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Implicit psychologists' estimates of attitude-behaviour consistencies 

To investigate the relationship between implicit psychological hypotheses and explicit 
empirical findings, summaries of twenty published studies on attitude-behaviour con­
sistency were presented to a sample of forty-eight psychology undergraduates. Sub­
jects were asked to estimate the percentage of agreement between attitudes and 
behaviour obtained by each study. Correlations between subjects' covariation judge­
ments and empirically obtained attitude-behaviour consistencies were minimal and 
nonsignificant. Results are discussed in the light of more recent research on attitude-
behaviour relationship. 

Intuitive or commonsense psychological theories are becoming increasingly popu­
lar as challenges and touchstones of scientific psychological reasoning (Schneewind, 
1982; Semin, Rosch, Krolage and Chassein, 1981; Wish and Kaplan, 1977). Stated 
in terms of Wegner and Vallacher's conception of implicit psychology, 'psychologi­
cal theory and research is an extension of concerns held by the average individual' 
(Wegner and Vallacher, 1977, cf. also Furnham and Henderson, 1983). 

In a study allowing direct comparisons between implicit and explicit personality 
theories, Semin et al. (1981) investigated whether naive judges are able to repro­
duce the scale structures of scientific personality inventories. Subjects were pre­
sented the scale labels of two widely used personality inventories and were then 
asked to categorize the complete item pool under these labels. The results show 
that naive subjects not only correctly identify the items belonging to each of the 
scales but also reproduce the interscale correlational structure of the inventories. 
From their findings, the authors conclude that scientific or explicit theories of 
personality as well as their corresponding measurement devices may be conceived 
of as derivations and explications of generally accepted commonsense definitions of 
personality concepts. 

Given this close relation between 'implicit' and 'explicit' formulations of 
psychological theories, any attempt at scientific analysis is confronted with the 
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claim to be able to produce non-trivial, i.e. noncommonsensical results (Sjoberg, 
1982a,b; Smedslund, 1982). This challenge is particularly relevant to the field of 
social psychology because its emphasis lies on the analysis and explanation of 
everyday social experience. The contribution of social psychological research 
should go beyond providing significance tests for well-established intuitive evidence 
to counter the layman's verdict that 'the academic discipline of social psychology is 
seen as a trivial pseudoscience that expends a great deal of effort describing or 
providing what we already know' (Furnham, 1983, p. 105). 

One way of assessing the utility of explicit psychological studies is to compare 
their empirical results to those expected or predicted by naive subjects ('intuitive 
psychologists') on the basis of their intuitive hypothesis. The present article reports 
an investigation analysing the relationship between implicit psychologists' judge­
ments and explicit empirical results in the field of attitude-behaviour consistency. 
While it is a well-established commonsense notion that people do not always act in 
accordance with their attitudes, social scientists have long adhered to the 
hypothesis of a consistent relationship between attitudes and behaviour—and have 
been disconfirmed in this belief by a bulk of empirical results (cf. Deutscher, 1973; 
Mummendey, 1982; Wicker, 1969). 

The present analysis points to the question whether the inconclusiveness of 
empirical evidence on attitude-behaviour consistency corresponds to and is 
reflected in the intuitive hypothesis of naive subjects. 

Our methodological approach is similar to Bern's (1972) method of 'interper­
sonal simulation'. In a number of studies on the isomorphism of self- and other-
perception, Bern demonstrated that observer subjects were highly accurate in pre­
dicting the reactions of the actual experimental subjects taking part in studies on 
self-perception and dissonance reduction. Similarly, our subjects were asked to 
estimate the degree of attitude-behaviour consistency obtained in a variety of 
empirical investigations. 

In addition to its relevance to research on attitude-behaviour consistency, the 
present approach is considered paradigmatic for the analysis of implicit 
psychologies because it provides a direct means of testing the accuracy of behaviour 
predictions. 

Evidence summarized by Crocker (1981) suggests that naive subjects are in fact 
able to utilize covariation concepts in a fairly accurate way. It is only under this 
premise that interpersonal simulation may be considered a meaningful methodo­
logical device. 

METHOD 

From the research literature on attitude-behaviour consistency, twenty empirical 
studies published between 1955 and 1976 were selected for the present analysis. A 
list of the studies is presented in Table 1. Variance of the behavioural (or 
behavioural intention) measures accounted for by the attitudinal variables ranged 
from 4 per cent to 71 per cent with a mean of 34.5 per cent. Based on the method 
sections of the original publications, detailed descriptions of the design and proce­
dure of each study were devised and presented to a sample of forty-eight psychol­
ogy undergraduates. All subjects had completed an introductory statistics course 
and were familiar with the interpretation of statistical indices. 
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Table 1. Selected studies on attitude-behaviour consistency and their coefficients of corre­
spondence 

Albrechte< al. (1972) gamma = 0.71 Laing (1970) gamma = 0.21 
Bellin and Kriesberg (1967) gamma = 0.37 Marais (1967) r2 = 0.06 
Cowdry et al. (1970) r2 = 0.33 McGee (1955) r2 = 0.34 
DeFleur and Westie (1958) gamma = 0.70 Pomazal and Jaccard (1976) 0.48 
DeVries and Ajzen (1971) r2 = 0.50 Rokeach and Kliejunas (1972) r2 = 0.04 
Fazio (1969) r2 = 0.17 Rosen and Komorita (1971) r2 = 0.35 
Fendrich (1967) gamma = 0.69 Sample and Warland (1973) r2 = 0.08 
Goodmonson and Glaudin (1971) r 2 = 0.34 Tittle and Hill (1967) gamma = 0.50 
Green (1972) r2 = 0.19 Weigel and Newman (1976) r 2 = 0.38 
Kamenetzky et al. (1956) r2 = 0.36 Zunich (1962) R 2 = 0.10 

Following each description, subjects were asked to estimate the percentage of 
correspondence obtained by the specific study between the attitudinal and 
behavioural (or behavioural intention) measures, e.g. 'What is the degree of cor­
respondence (in per cent) between attitudes toward student politics and participa­
tion in student political activity?' (Tittle and Hill, 1967). As the correlation coeffi­
cient has no direct relationship to everyday concepts of relationships (cf. Crocker, 
1981, p. 279), subjects were asked to predict r2 as the percentage of correspon­
dence between attitudes and behaviour. Subjects marked their judgements on a 
scale ranging from 1 to 100 per cent with decimal subdivisions. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Kendall tau coefficients were computed to measure the correlation between sub­
jects' covariation judgements and the empirically determined correspondence be­
tween attitudes and behaviour in the twenty studies. Kendall's tau is considered 
more appropriate than the Spearman coefficient as a measure of association be­
tween ranks (cf. Hays, 1973, p. 796). 

Kendall tau coefficients of correlation between the estimated and obtained 
results for the individual subjects ranged from -0 .230 to 0.480. The mean Kendall 
tau between ranks over individuals was T ( = 0.099. The overall Kendall tau coeffi­
cient computed across both subjects and items (i.e. studies) reached a score of 
T T = 0.101. Neither tj nor T , was statistically significant. 

When the Kendall tau coefficients are interpreted in terms of product-moment 
coefficients, both tj and T, account for approximately 1 per cent of the variance. 

It should be recalled that our subjects gave their estimates of attitude-behaviour 
consistencies on the basis of summarized, though detailed descriptions of the origi­
nal studies. Considering this limited information, it would appear unwarranted to 
expect a precise point estimation of the correspondence between attitudes and 
behaviour. Therefore, both the coefficients obtained in the original studies and the 
covariation judgements of the subjects were trichotomized to test the weaker 
hypothesis that subjects' estimates and obtained results are correlated at least 
within the three broad categories of attitude-behaviour consistency (high, medium, 
low). 

The 'gamma' coefficient of agreement between the original findings and the 
subjects' estimates computed on the basis of the trichotomized data reached a score 
of 0.105, indicating a 10 per cent proportional reduction in variance. Compared to 
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the 1 per cent of variance accounted for by the correlation coefficients tj and r„ a 
notable increase in explained variance is achieved by the trichotomization. 

Applying this finding to the intuitive psychologists' capacity to predict empirical 
results, a 'gamma' of 0.105 indicates that the probability of error is reduced by no 
more than 10 per cent on the basis of the subjects' judgements as opposed to a 
random assignment of studies (results) to consistency categories. 

The present results show the implicit psychologists' difficulties in estimating 
empirically determined attitude-behaviour consistencies. They are supportive of 
the claim of scientific psychology to be able to produce non-trivial results, suggest­
ing that other people's reactions in situations where both attitudinal and 
behavioural variables are involved cannot be adequately accounted for by com-
monsense psychological knowledge. 

It might be argued that subjects were forced to base their predictions on insuffi­
cient evidence, being only informed about the independent variables and asked to 
infer the criterion variable. Recent evidence by Nisbett and Borgida (1975) and 
Pietromonaco and Nisbett (1982) who provided their subjects with both the 
hypothesis and results of psychological experiments suggests, however, that intui­
tive psychologists fail to consider even this complete experimental evidence in 
predicting the behaviour of target persons in highly similar situations. 

Pietromonaco and Nisbett (1982) demonstrate that naive subjects fail to utilize 
psychological findings that might add to their understanding of another person's 
behaviour. Subjects were presented an abridged version of the Darley and Bateson 
(1973) study which demonstrated that a person's willingness to help a victim is 
critically determined by the degree to which he/she is in a hurry (10 per cent of the 
people in a hurry versus 63 per cent of the people not in a hurry helped). In a 
second step, subjects were asked to predict the helping behaviour of stimulus-
persons who were either in a hurry or not in similar situations. The results show that 
the subjects did not attend to the Darley and Bateson findings to predict behaviour: 
they expected that 59.13 per cent of the stimulus-persons in a hurry and 78.19 per 
cent of those not in a hurry would help the victim. From their results, Pietromonaco 
and Nisbett conclude that subjects underutilize a counterintuitive set of findings 
about a particular helping situation when making predictions about related situa­
tions, thus suggesting the insensitivity of commonsense hypotheses to scientific 
psychological evidence. 

Another reason for the subject's failure to predict attitude-behaviour consisten­
cies could be seen in the methodology of the present study which can be character­
ized in Mixon's (1972) terms as a kind of nonactive role-playing. Subjects were 
asked to make judgements about others' behaviour on the basis of a description of 
the experimental situation necessarily restricted in terms of realism and spon­
taneity. 

Mixon (1972) suggests that experimental results are more likely to be repro­
duced through active role-playing where subjects are placed into the experimental 
setting and asked to behave as if they were naive participants. Applying this argu­
ment to the present study, subjects' estimates of attitude-behaviour relations could 
possibly be facilitated by introducing active role-playing, i.e. by presenting the 
original materials and asking subjects to respond to them from the perspective of a 
prototypical member of the original sample. 

As to the present results, however, it may be a comforting thought to the implicit 
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psychologists that they are no less successful in predicting empirical results on the 
basis of intuitive theories than explicit psychologists are in predicting behaviour on 
the basis of attitudes. As Wicker's (1969) review of 46 studies on attitude-
behaviour consistency shows, the average amount of behavioural variance 
accounted for by attitudinal variables lies at about 10 per cent. 

Even if more recent studies are considered using more specific attitudinal meas­
ures to predict behaviour—as suggested in Fishbein and Ajzen's (1975) concept of 
'correspondence'—support for the consistency hypothesis between attitudes and 
behaviour remains weak. Fazio and Zanna (1978) postulated that attitude-
behaviour consistency should increase as a function of prior experience with the 
attitude object. While their results were in the predicted direction—attitude-
behaviour correlations being 0.419 and 0.360, and -0 .033 for subjects who had 
high, moderate and low direct experience with the attitude object—even in the 
high experience group no more than 18 per cent of the behavioural variance could 
be accounted for by the attitudinal predictors (cf. also Fazio and Zanna, 1981). 

Jaccard, King and Pomazal (1977) varied the specificity of the attitude measures 
in three different domains: birth control, church attendance and blood donation. 
The most specific attitude measures, assessing subjects' attitudes toward 'using 
birth control pills', 'attending church this Sunday', and 'donating blood at the 
upcoming blood drive J, explained between 18 per cent and 42 per cent of the 
behavioural variance. Apart from the conceptual problem to distinguish this highly 
specific definition of attitudes from the behavioural intention variable, the predic­
tive power of the attitude concept is still not very impressive. 

In view of the obvious difficulties in predicting behaviour successfully on the 
basis of attitudes, the focus of research has shifted towards the elaboration of 
behaviour prediction models specifying a number of additional behavioural predic­
tors and moderators between attitudes and behaviour like, e.g. subjective norms 
(Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980), social pressure (Andrews and Kandel, 1979), or self-
monitoring (Snyder, 1982). 

Recent empirical evidence suggests that these additional variables lead to an 
improvement of behaviour prediction in many instances. A comprehensive account 
of current developments in attitude-behaviour research is presented by Zanna, 
Higgins and Herman (1982). 

It might be fruitful to apply the methodology of the present study to some of 
these more recent investigations by asking naive subjects to predict their results. If 
more complex models of behaviour prediction like, e.g. Ajzen and Fishbein's 
(1980) 'theory of reasoned action' are employed, subjects can be asked to estimate 
the amount of variance accounted for by each of the components specified by the 
model. 

The predictive validity of these estimates will, however, be critically dependent 
on the 'diagnosticity' of the evidence (Trope and Bassok, 1982), i.e. on the extent 
to which the various aspects of the reported investigations can be unequivocally 
related to each other by the naive judges. In addition, the predictor variables as 
well as the criterion have to be controlled in terms of their accessibility and rele­
vance (Zanna and Fazio, 1982) for both the subjects of the original studies and the 
subjects judging from the implicit psychologist perspective. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

Pour examiner la relation entre les théories psychologiques implicites et les résultats empiri­
ques explicites, des résumés de 20 études publiées sur la consistance attitude-comportement 
ont été présentés à un échantillon de 48 étudiants de psychologie. Les sujets devaient 
estimer le degré de concordance obtenu dans chaque étude entre les attitudes et le com­
portement. Les corrélations entre les jugements de covariation des sujets et les concor­
dances obtenues empiriquement furent minimes et non significatives. Les résultats sont 
discutés à la lumière des plus récentes recherches dans le domaine des relations entre 
attitudes et comportement. 

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 

Um die Beziehung zwischen impliziten psychologischen Hypothesen und expliziten empiris­
chen Befunden zu untersuchen, wurden Kurzberichte von zwanzig veröffentlichten Studien 
zur Konsistenz von Verhalten und Einstellung einer Stichprobe von 48 Psychologiestuden­
ten vorgelegt. Die Vpn waren gehalten den Grad der Uebereinstimmung von Verhalten und 
Einstellung abzuschätzen, der in den verschiedenen Studien zum Ausdruck kam. Die Korre­
lation zwischen der Konkordanzbeurteilung und der empirisch gefundenen Konkordanz fiel 
minimal aus und war nicht signifikant. Die Ergebnisse werden diskutiert im Lichte neuester 
Untersuchungen, in denen die Beziehung Verhalten/Einstellung im Mittelpunkt steht. 
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