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Sensitivity and Flexibility

Exploring the Knowledge Function
of Automatic Attitudes

MELISSA J. FERGUSON
JOHN A. BARGH

The concept of attitudes is historically one of the most widely
studied topics in social psychology (e.g., see Allport, 1935; Eagly &
Chaiken, 1993; McGuire, 1986). An attitude has generally been consis-
tently defined throughout the past 7 decades as “a psychological ten-
dency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some de-
gree of favor or disfavor” (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 1; see also Allport,
1935; Smith, Bruner, & White, 1956; Thompson, Zanna, & Griffin,
1995; Thurstone, 1928). The research activity surrounding this con-
struct has addressed a wide spectrum of topics, such as underlying struc-
ture (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Katz & Stotland, 1959; Rosenberg &
Hovland, 1960), functionality (e.g., Katz, 1960; Katz & Stotland, 1959;
Pratkanis, Breckler, & Greenwald, 1989), the ability of attitudes to pre-
dict attitude-relevant behavior (e.g., Elms, 1975; Fishbein & Ajzen,
1974, 1975; Kelman, 1974; Schuman & Johnson, 1976; Wicker, 1969},
and methods of attitude measurement (e.g., see Himmelfarb, 1993, for
a review).

Though many of these issues are currently being examined, much
of the zeitgeist concerns the degree to which the parucular measure-
ment of attitudes has consequences for the operationalization and utili-
ty of attitudes. More specifically, recent research and theory focus on
whether and how attitudes that are activated outside of awareness differ
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from attitudes that are strategically recalled (e.g-, Ajzen & Sexton, 1999
Banaji, 2001; Cunningham, Preacher, & Banaji, 2001; Devine, 1989: Do-
vidio, Kawakami, Johnson, Johnson, & Howard, 1997 Fazio, Jackson,
Dunton, & Williams, 1995; Klauer, 1998; McConnell & Leibold, 2001;
Nesdale & Durkin, 1998; Rudman, Greenwald, Mellott, & Schwartz,
1999; Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000; Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park,
1997). For example, to what degree can researchers apply theoretical
perspectives on the nature of strategically recalled attitudes to automat-
ically activated attitudes?

In this chapter we extend a traditional analysis of strategic attitudes
to automatic attitudes. Researchers and theorists have delineated the
ways in which strategic attitudes are functional because of their delivery
of affective information concerning the corresponding objects (e.g.,
Katz, 1960; Pratkanis et al., 1989; Smith, Bruner, & White, 1956). We
argue that automatic attitudes can be similarly conceptualized as func-
tional in terms of both their sensitivity to contextual differences in the
meaningfulness of objects, and their flexibility in responding to novel
objects. We first describe strategic and implicit measurement in general
and next consider the particular ways in which both strategic and auto-
matic attitudes can be considered functional, We then turn to recent re-
search concerning the sensitivity and flexibility of automatic attitudes.

STRATEGIC RECALL: EXPLICIT
ATTITUDE MEASUREMENT

Attitudes have traditionally been measured by simply asking respon-
dents to report their preferences, feelings, thoughts, and behaviors re-
garding an issue or object. Although such measurement captures the
intentional stance of people (i.e., it measures what people consciously
and intentionally report), it generates data that are otherwise fraught
with interpretational difficulties. Because people can strategically modi-
fy their answers, their “attitudes” can represent factors other than the
underlying construct of interest (e.g., Devine, 1989, 1995; Fazio et al.,
1995; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998, Jones & Sigall, 1971;
Schuman & Kalton, 1985; Warner, 1965). For example, people may, on
some occasions, present themselves as holding socially desirable, egali-
tanian values even though they demonstrate (socially undesirable)
racial prejudices on other, less public occasions (e.g., Sigall & Page,
1971). People may report an attitude according to what they believe the
¢xperimenter expects (e.g., Orne, 1962; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1966)

or what the social norms prescribe (e.g., Gaes, Kalle, & Tedeschi, 1978;
Ostrom, 1973).
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The possibility that respondents can modify their attitudes on ex-
plicit measures led researchers to develop more covert explicit attitude
measures, wherein the attitude object of interest is not obvious, For ex-
ample, researchers interested in assessing the extent to which people
are racially prejudiced constructed subtle measures of racism that os-
tensibly tap political conservatism (e.g., McConahay, 1986). This mask-
ing of the true construct of interest is intended to minimize the degree
to which participants react to social norms and demand effects. If par-
ticipants believe that the questions pertain to policy preferences, they
may not hide or modify their true racially prejudiced attitudes.

AUTOMATIC ATTITUDES: IMPLICIT
ATTITUDE MEASUREMENT

Even explicit measures that are subtle, however, do not preclude the
possibility that respondents strategically misrepresent their feelings or
beliefs in the interest of some attitude-irrelevant factor. The possibility
that people alter their explicitly reported attitudes means that such
measures are perhaps not capturing “real,” or unadulterated, attitudes.
This skepticism has encouraged researchers to adopt implicit measures
of attitudes (e.g., Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, & Pratto, 1992; Bargh,
Chaiken, Raymond, & Hymes, 1996; Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, &
Kardes, 1986; Greenwald et al., 1989; Greenwald et al., 1998; Witten-
brink, Judd, & Park, 1997). Implicit measures can assess the phenome-
non of interest without participants being aware that their reactions to
objects are being recorded. Because they are unaware of the intent of
the measure, they are theoretically unable to react in a socially desir-
able or demand-laden fashion ( though see Glaser & Banaji, 1999).
Implicit measures of attitudes are currently generating numerous
research questions (e.g., Banaji, 2001; Fazio et al., 1986; Greenwald et
al., 1998). One of the most frequently used implicit attitude measures
(e.g., Bargh etal., 1992; Bargh et al., 1996; Fazio et al., 1986; Fazio et al.,
1995) entails a sequential priming paradigm (Neely, 1976, 1977) in
which prime words that represent attitude objects (e.g., “puppy,’
“crime”) are paired with positively or negatively valenced adjectives
(e.g., “generous,” “awful”). Within a typical trial, a prime word is pre-
sented for a fraction of a second and is then followed by an adjective, to
which participants must respond in some way (e.g., evaluation task, lex-
ical decision task). The response times to the positive and negative ad-
jectives are compared as a function of the valence of the preceding
primes. This paradigm demonstrates the phenomenon of evaluative or
affective priming: Participants’ reaction times to adjectives are faster




when those adjectives are preceded by similarly (versus dissimilarly) va-
lenced primes.

According to this body of research, an automatic attitude consists of
evaluative information that is associated with the attitude object in
memory (Fazio, 2000; see also Ferguson & Bargh, in press). This inter-
pretation presupposes so-called symbolic, localist models of memory
wherein representations of semantically related objects are intercon-
nected within an associative network (e.g., Anderson, 1983; Anderson
& Bower, 1973: Collins & Loftus, 1975; Smith, 1996). Upon perception
of an attitude object, activation automatically spreads from the object
representation to the evaluation of the object, and then possibly to
evaluatively similar objects (see Fazio, 2000: Ferguson & Bargh, in
press).

Researchers have asserted that the activation of the evaluative in-
formation in memory is automatic for two main reasons. The first is that
the stimulus-onset asynchrony (SOA) between the prime word and tar-
get word in evaluative priming paradigms is too brief a delay to allow
strategic (i.e., nonautomatic) responding to occur (e.g., Fazio et al.,
1986; cf. Klauer, Rossnagel, & Musch, 1997; Neely, 1976, 1977). The
second reason is that according to evaluative priming research, att-
tudes toward objects can be activated even when the attitude objects are
subliminally presented, thereby demonstrating automatic activation
(Greenwald, Draine, & Abrams, 1996; Greenwald et al., 1989; Witten-
brink et al., 1997).

Although participants are typically aware of the presentation of the
prime words in the sequential priming paradigm, they are unaware that
their automatic reactions to the prime words are being measured. This
18 in clear contrast to explicit attitude measurement, wherein partici-
Pants are pointedly asked to report their attitudes, which requires them
first to estimate their attitude, and then decide whether and how to re-
port that attitude. Because of the contrast in the way in which implicit
and explicit attitudes are measured, and the consequent difference in
participant’s awareness of what is being measured, researchers are sys-
tematically exploring what exactly is captured by implicit measurement
as compared with explicit measurement. In other words, in what ways, if
any, do automatic attitudes (i.e., those measured implicitly) differ from
strategic attitudes (i.e., those measured explicity)?

For example, researchers have studied the extent to which auto-
matic attitudes predict subsequent attitude-relevant behavior (e.g-
Fazio et al., 1995; Swanson, Rudman, & Greenwald, 2001), whether au-
tomatic attitudes correspond to strategic attitudes (e.g., Cunningham
et al.,, 2001; McConnell & Leibold, 2001), and how automatic attitudes
differ from strategic attitudes in terms of stability across time and sus-
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ceptibility to persuasion and change (e.g., Wilson et al., 2000). The ex-
tent to which the traditional conceptualization of attitudes can be ap-
plied to implicit attitudes has also been discussed (see Banaji, 2001).
Although there are dimensions along which strategically recalled
attitudes differ from implicitly measured attitudes, such as perhaps the
immediacy with which the attitudes are invoked, we focus on the possi-
bility that the two types of measurement capture attitudes that are simi-
larly functional for the perceiver. Specifically, given that both strategic
and automatic attitudes provide perceivers with affective information
regarding the respective objects, we apply the functional perspective on
strategic attitudes to those attitudes that are automatically activated.

THE KNOWLEDGE FUNCTION OF
AUTOMATIC ATTITUDES: OVERVIEW

Many researchers and theorists have argued that an important function
of both strategic and automatic attitudes is the delivery of affective in-
formation about the attitude object (Fazio, 1989). Katz (1960) and
Smith et al. (1956) referred to such appraisal as the knowledge func-
tion and identified it as one of the four primary functions of attitudes.
Fazio (1989) claimed that this function is the most important because it
refers to all attitudes, regardless of the Intensity or direction of the atti-
tude. He states that “regardless of why the individual’s attitude took on
a particular valence, the mere possession of any attitude is useful to the
individual in terms of orienting him or her to the object in question”
(p. 172).

This behavioral orientation toward the object is an integral reason
that an attitude is conceptualized as functional (e.g., Fazio, 1989;
Lewin, 1935; Pratkanis et al., 1989). Attitudes provide evaluative infor-
mation about the respective objects that then helps orient the person
toward the objects in an appropriate manner, whereby the person can
avoid threatening or unpleasant objects and approach safe or pleasing
objects. Automatic attitudes are thus functional because they can quick-
ly and effortlessly provide vital information to the perceiver, saving him
or her the trouble of having to repeatedly and consciously figure out
whether an object is safe or dangerous, pleasing or displeasing (Smith
etal, 1956, p. 41).

Yet although researchers have discussed the functional nature of
automatic attitudes (Fazio, 1989), previous literature suggests that the
functional nature of automatic attitudes may be constrained relative to
that of strategic attitudes. We discuss two proposed limitations to the
function of automatic attitudes. The first limitation concerns the de-




gree to which automatic attitudes are sensitive to the context within
which attitude objects are perceived. Specifically, strategic attitudes are
widely acknowledged to be context sensitive: A strategic attitude de-
pends on the context in which the object is perceived, and consequent-
ly, the goals of the perceiver concerning that object (e.g., see Anderson,
1974; Bem, 1972; Fazio, 1987; Millar & Tesser, 1986; Olson, 1990:
Schwarz & Clore, 1983; Strack, 1992; Tesser, 1978; Wilson, Dunn, Kraft,
& Lisle, 1989; Wilson & Hodges, 1992). Such sensitivity of explicit atti-
tudes is clearly important because it allows the person to behave in a
situation-relevant fashion toward the object, according to his or her
goals within the situation.

In contrast, automatic attitudes have sometimes been conceptual-
ized as context independent (e.g., Fazio et al., 1995; Wilson & Hodges,
1992; Wilson et al., 2000), with some recent exceptions (e.g., Dasgupta
& Greenwald, 2001; Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park, 2001). Such insensitivity

would undermine the functional nature of automatic attitudes because

automatic attitudes would be unable to account for situation-specific
constraints regarding the object. We address this issue by exploring the
sensitivity of automatic attitudes—if the functional nature of automatic
attitudes rests on the delivery of information about how to relate to the
object (e.g., approach or retreat), the information should be sensitive
to the meaning of the object according to different goals of the perceiv-
er. That is, an automatic attitude toward a given object should vary ac-
cording to the utdility of the object for the person, which may change
across contexts and time. We review recent research that addresses this
issue and suggests that automatic attitudes are contextually sensitive
(Ferguson & Bargh, 2002).

The second limitation concerns the extent to which automatic atti-
tudes are flexible to novel attitude objects, or whether they depend
solely on preexisting, stored representations of evaluation. Research
shows that people can strategically evaluate novel objects and can inte-
grate evaluative information from a variety of different sources (e.g.,
Anderson & Rosenfeld, 1988; Bechtel & Abrahamsen, 1991: Carlston
and Smith, 1996; Fiedler, 1996; Smith, 1996; Smith & DeCoster, 1999).
Although work outside the area of attitudes suggests that people can
automatically integrate evaluative information (e.g., Fiedler, 1996), the
literature on automatic attitudes instead suggests that automatic activa-
tion of an attitude depends solely on a stored, preexisting representa-
tion of an evaluation, which is associated with the object in memory
(Fazio, 2000; Ferguson & Bargh, in press; Wilson et al., 2000). This view
suggests that automatic attitudes can be invoked only in response to
previously appraised objects.

Furthermore, it is presumed that the construction of an attitude
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for a novel object requires some degree of conscious effort and thus
cannot occur automatically (Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986; Wilson & Hodges,
1992; Wilson et al., 2000). This research suggests that people would be
unable to automatically evaluate a novel object because of their inability
to integrate multiple sources of evaluative information. To address this
issue, we describe recent research that demonstrates that automatic atti-
tudes are constructed in response to novel stimuli, thereby suggesting
that automatic attitudes are flexible and constructive (Duckworth,
Bargh, Garcia, & Chaiken, in press; F erguson & Bargh, in press).

SENSITIVITY OF AUTOMATIC ATTITUDES

The primary function of an automatic attitude is that it quickly and ef-
fortlessly delivers information about how to relate to the attitude object
(Fazio, 1989). For example, an object that evokes negativity can be im-
mediately avoided or at least closely monitored, and an object that pro-
vokes positivity can be approached (e.g., Lewin, 1935; Rosenberg,
1956). This evaluative information is essential for how the perceiver un-
derstands the environment and structures his or her actions toward a
given object (Fazio, 1989). Thus, the automatic evaluation of an object
is functional because it guides behavior toward that object.

It is important to note that much theory asserts that behavior to-
ward a given object will depend on the meaningfulness of that object
within the situation in which it is encountered. That is, the meaning of
an object is determined by the relation of the object to the person’s
goals within that situation. This perspective suggests that knowledge
about objects is context bound (e.g., Fiske, 1992: Glenberg, 1997,
Lewin, 1935). For example, Glenberg (1997, p- B) argues that “to a par-
ticular person, the meaning of an object, event, or sentence is what that
person can do with the object, event, or sentence” (italics added). For
example, “depending on the context, a [C]oke bottle can be used to
quench thirst, as a weapon, a doorstop, or a vase. That is, meaning de-
pends on the context” (Glenberg, 1997, p. 6, italics added).

From this perspective, therefore, the evaluative knowledge about
how to relate to an object must be sensitive to one’s actual goals con-
cerning that object, which can vary across contexts. If one is thirsty, a
Coke bottle can be used to quench thirst and should therefore be eval-
vated positively. If, on the other hand, one is confronted by a mugger
who is holding a Coke bottle as a weapon, the bottle should be evalu-
ated negatively. Lewin (1935, p. 78) presaged this argument by assert-
ing that “the valence of an object usually derives from the fact that the
object is a means to the satisfaction of a need, or has indirectly some-
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thing to do with the satisfaction of a need.” The evaluative information
of an object should therefore depend on the object’s usefulness for the
perceiver’'s goal(s). When an object should be approached, the atti-
tude should be positive, and when the object should be avoided, the at-
titude should be negative. As Lewin (1935, p. 81) states, “the kind
(sign) and strength of the valence of an object or event thus depends
directly on the momentary condition of the needs of the individual
concerned.”

This perspective has been readily applied to explicit attitudes but
not, as yet, to autornatic attitudes (see Ferguson & Bargh, 2002). In fact,
though some recent research has shown that automatic attitudes can
vary if different information about the object is made salient (e.g., Das-
gupta & Greenwald, 2001; Wittenbrink et al., 2001), other research sug-
gests that automatic attitudes are ¢ontextually independent and rigid—
largely impervious to change or fluctuation (Wilson & Hodges, 1992;
Wilson et al., 2000; cf. Nelson & Bouton, Chapter 3, this volume). To
examine the degree to which automatic attitudes are functional in the
sense that they provide contextually sensitive information about how to
relate to an object, we review some recent research that addresses this
issue. We first explore the reasons that automatically activated evalua-
tive knowledge should be context sensitive and then review a series of
three studies that demonstrate such sensitivity,

Why Should Automatic Attitudes Be Sensitive to Context?

Much research has demonstrated that explicit attitudes vary according
to contextual factors such as mood, previously activated attitude-
relevant information, and experimental expectations, for instance (e.g.,
see Anderson, 1974; Bem, 1972; Fazio, 1987: Millar & Tesser, 1986:
Olson, 1990; Schwarz & Clore, 1983; Strack, 1992; Tesser, 1978; Wilson
et al., 1989; Wilson & Hodges, 1992). As discussed in the introduction
of this chapter, when participants want to please the experimenter and
are able to guess how the experimenter wants them to respond, they
often respond accordingly (e.g., Orne, 1962; Rosenthal & Jacobson,
1966). Moreover, participants will report more egalitarian attitudes to-
ward marginalized group members if they believe that they will be held
accountable or if they want to display a fair and just way of thinking
(e.g., Gaes et al., 1978; Ostrom, 1973). %

From this body of research, it is evident that when people explicitly
and purposefully report their attitudes, the direction and intensity of
their attitudes depend on a variety of factors, perhaps including their
underlying, unadulterated actual attitudes. The regular fluctuation of
explicitly measured attitudes have led some researchers to argue that
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stored attitudes do not exist, but instead are always constructed on the
spot, according to temporarily activated subsets of attitude-relevant in-
formation in memory (e.g., Anderson, 1974; Tesser, 1978).

There is no a priori reason to assume that automatically activated
evaluative information would not also be sensitive to the context in
which the attitude object is measured. Many theorists claim that atti-
tude objects are associated with a complex array of memories, including
exemplars (e.g., Abelson, 1976, 1981; Bower, 1981; Eagly & Chaiken,
1993; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986; Schank & Abel-
son, 1977). Given such an array of memories associated with a given at-
titude object, it seems likely that some object-relevant memories may be
positively valenced and others may be negatively valenced (see Dasgup-
ta & Greenwald, 2001). For example, someone may have many positive
memories of drinking a sugary soda but may also have negative memo-
ries of the harmful effects of ingesting large quantities of caffeine. The
context in which the soda product is perceived may determine the na-
ture of the automatic attitude toward the drink, just as the context may
influence the explicitly reported attitude.

Recent Research

Three experiments were conducted to test the sensitivity of automatic
attitudes. The first two experiments explored the degree to which the
framing of attitude objects influences the automatic attitudes toward
those objects. Actitude objects that have been used in previous research
and are considered to be fairly stable across time were included as the
attitude objects of interest (e.g., see Bargh et al., 1992). We included
normatively positive and negative attitude objects (e.g., dentist, choco-
late). The methodology was largely the same for the two experiments.
On each given trial, a prime word that represented an attitude object
(i.e., “dentist”) was presented for 250 milliseconds and was then fol-
lowed by the presentation of an adjective (e.g., “generous,” “awful”).
Participants were asked to rate the adjectives as “good” or “bad” as
quickly and accurately as possible.

In both experiments, we were interested in a specific set of attitude
objects and wanted to demonstrate that each attitude object of interest
could be framed as something safe and pleasing versus dangerous and
displeasing, and that the automatic attitude toward that object would
reflect the framing. Accordingly, each trial that contained an attitude
object of interest (as the prime) was yoked with a preceding trial in
which the prime word was semantically related to the subsequent atti-
tude object of interest. Thus, across all trials, we were concerned with
only those trials that contained attitude objects of interest. The rest of







