attributes of the attitude object that are accessible in
memory and seem like plausible causes of their evaluations. Those criteria that
are accessible and plausible, however, might not have been weighted heavily
before. Similarly, criteria that are not accessible or plausible—but were weight-
ed heavily—will be overlooked. For example, when people evaluate a particular
kind of food, they might be influenced by attributes of which they are unaware
(e.g., an unknown ingredient) or that are difficult to verbalize (e.g., its texture
or aroma). When asked to explain their reactions, they may assign less weight
to these factors because they are difficult to put into words, and as a conse-
quence change their preferences. Assuming that their original preference was
fairly optimal, this change in weights might lead to a less optimal preference.

The second reason that explaining one’s attitudes might lead to nonoptimal
choices concerns the extent to which the attitude change caused by analyzing
reasons persists over time. We have argued that attitudes are often construct-
ed from the available data, and thus vary according to which data are accessi-
ble. As argued earlier, however, people often have a chronic way of constructing
their attitudes. These attitudes can be altered when people encounter new con-
texts or think about the attitudes in new ways, but otherwise remain fairly con-
stant. If this argument is true, what happens when people analyze reasons? The
new attitude that results might be particularly unstable because it is contrary
to the way people chronically construct the data in that domain.

For example, suppose someone is looking for something to hang over her man-
tle, and goes to a store that sells art posters. Suppose further that she is in a
particularly introspective mood, and decides to analyze why she feels the way
she does about each poster she examines. After doing so she decides which one
she likes the best, purchases it, and takes it home. There is a good possibility, we
suggest, that the act of analyzing reasons will change this person’s mind about
which poster to purchase. Trying to verbalize her reasons probably highlighted
features of the posters that were not central to her initial evaluations, leading
to a change in her preferences. Put differently, this person is probably not fully
aware of how she usually (i.e., chronically) forms evaluations of works of art,
leaving her open to the kinds of attitude change we have found so often in our
studies. But what will happen over the next few weeks, as she looks at the poster
over her mantle? Our suspicion is that the features she focused on when she
analyzed reasons would probably no longer be salient. Instead, she would revert
back to her chronic means of evaluating works of art, possibly causing her to
regret her choice. We recently tested whether this sequence of events can occur.

Post-Choice Satisfaction with Consumer Choices

We asked subjects to evaluate five posters of the type college students hang
in their rooms, and then choose one to take home (Wilson, Lisle, & Schooler,
1990). Two of the posters were reproductions of paintings by Impressionist



56 WILSON AND HODGES

artists, and were very popular with our student population. The remaining three
were humorous posters, such as a photograph of a cat perched on a rope with
the caption, ‘‘Gimme a Break.”” They were considerably less popular. In fact,
in our control condition, where people were not asked to analyze reasons, 95%
of the subjects chose one of the Impressionist paintings to take home.

Half of the subjects analyzed why they felt the way they did before evaluating
the posters. As expected, this introspection changed the preferences of many of
these subjects. People who analyzed reasons tended to focus on positive attri-
butes of the humorous posters and negative attributes of the Impressionist paint-
ings. As a result, they were significantly more likely to choose one of the humorous
posters (see Table 2.2). So far, these results are the sanie as those we have ob-
tained in many other studies: Analyzing reasons changes people’s attitudes. The
interesting finding is what happened after people took their posters home. We
telephoned subjects 3 weeks later and asked them several questions assessing
how satisfied they were with the poster they had chosen. As predicted, and
as seen in the bottom row of Table 2.2, subjects in the reasons condition reported
a lower satisfaction with their choice of poster, possibly because their initial
attitude—that the Impressionist paintings were preferable—had by then returned.

According to our model, it should only have been people who convinced them-
selves they liked the unpopular humorous posters who later regretted their
choice. As seen in Table 2.2, there was a tendency in this direction in that the
difference in post-choice satisfaction between reasons and control subjects was
greater among those who chose a humorous poster than those who chose an
Impressionist poster. The interaction between condition and poster choice,
however, was not significant. One reason for this might be that the control con-
dition/humorous poster cell was represented by one person, making this value
highly unreliable. We replicated the poster study with a new stimulus, felt-tip pens,
and found results that were more consistent with our hypothesis. The people
who were least satisfied with their choice of a pen were those in the reasons
condition who convinced themselves that they liked one that was an unpopular
color, and chose to take it home. When asked later how much they liked it,
their original attitude seemed to have returned, making them relatively unhap-
py with their choice.

The Wilson, Lisle, and Schooler (1990) studies have some intriguing impli-
cations about the effects of other kinds of context effects on post-choice satis-
[action. When people have a chronic way of constructing a preference or attitude,
then any factor that alters this construction might cause people to make deci-
sions they later regret. That is, suppose people changed their attitudes due to
any of the context effects we have reviewed, be they question order effects
on surveys or the kinds of priming effects studied in the impression formation
literature. If they made an important decision based on this new way of con-
structing their attitude, they might regret this decision later, when their chronic
way of viewing the attitude object returns.
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TABLE 2.2
Results of the Wilson, Lisle, and Schooler (1990) Poster Study
Control Reasons
Vaniable Impressionist Humorous Impressionist Humorous
Choice (%) 95 5 64 36
Post-Choice Satisfaction? 2.68 3.00 2.21 2.17

3Subjects were asked whether they still had the poster, whether they had hung it up, and
whether they planned to take it home with them at the end of the semester. They received a zero
if they said no to these questions and a one if they said yes. The satisfaction index is the sum of
their three responses.

Comparing People’s Attitudes to Expert Opinion

People’s reported satisfaction with a choice is open to a number of biases, such
as a tendency to feel that whatever the choice, it was the best one to make
(Brehm, 1956). To add weight to our claim that analyzing reasons can lead to
nonoptimal decisions, we used a different criterion in two other studies: expert
opinion about which alternatives are the best (Wilson & Schooler, 1991). In the
first study we compared the preferences of subjects toward a food item—
strawberry jams—with the opinions of sensory panelists from Consumer Reports
magazine. Subjects tasted five different brands. Half of the subjects analyzed
why they liked or disliked each alternative, whereas half did not. All subjects
then rated how much they liked each brand. We suggested earlier that, left to
their own devices, people often make reasonably good decisions. Consistent
with this hypothesis, the ratings made by control subjects corresponded fairly
well with the experts’ rating, resulting in a mean, within-subject correlation of
.55. We have also suggested that trying to explain one’s attitudes can influence
the salience of certain attributes of the attitude object, causing people to change
their evaluations. This prediction was also borne out, in that subjects who ana-
lyzed reasons ended up with significantly different preferences for the jans than
did control subjects. Finally, consistent with our hypothesis that these prefer-
ences would be in some sense ‘‘worse,’" the ratings made by subjects who ana-
lyzed reasons did not correspond with the experts very well, mean correlation
= .11. The difference between the mean correlations in the control and rea-
sons conditions was significant.

The jam study examined people’s preferences, without asking them to make
an actual consumer decision. In a second study, Wilson and Schooler (1991)
examined a real-life choice of some importance to collepge students: the deci-
sion of which courses to take. A sample of introductory psychology students,
who had expressed an interest in taking more psychology classes, were scen
at the beginning of the week when they registered [or classes for the next
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semester. They were given a packet of information about each of the nine
sophomore-level psychology classes being offered the next term. This packet
contained such information as a description of the course content, the course
evaluations of students who had previously taken the course, and whether a
term paper was required. After reading through this information, subjects in
the reasons condition were asked to describe why they might or might not take
each course. Subjects in the control condition did not receive any special in-
structions about how to approach the course information.?

After examining the information about the courses, subjects were given a
surprise recall test in which they were asked to write down everything they
could remember about the courses. We used their recall as a rough indication
of how they had weighted the different attributes when forming their prefer-
ences, comparing it to the opinions of faculty members as to which criteria ought
to be used when choosing a course. Control subjects were significantly more
likely to recall information that faculty members rated as important (e.g., who
was teaching the course) than information faculty members rated as unimpor-
tant (e.g., when the class met), suggesting that these subjects were weighting
the information fairly optimally (at least to the extent that we can consider the
faculty members to be experts in this domain). In contrast, subjects who ana-
lyzed reasons were no more likely to recall the important information than they
were the unimportant information.

We also examined (with subjects’ permission) which courses they actually
preregistered for. We assessed how good these choices were by comparing
them to another kind of expert opinion: the course evaluations of students who
had previously taken the courses. We assumed that it is advantageous for peo-
ple to base their decisions of what courses to take on course evaluations, be-
cause these evaluations should predict how well they will enjoy the course. As
discussed earlier, we assumed that, left to their own devices, people often make
reasonably good choices. Control subjects were thus expected to base their
choices, at least in part, on the course evaluations. We predicted that the rea-
sons manipulation would change the criteria subjects used to make their choices,
making them less likely to sign up for the highly rated courses. This prediction
was confirmed, as seen in Table 2.3. Subjects in the control condition were sig-
nificantly more likely to register for highly rated than for poorly rated courses.
Subjects who analyzed reasons, however, showed only a slight preference for
the highly rated courses. The Reasons Manipulation by Course Evaluation in-
teraction was highly significant, p < .001.

We also included a long-term measure of subjects’ behavior: the courses they

We included a thied condition as well, where subjects were asked to introspect about how each
and every picce of information about cvery course influenced their preferences. For reasons of
space we will omit a discussion of this condition here, except to note that we expected this kind
of introspection to alter people’s preferences in nonoptimal ways, alheit for different reasons. This
prediction was confirmed (see Wilson & Schooler, 1991).

I
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TABLE 2.3

Courses Preregistered for and Actually Taken, by Condition
Variable Control Reasons
Preregistration
Highly Rated Courses 41 .15
Poorly Rated Courses 0 .10
Actual Enrollment
Highly Rated Courses 37 21
Poorly Rated Courses .03 .08

Note: Subjects were assigned a one if they registered for or actually 100k a course, and a zero
if they did not register or take a course.

Table adapted from Wilson and Schooler (1991), copyright 1991 by the American Psychological
Association.

were enrolled in at the end of the following semester. Subjects had the oppor-
tunity to add and drop courses at the beginning of the semester; thus, even
though the reasons manipulation influenced their initial decision of which courses
to take, they could revise these decisions later. We did not make firm predic-
tions about the outcome of this measure. On the one hand, we have argued
that the attitude change caused by analyzing reasons is relatively temporary,
and will not influence long-term behavior. Consistent with this view, Wilson et
al. (1984, Study 3) found that analyzing reasons did not influence dating cou-
ples’ decisions about whether to break up several months after the study was
completed. On the other hand, if analyzing reasons changes subjects’ decisions
about the courses for which they register, they might experience some inertia,
such that they remain in these courses, even if they change their minds at a
later point. Further, Millar and Tesser (1986a, 1989) found that analyzing rea-
sons highlights the cognitive component of attitudes, and that these cognitively
based attitudes will determine behaviors that are more cognitively based than
affectively based. Given that the decision of whether to take a college course
has a large cognitive component (e.g., whether it will advance one’s career
goals), the attitude change that results from analyzing reasons might cause long-
term changes in behavior.

Consistent with this latter possibility, by the end of the following semester
subjects who had analyzed reasons were still less likely than control subjects
to be enrolled in courses that were highly rated and more likely to be enrolled
in courses that were poorly rated (see Table 2.3). This effect had weakened
over timne, but the Reasons Manipulation by Course Evaluation interaction was
still significant, p < .05. This is perhaps our strongest demonstration that analyz-
ing reasons can be costly, leading to nounoptimal choices.

We should address some possible ethical objections to the course sclection
study, given that it involved a consequential, real-life decision on the part of
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the participants. It might be argued that we should not have asked subjects to
think about why they felt the way they did about each course, given our hypothe-
sis that this kind of introspection would change the courses for which they
preregistered, and possibly even change the courses they actually took the fol-
lowing semester. We thought about this issue at some length before conduct-
ing the study, and discussed it with several colleagues. In the end we decided
that the potential knowledge gained—discovering some detrimental effects of
introspection—outweighed the possible harmful effects on the participants. We
should emphasize that we did not give the participants any misinformation about
the courses—all of the information we gave them, including the course evalua-
tions, was accurate. What we did was to ask some of them to reflect more than
they might ordinarily do when forming their preferences. According to the
predominant theories of decision making (e.g., Janis & Mann, 1977), asking peo-
ple to be more reflective about their choices should have beneficial effects.
There are probably many decision analysts, counselors, and academic advisors
who urge people to make decisions more reflectively. Given that the effects
of our manipulations were predicted to be relatively benign—altering the psy-
chology courses for which subjects preregistered, and possibly altering the
courses they took the following semester—we felt it was worth testing the wis-
dom of such advice. We did not, of course, make this decision alone. The study
was approved by a Human Subjects Committee.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

We began this chapter by posing the question of whether attitudes are stable
entities or temporary constructions, fashioned from whatever data are accessi-
ble when people evaluate an attitude object. We reviewed a considerable amount
of evidence supporting the attitudes-as-constructions hypothesis, namely
research showing that people’s attitudes vary according to the context and what
they are thinking about. We then considered several moderator variables specify-
ing when attitudes are likely to be stable, like files that we retrieve from our
memories, and when they are likely to be recomputed froin the accessible data.
Although the evidence is mixed, there is some support for the hypothesis that
strong attitudes with consistent components are likely to be stable, whereas
weak attitudes with inconsistent components are most likely to vary with the
context and the kind of thought people engage in. The bottom line seems to
be that when we ask what people’s attitudes are, we first need to consider the
context in which they were asked, and what they were thinking about at the
time. Not all attitudes will be affected by such variables—but enough will that
it is worthwhile to ask these questions. Considering the context and what peo-
ple are thinking about is especially important because these variables can cause
substantial changes in people’s attitudes, and cause them to make nonoptimal
decisions.,
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