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ALISON LEDGERWOOD AND YAACOV TROPE

We often think of our attitudes and beliefs as stable personality characteristics—
when asked to describe ourselves, we might cite our love of a particular composer,
our support for a long-preferred political party, or perhaps a deep and abiding hatred
of Oreo cookies. Echoing this assumption, attitudes have historically been consid-
ered relatively stable individual differences that remain consistent across time and
contexts, unless or until an overt persuasion attempt is encountered. However, more
recently, a far more malleable picture of attitudes has emerged from research sug-
gesting that evaluations can shift quite flexibly in response to the immediate social
environment (e.g., Baldwin & Holmes, 1987; Kawakami, Dovidio, & Dijksterhuis,
2003; Ledgerwood & Chaiken, 2007; Lowery, Hardin, & Sinclair, 2001).

In this chapter, we propose that these competing conceptualizations of attitudes
as stable versus shifting may reflect two different roles that attitudes play in regulat-
ing evaluative responding. On the one hand, attitudes can function to guide action
with respect to the current social context. In order to act effectively and efficiently
in the here and now, individuals need quick summaries of pertinent information
to guide their interactions with objects and people in the present situation. On the
other hand, attitudes can function to guide action at a distance. When planning
behavior in the distant future or making decisions about a faraway location, indi-
viduals need to be able to efficiently abstract across the particularities of any one
experience to extract evaluation-relevant information that is stable across time, con-
texts, and relationships.

We begin this chapter by providing some background on how attitudes are
typically characterized in the literature. Next, we describe in more detail our

* Preparation of this chapter was supported in part by a National Science Foundation Graduate
Research Fellowship to Alison Ledgerwood and by the National Institute of Mental Health Grant
RO1 MH59030-06A1 to Yaacov Trope.

39


Home
Text Box
Ledgerwood, A., & Trope, Y. (2010). Attitudes as global and local action guides. In J. Forgas, J. Cooper, & W. Crano (Eds.), The 12th annual Sydney symposium on social psychology: The psychology of attitude and attitude change. 


40

ALISON LEDGERWOOD AND YAACOV TROPE

global-local perspective on evaluation, which distinguishes between two different
forms of evaluations that serve two different regulatory functions. We propose that
distance will play a key role in determining which form of evaluation is used to
guide responding, and we draw on construal level theory to delineate the cognitive
process by which this could occur. After describing a series of empirical studies
that provide support for several of our hypotheses, we discuss points of interface
with other attitudinal theories and highlight some implications of our perspective
for understanding related areas such as attitude-behavior correspondence, ideol-
ogy, and conformity. »

CONCEPTUALIZING ATTITUDES

Attitudes have long been assumed to play a key role in the regulation of behavior.
One important function that they serve is to provide a quick summary of whether
an attitude object is positive or negative, in order to facilitate approach or avoidance
of that object (Eagly & Chaiken, 1998; Fazio, 1986; Greenwald, 1989; Katz, 1960;
Shavitt, 1990; Smith, Bruner, & White, 1956; Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000).
Furthermore, attitudes can function to coordinate social action and interaction
by summarizing information from the social environment, such as other people’s
opinions, that helps individuals create and maintain a shared view of the world with
those around them (Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Jost, Ledgerwood, & Hardin, 2008;
Smith et al., 1956; Williams, Chen, & Wegener, this volume). Thus, attitudes help
to guide both action and interaction by providing efficient, valenced summayies of
information that would simply be too overwhelming and complex to consider piece
by piece before each behavior we undertake in everyday life.

Although few researchers would dispute that attitudes can be functional, there
is far less agreement about what they should look like. Traditionally, attitudes have
often been conceptualized as dispositional evaluative tendencies toward a given
attitude object that remain relatively consistent across situatjons, unless (or until) a
successful persuasion attempt changes the first attitude into a new one (e.g., Ajzen,
1988; Allport, 1935; Campbell, 1950; Krech & Crutchfield, 1948; Tourangeau &
Rasinski, 1988). Extensive research on attitude stability has demonstrated that
individuals often selectively attend to, think about, and remember information in
ways that support their prior attitudes (e.g., Eagly, Kulesa, Chen, & Chaiken, 2001;
Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1997; Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979; Pomerantz, Chaiken,
& Tordesillas, 1995; Sweeney & Gruber, 1984). Meanwhile, research on attitude
structure suggests that substantial attitudinal consistency can be predicted by
aspects of intra-attitudinal structure, such as the consistency between an overall
evaluation and the evaluative meaning of supporting cognitions or affect, as well
as inter-attitudinal structure, such as an attitude’s connectedness toother beliefs
and values (see, e.g., Chaiken, Pomerantz, & Giner-Sorolla, 1995; Ostrom & Brock,
1968). Consistency pressures can also arise at the interpersonal level: For example,
publicly committing to an attitudinal position increases subsequent resistance to
change (Hovland, Campbell, & Brock, 1957). Thus, there is good evidence to sug-
gest that attitudes can be consistent across contexts.
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Furthermore, the very idea that one can predict a person’s behavior from her
attitudes rests on the assumption that an attitude measured now will predict a
later attitude and subsequent behavior. Research suggests this relationship can
sometimes be quite strong (see, e.g., Schuman & Johnson, 1976; Wallace, Paulson,
Lord, & Bond, 2005): For instance, attitudes toward political candidates are excel-
lent predictors of voting behavior (e.g, Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes,
1960). Evidence of attitudinal stability can even be found in studies of attitude
change, when the postmanipulation attitude is measured repeatedly over time and
shown to be consistent (e.g,, Freedman, 1965; Higgins & Rholes, 1978; Petersén &
Thurstone, 1933; Rokeach, 1975; Rokeach & Cochrane, 1972).

Meanwhile, however, other research has painted a far more malleable picture
of attitudes, suggesting that they fluidly shift in response to the immediate social
context. In line with this view, some of the earliest studies on social influence dem-
onstrated that people’s attitudes and judgments conform to the views of others
(e.g., Asch, 1955; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Sherif, 1935; see Eagly & Chaiken,
1993; Turner, 1991, for reviews). More recent research has revealed that dttltudes
shift, often outside of awareness, in response to other people in the local social
context, including salient social categories, significant others, communication
partners, and even complete strangers (Baldwin & Holmes, 1987; Blanchard, Lilly.
& Vaughn, 1991; Cooper, this volume; Davis & Rusbult, 2001; Higgins & Rholes,
1978; Kawakami et al., 2003; Ledgerwood & Chaiken, 2007; Lowery et al., 2001).
Even implicit attitudes can shift to align with the presumed attitudes of other
people in the local social situation (see Blair, 2002, for a review). For example,
Lowery et al. (2001) found that when White participants were motivated to get
along with an experimenter, implicit racial bias decreased when the experimenter
was Black (and therefore presumably possessed more positive attitudes toward
Blacks) versus White. Likewise, Sinclair, Lowery, Hardin, and Colangelo (2005)
demonstrated that when participants liked an experimenter, their implicit racial
attitudes shifted to align with the presumed attitudes of the experimenter.

The growing literature on attitude malleability in response to the presumed
attitudes of others reflects an overall shift in the field of social psychology, as
researchers move beyond classic assumptions of stable, schematic representations
to recognize malleability in a wide range of phenomena (see Blair, 2002; Smith
& Semin, 2004, 2007, for reviews). For instance, stereotypes have historically
been conceptualized as stable knowledge structures that are inevitably activated
when a person encounters a relevant group or group member (e.g., Devine, 1989;
Hamilton & Trolier, 1986; Katz & Braly, 1935; Kunda & Oleson, 1995). However,
recent research increasingly suggests that stereotypes are far more malleable and
context-dependent than once assumed (e.g., Blair, Ma, & Lenton, 2001; Garcia-
Marques, Santos, & Mackie, 2006; Sechrist & Stangor, 2001; Sinclair & Kunda,
1999; Stangor, Sechrist, & Jost, 2001). Likewise, research on self-worth, attribu-
tional tendencies, self stereotyping, and even nonsocial concepts such as pianos
and kites indicates that a host of psychological constructs may be far more flexible
and context-dependent than previously believed (e.g., Crocker, Karpinsky, Quinn,
& Chase, 2003; Norenzayan & Schwarz, 1999; Sinclair, Huntsinger, Skorinko,
& Hardin, 2005; Yeh & Barsalou, 2006).
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GLOBAL AND LOCAL ACTION GUIDES

Former assumptions of attitude stability are thus called into question by a size-
able body of recent evidence emerging from both within and beyond the attitude
domain. Nonetheless, the extensive literature on attitude stability summarized
in the previous paragraphs empirically documents that attitudes can also at
least appear to be fairly stable and resistant to momentary contextual influences.
We propose that these seemingly contradictory characterizations reflect two dif-
ferent forms that evaluations may take.® &

First, an attitude could take the form of a local evaluation. Such an evaluation
could provide a relatively flexible guide for action by incorporating information
that is unique to a specific situation. It would therefore be shaped by details of the
current context, including the presumed attitudes of another person who just hap-
pens to be in the present situation, as well as other (social or nonsocial) aspects of
the context itself, short-term concerns, and unique details of a particular instantia-
tion of the attitude object.

Second, an attitude could take the form of a global evaluation. This type of eval-
uation could provide a relatively stable summary guide for engaging with an attitude
object by taking into account general information from multiple contexts. It would
therefore be shaped by what is consistently relevant for action toward an attitude
object across different situations, including broad principles and values, long-term
goals, normative societal standards, the views and values of important relationship
partners or groups, and central and enduring features of the attitude object. *

From a functional perspective, both forms of evaluation could be useful
for guiding action. On the one hand, one can argue that a malleable evaluative
response that allows a person to flexibly adapt to the demands of his current social
environment should be helpful in facilitating approach or avoidance of an attitude
object (see, e.g., Schwarz, 2007). Different contexts call for different responses
(if someone needs to slice an apple, for example, he might approach a paring knife
if it is sitting peacefully on the counter, but jump away if it slides off and clatters
to the floor). Moreover, malleable evaluative responses facilitate the creation of
socially shared viewpoints, which are a necessary basis of communication, relation-
ships, and the regulation of social action (see, e.g., Brennan & Clark, 1996; Clark,
1996; Festinger, 1950; Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Isaacs & Clark, 1987; Rokeach &
Mezei, 1966; Turner, 1991). From this perspective, local evaluations that flexibly
tune to the current situation might be optimal for guiding action.

® Qurs is of course not the first attempt to integrate these competing conceptualizations.
For instance, Wilson’s dual attitudes model suggested that individuals can possess both a
stable and habitual implicit attitude, as well as one or more context-dependent, actively
constructed, explicit attitudes (Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000). However, in light of
accumulating evidence suggesting that implicit attitudes are at least as malleable and
context-dependent as their explicit cousins (Dasgupta & Greenwald, 2001; Lowery et al.,
2001; Richeson & Ambady, 2001; Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park, 2001; see Blair, 2002; Ferguson
& Bargh, 2007: Gawronski, LeBel, & Peters, 2007, for reviews), the implicit-explicit dis-
tinction seems unlikely to successfully reconcile evidence of stability and malleability.
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On the other hand, local information often seems irrelevant for evaluative
responding. If someone is voting for the next president, for instance, it does not seem
particularly functional for variations in the weather or who happens to be standing
outside the polling station that day to influence her evaluative responses toward
the candidates. Furthermore, stable evaluative responses could serve an important
social function by facilitating the maintenance of existing shared perspectives with
important relationship partners or groups (see, e.g., Asch, 1952; Hardin & Conley,
2001; Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Ledgerwood & Liviatan, in press; McGuire, 1969).
For example, if a group of friends all prefer a particular political candidate, stabil-
ity in their evaluative responses across contexts will help protect the shared view
of reality that has been formed within the group. From this perspective, agtion
would 1de&lly be based on a summary guide of whether a person, object, or event
tends to be positive or negative across situations. Thus, a global evaluative response
that remains stable in the face of contextual fluctuation would seem particularly
functional in some cases.

Given that both types of evaluations seem functional, we propose that both
should exist. In the here and now, people must be able to flexibly adapt their
actions to serve their immediate goals, coordinate with others around them, and
interact effectively with their present surroundings. Local evaluations can facili-
tate approach/avoidance responding within the current situation, because they
are sensitive to specific contextual information. However, humans are also able to
transcend their immediate situation to plan for the future, coordinate action at a
distance, predict other people’s behavior, and generate counterfactual alternatives.
Thus, they must be able to regulate their behavior not only for the here and now,
but also for the there and then. Global evaluations can serve to guide action out-
side of the immediate situation by drawing on evaluation-relevant inforniation that
is consistent across contexts.

This functional analysis suggests that the proximity of an attitude object
will play a critical role in determining which form of evalnation is used to guide
responding. More specifically, we suspect that information about distance sets into
motion a self-regulatory evaluative system geared toward guiding action either
within the current context or outside of it. Whereas proximal objects should trigger
local evaluations, tuned to the present context, distal objects should trigger more
global evaluations, tuned to what is invariant across contexts.

How exactly might such a process work? In order to better delineate both the
construct of distance as well as the cognitive process by which it could influence
evaluative responding, we turn to construal level theory.

CONSTRUAL LEVEL THEORY

Construal level theory (Liberman & Trope, 2008; Liberman, Trope, & Stephan,
2007; Trope & Liberman, 2003; Trope, Liberman, & Wakslak, 2007) suggests
that psychological distance plays a critical role in how we mentally construe the
world around us. The concept of psychological distance refers to any dimension
along which an object or event can be removed from me, here, and now, and thus
dovetails nicely with the current perspective. Psychological distance is defined as
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perceived or experienced (rather than actual) distance, and can include various
dimensions (e.g., time, space, social distance, and hypotheticality).

According to construal level theory, we think about objects or events that are
psychologically removed from us in terms of their high-level, abstract, and enduring
characteristics. Thus, as psychological distance increases, our mental representations
become more coherent and structured; they extract gist information and screen out
irrelevant details. When the same objects or events are psychologically closer to us,
we think about them in terms of low-level, detailed, and contextualized features.
That is, with proximity, our mental representations become more concrete and los#
the structure that separates important from peripheral and irrelevant features.

Considerable evidence for the impact of psychological distance on construal
level exists. For example, research on temporal distance has shown that participants
place greater importance on an object or event’s central features (e.g., the sound
quality of a radio) versus peripheral features (e.g., the clarity of the radio’s clock dis-
play) when considering a decision for the distant future rather than the near future
(Trope & Liberman, 2000, Study 3). Likewise, people tend to describe distant future
activities in terms of abstract ends and near future activities in terms of concrete
means (Liberman & Trope, 1998, Study 1; see also Vallacher & Wegner, 1985, 1989).
Temporal distance has also been shown to influence individuals’ judgments about
other people: In one study, participants predicted that a target person would behave
more consistently across different situations when imagining the person in the distant
(vs. near) future (Nussbaum, Trope, & Liberman, 2003, Study 2). In other words,
in the distant future, the target’s behaviors were construed more abstractly than in
the near future, and were thus seen as less contextualized and more stable.

Recent research suggests that various dimensions of psychological distance,
including spatial distance, social distance, and hypotheticality, all have a similar
impact on mental representation (e.g., F ujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope, & Liberman,
2006; Henderson, Fujita, Trope, & Liberman, 2006; Libby & Eibach, 2002; Todorov,
Goren, & Trope, 2007; Wakslak, Trope, Liberman, & Alony, 2006; see Liberman
& Trope, 2008, for a review). For example, participants who viewed a cartoon film
depicting a scene at a summer camp located in a spatially distant (vs. near) location
perceived the film as being composed of a few large behavioral chunks, rather than
many small ones, presumably because they formed more abstract representations
of the behaviors rather than focusing on each specific action (Henderson et al.,
2006, Study 1). Similarly, research on hypotheticality as a dimension of psycho-
logical distance showed that participants gave relatively greater weight to abstract
desirability (vs. concrete feasibility) concerns when choosing to enter lotteries that
involved low probabilities (i.e., distant chances) versus high probabilities (i.e., near
certainties; Todorov et al., 2007, Study 2).

Furthermore, the impact of psychological distance on mental representation
tends to generalize beyond the specific object or event whose proximity is manipu-
lated. In one study, participants who imagined their lives a year from now (distant
future) versus tomorrow (near future) showed a heightened ability to creatively
generate abstract solutions on a subsequent and unrelated task (Forster, Friedman,
& Liberman, 2004, Study 5). In fact, simply priming words associated with dis-
tance (vs. closeness) can impact construal: For example, this task can increase
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participants’ relative preferences for describing activities in terms of abstract ends
rather than concrete means (Smith & Trope, 2006, Study 2; Wakslak et al., 2006,
Study 7). Moreover, research using the Implicit Association Test has suggested
that an automatic association exists between various dimensions of psychological
distance and words related to high- or low-level construals (Bar-Anan, Liberman,
& Trope, 2006).

CONSTRUING THE ATTITUDE OBJECT

The impact of psychological distance on level of construal suggests a key mecha-
nism by which distance could influence evaluative action guides. By focusing atten-
tion on the central and defining features of an attitude object, high-level construals
enable global evaluations that draw on what is consistent about the object across
contexts. Thus, evaluations of distal attitude objects can be based on information
relevant for evaluating the object’s enduring, core features and will appear relatively
stable in the face of contextual fluctuation. In contrast, by including the concrete,
contextual aspects of an attitude object, low-level construals enable local evalua-
tions that draw on the unique particularities of the present situation. Attitudinal
responses toward such objects can therefore incorporate evaluative information
from specific contextual details and will therefore appear relatively malleable.

Thus, we postulate that distance directs the self-regulatory system via its
impact on the mental representation of an attitude object, which determines the
basis or form of an evaluative response. This pattern should therefore generalize
beyond any one particular dimension of distance. Any variable that influences the
level at which an attitude object is construed should be sufficient to trigger these
self-regulatory effects.

EMPIRICAL SUPPORT

Conceptualizing evaluations as local and global action guides suggests a number of
predictions about how psychological distance should influence evaluative respond-
ing. We chose to begin to test our model by focusing on two in particular. First,
we thought our perspective could help elucidate when people will be susceptible
versus resistant to incidental social influences. As guides to action and interaction
in the current situation, local evaluations should flexibly adapt to the immedi-
ate social context. Therefore, evaluations of psychologically proximal (vs. distal)
attitude objects should show greater malleability in response to the incidental
attitudes of a stranger.

Second, we suspected that our model could help shed light on an ongoing
debate in the political psychology literature and beyond as to whether ideology can
be meaningfully said to exist, or whether ideological values are instead relatively
useless as predictors of evaluative responding (see, e.g,, Converse, 1964; Jost, 2006;
McGuire, 1999). As guides to action and interaction that must transcend the pres-
ent situation, global evaluations should reflect a person’s core ideological values:
that is, those broad principles that relate to judgments and actions across situations
(Rokeach, 1968, p. 160) and that tend to be shared within important and long-term
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dyadic and group relationships (Conover & F eldman, 1981; Jost et al., 2008; Kitt &
Gleicher, 1950; Major & Townsend, this volume; Stillman, Guthrie, & Becker, 1960).
Thus, our perspective suggests that responses to distant (vs. near) attitude objects
might be more “ideological” in that they could more strongly reflect a person’s basic
values (see also Eyal, Sagristano, Trope, Liberman, & Chaiken, 2009).

Here, we highlight three of the studies we conducted to test these predic-
tions. The first study focused on temporal distance and examined whether attitude
alignment with an incidental stranger would be greater when a political policy
was to be implemented in the near (vs. distant) future. In Study 2, we used a
more direct manipulation of level of construal in order to determine whether our
hypothesized mechanism was really responsible for the differential malleability
observed in Study 1. Our third study sought to shed additional light on the lack of
malleability observed in the previous studies” distant or high-level construal con-
ditions, given that the absence of a partner effect on evaluative responding could
reflect either attitudinal stability or simple apathy. We therefore examined whether
inducing participants to adopt a high (vs. low) level of construal would decrease
the extent to which contextual factors predicted evaluative responding, while leav-
ing unchanged—or even increasing—the extent to which participants’ evaluations
were consistent with their previously reported ideological values.

Temporal Distance and Social Alignment

Our first study was designed to test the basic notion that evaluative responses toward
psychologically near objects would indeed show greater context dependence than
evaluative responses toward psychologically distant objects. Based on our theoreti-
cal perspective, we hypothesized that participants would align their attitudes with
those of an incidental stranger when contemplating an attitude object that was
temporally close, but not one that was temporally distant. Participants took part in
an anticipated interaction paradigm (Chen, Schechter, & Chaiken, 1996), in which
they expected to discuss a proposed policy on deporting illegal immigrants with
another student in the study. They learned that the policy would be implemented
either next week (near future condition) or next year (distant future condition),
and that their discussion partner was either in favor of or against deporting illegal
immigrants. Distance to the partner, as well as time until the ostensible conversa-
tion, was always held constant; thus, the only difference between conditions was
whether the attitude object was close or distant in time. Participants then reported
how likely they would be to vote for the described policy, as part of a set of pre-
discussion questions that they answered privately (rather than expecting their
responses to be shared with their partner). In actuality, this attitude measure was
our variable of interest, and no discussion took place. The experimenter provided a
full debriefing after carefully probing participants for suspicion.

Consistent with our hypothesis, results showed that participants’ voting inten-
tions aligned with those of their discussion partner when the policy was going to
be implemented in the near future. When the partner supported deporting illegal
immigrants, participants were slightly in favor of the policy; when the partner was -
anti—deportation, participants were against the policy. In contrast, participants were
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unaffected by their partners’ views when the policy was going to be implemented
in the distant future. Moreover, these findings obtained despite participants in
the two conditions reporting equal motivation to get along with their discussion
partner, suggesting that the distance manipulation was not simply changing par-
ticipants” affiliative goals. These findings thus support the idea that responses to
near attitude objects are guided by a local evaluative summary that incorporates
information from the current social context, whereas responses to distant attitude
objects are guided by a global summary that is less context-dependent.

Construal Level and Social Alignment

A global-local model of attitudes suggests that this pattern of results is not an effect
of time per se, but rather a more general process that has to do with how an attitude
object is mentally construed. In other words, the results of our first study presum-
ably reflected a process in which increasing psychological distance led participants
to mentally represent an attitude object in terms of its central and enduring fea-
tures, which in turn caused them to rely on global, context-independent guides for
action. Our next study zeroed in on this hypothesized process to directly manipu-
late level of construal. We predicted that individuals would be more influenced by
an incidental stranger’s attitudes when they construed an attitude object concretely
than when they construed an attitude object abstractly.

An important aspect of construal is whether one focuses on the superordi-
nate, goal-related aspects of activities, or rather the more subordinate, concrete
means. Adapting a mind-set prime developed by Freitas, Gollwitzer, and Trope
(2004), we induced participants to either adopt an abstract focus by asking them
a series of “Why” questions (e.g., Why would you do well in school?), or a con-
crete focus by asking them a series of “How” questions (e.g., How would you do
well in school?). After completing the mind-set prime, participants learned that an
anticipated interaction partner was either in favor of or against physician-assisted
suicide. Finally, they completed a 7-item measure of their own attitudes toward
physician-assisted suicide.

The results again supported our model. Consistent with the notion that individ-
uals rely on local action guides when responding to a concretely construed attitude
object, but on global action guides when responding to an Abstrd(,tly construed
attitude object, social alignment was moderated by level of construal. Participants
shifted their attitudes to align with those of their partner when they had been led
to think concretely, but not when they had been led to think abstractly.

Construal Level and Ideological Values

Importantly, our perspective predicts not only that local action guides will tune to
a particular situation, but also that global action guides will show stability across
time and contexts. Although the studies reported thus far provide imporant sup-
port for the global-local model, it is unclear whether the lack of a social alignment
effect in the distant future or abstract construal condition truly reflects attitude
stability. For example, it is possible that this apparent “stability” resulted from

g
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apathy engendered by time discounting or the priming of superordinate goals
(which could perhaps make certain political issues seem relatively unimportant).
If evaluative responding at a distance is truly directed by global action guides that
summarize context-independent information, then responses to distant attitude
objects should be predicted by people’s overarching, decontextualized ideologi-
cal values. Follow-up analyses on a subset of our initial study’s participants pro-
vided preliminary support for this prediction, demonstrating that a measure of
individuals’ ideological values assessed at the beginning of the semester predigted
their voting intentions toward the distant future (but not near future) policy.

A subsequent study extended these findings to a more general manipulation of
construal level. Participants reported their ideological support for the status quo
(one of the two key components of left-right ideologies; see Jost, Banaji, & Nosek,
2004; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003) at the beginning of the semester
in a mass-testing session and were brought into the lab several weeks later as part of
an ostensibly unrelated study. Once there, they were assigned to either the “Why” or
the “How” mind-set prime used in our second study to promote either an abstract
or a concrete processing orientation. Next, participants took part in the anticipated
interaction paradigm, learning their partner’s attitude (this time toward universal
health care) and then privately reporting their own.

The results showed that when participants were led to think concretely, their
attitudes were predicted by their partner’s attitude and not by their previously
reported ideological values. Individuals’ evaluative responses toward changing the
health care system were more positive when their partner was in favor of rather
than against universal health care, regardless of their previously reported ideologi-
cal values. However, after being led to think abstractly, participants’ attitudes were
predicted by their ideological values rather than by their partners” opinions. The
greater their support was for preserving the societal status quo at Time 1, the more
they opposed radically revamping the health care system at Time 2, regardless of an
incidental stranger’s views. These results suggest that when people have been led to
focus on concrete, low-level means and therefore construe an attitude object con-
cretely, their evaluative response toward an attitude object is context-dependent.
However, when they construe the same attitude object abstractly because they have
been led to focus on high-level, superordinate goals, responding is based on global,
decontextualized action guides that reflect previously reported ideological values.

CONNECTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The notion that attitudes can be either stable or malleable depending on a person’s
subjective construal of the attitude object may help to shed light on the frequently
observed tension between these two characterizations of evaluative responding
across multiple domains. In this section, we discuss several ways in which the
global-local model of evaluation proposed here builds on existing theory and
research in a number of areas, including attitude-behavior correspondence, politi-
cal ideology, conformity, and connectionist models of attitude representation.
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Attitude-Behavior Correspondence

The current model’s distinction between global and local evaluations both comple-
ments and extends prior work on the relationship between attitudes and behavior,
which was spurred by eriticism of attitudes research in the 1960s over low correla-
tions between attitudes and action (e.g., DeFleur & Westie, 1958; McGuire, 1969;
Wicker, 1969). In an attempt to shed light on issues of measurement that could
be obscuring a stronger relationship between attitudes and behavior, Fishbein
and Ajzen (1974, 1975; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977) took a psychometric perspective,
suggesting that attitudes and behaviors can be more or less strongly correlated
depending on the extent to which an attitude object is specified during measuge-
ment. According to Fishbein and Ajzen, an attitude object can be specified (or not)
with regard to action, target, context, and time. Low correlations between attitudes
and behavior frequently arise because an attitude toward a general (i.e., relatively
unspecified) object is used to predict a highly specified behavior. For example,
a person’s attitude toward recycling (unspecified in terms of target, context, and
time) might be used to predict a highly specified behavior, such as whether she
recycles (action) her water bottle (target) in the lunchroom (context) today (time).
Fishbein and Ajzen suggest that such a highly specified behavior is best predicted
by measuring a person’s attitude toward an equally specified attitude object,
whereas an attitude toward a more general attitude object will better predict an
index comprising many different specific behaviors.

This compatibility principle (Ajzen, 1988) provided key insight into the problem
of how to increase attitude-behavior correlations by highlighting the importance
of measurement techniques and mapping out when different attitude or behavior
criteria would be most appropriate. In this sense, it represents an important’theory
of measurement, rather than a theory of psychological process: It does not speak
to how or why a more specified attitude now better predicts a highly specified
behavior later (see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, pp. 165-166, for a similar observation).
The global-local model of evaluation proposed here is concerned with process and
can therefore potentially help to refine and extend the principle of compatibility
in multiple ways.

First, a global-local model suggests that an attitude object is not only objectively
defined by the researcher, but subjectively construed by the participant (see also
Lord & Lepper, 1999). Thus, even the same, equally specified attitude object can
be mentally represented in different ways, and the level of this subjective mental
construal enables either a local or global evaluation of the attitude object. To return
to our previous example, a person might represent the highly specified attitude
object “recycling a water bottle in the lanchroom today” in terms of its abstract
ends and value-related qualities (e.g., promoting environmentalism) or in terms
of its concrete means (e.g,, walking across the lunchroom to the recycling bin),
and this subjective representation should determine whether the individual uses a
global or local evaluation to guide behavior.

This analysis suggests that measuring attitudes toward a highly specified atti-
tude object tends to improve prediction of later specific behaviors because a speci-
fied attitude object will often include dimensions of distance that influence level
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of construal, as well as important contextual features that can be incorporated
into a local evaluation. Consider a researcher who measures participants’ attitudes
toward recycling a water bottle in the lunchroom today. The specified near point in
time (today) should lead participants to construe the attitude object in a low-level,
concrete way, and their response should therefore reflect a local evaluation that
incorporates available contextual information (such as the attitude of a coworker
who often eats lunch at the same time). Because people often focus on the here
and now, they are likely to also construe the attitude object concretely later thai
day when they actually enter the lunchroom, and thus will also use a local evalu-
ation (which draws on the same contextual details that influenced the previously
measured attitude) to guide their recycling behavior.

However, a global-local model of evaluation also suggests situations in which the
principle of compatibility might not apply. For instance, a researcher might measure
participants’ attitudes toward voting for a particular presidential candidate in next
year’s election. The specified distant point in time (next year) should lead partici-
pants to construe the attitude object in a high-level, abstract way, and their response
should therefore reflect a global evaluation of the political candidate. When people
are actually voting in the here and now, however, they may construe the political
candidate concretely and vote based on a local, contextualized evaluation that does
not match their previously reported global evaluation. Conversely, a researcher
might measure participants’ attitudes in a way that elicits a low-level construal and
local evaluation of the candidate (e.g., by specifying a proximal context: participants
will vote in the nearby polling station down the street), but aspects of the actual
voting situation may elicit a high-level construal and global evaluation (perhaps the
individual has a conversation with a friend on the way to the voting booth about
why they prefer a particular candidate, or perhaps it is particularly salient that
the next president will not be sworn in until the following year, which may seem
re]atively distant in time). Here again, an incongruity between measurements with
respect to the level at which an attitude object is subjectively construed, rather than
the extent to which an attitude object is objectively specified, could lead to inconsis-
tencies between the measured attitudes and behaviors.

A global-local model of evaluation also suggests that instability in attitudinal
responding is not simply an issue of compatibility (in objective specification of
the attitude object, or even subjective level of construal). According to the pres-
ent perspective, local evaluations of an attitude object tend to shift in response to
incidental details of the current social context. This approach therefore makes pre-
dictions about susceptibility to incidental social influence that lie beyond the scope
of even a broadly interpreted compatibility principle. An evaluation of a highly
specified and concretely construed attitude object in one situation may differ sub-
stantially from an evaluation of the same specific and concretely construed object
in another situation. For exglmple, partlupants evaluations of the same presrdentml
candidate in two different contexts might differ even when the measures are com-
patible in degree of specificity and when the participants adopt the same low level
of construal, if their local evaluations in the two contexts incorporate incidental
details with different evaluative implications.
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Ideology

The studies described here may also help to shed light on questions of whether and
when ideological values can be expected to guide evaluative responding—a question
that has caused considerable controversy in the literature (see Eagly & Chaiken, 1993;
Feldman, 2003; Jost, 2006; McGuire, 1985, for reviews). Whereas some researchers
have argued that ideological principles often guide evaluative responses to social
and political issues, and can display considerable stability across time and contexts
(e.g, Jost, 2006; Judd, Krosnick, & Milburn, 1981; Judd & Milburn, 1980, Ker]%pger,
1984; Stern, Dietz, Kalof, & Guagnano, 1995), others question whether ideo ogies
can be meaningfully said to exist for the majority of the population, citing evidence
suggesting that most people’s attitudes toward specific policy issues show consider-
able fluctuation over time and rarely seem to consistently reflect core ideological
values (Campbell et al., 1960; Converse, 1964; Tedin, 1987; Zaller, 1992),

The present studies suggest that ideology may be more likely to predict eval-
uative responding when an issue or policy is construed abstractly rather than
concretely. Thus, voting behavior may tend to more strongly reflect people’s ideo-
logical values when a policy or issue is psychologically distant rather than proximal
(e.g.. when a policy will be implemented next year rather than next week, or when
someone is voting by absentee ballot from a spatially distant location, rather than
in person at the voting booth). Such a notion would be consistent with past research
(e.g., Converse, 1964) suggesting that individuals’ here-and-now evaluations of
particular political policies may often bear little relation to their ideological values.
On the other hand, it would suggest that in the distance (or more gener'ally, when
a person is thinking abstractly), ideology may guide evaluative responding in a
predictable and meaningful way.

Interestingly, such a link between abstraction and .ideological consistency to
some extent echoes Converse’s (1964) classification of voters into five categories
reflecting their “level of conceptualization” of politics, ranging from those at lowest
level, who reported no knowledge of issue content or policy significance, to those
at the highest level, whose political attitudes reflected “a relatively abstract and far
reaching conceptual dimension” (p. 216). While Converse viewed differences in
abstraction as a between-persons variable, the present perspective in some ways
simply extends his analysis to consider the possibility that the same individual may
view a given issue at varying levels of abstraction. Thus, ideological consistency
may vary not only from person to person, but also for the same person across dif-
ferent situations, depending on the level at which he or she subjectively construes
an attitude object at that particular moment.

Conformity

A global-local model of evaluation can also be used to make predictions about
when individuals will conform to group norms. Importantly, information about
normative behavior can influence global or local evaluations, depending on
whether the norms relate to an important and enduring cultural setting or social
group, or rather to an incidental and temporary social context. On the one hand,

51



52

ALISON LEDGERWOOD AND YAACOV TROPE

long-standing social norms should often inform global evaluations, because they
extend across time and contexts and therefore provide information that is relevant
for evaluating an attitude object across different situations. However, social norms
can at times constitute an aspect of the local social situation. For instance, if one
were judging the physical length of a line and happened to be in a room with
some strangers, the strangers” perceptions of the line’s length would be a local
(and objectively irrelevant) concern for one’s own judgment.

In the latter case, we would predict that conformity to an incorrect and inci-
dental majority (as in the Asch line paradigm; Asch, 1955) would decgease as
psychological distance increases (for instance, when the lines were projected on
a spatially near vs. distant wall). Of course, this prediction is somewhat counter-
intuitive: When an object of judgment is close rather than far away, one should if
anything be more certain that one is seeing it clearly and thus be more confident
in the accuracy of one’s own judgment. However, at the same time, the proximity
of the judged object should lead people to construe it more concretely. In turn, this
should lead them to rely on local (vs. global) guides, which will be more susceptible

to the incidental social influence of the incorrect majority in the present situation.

Distributed Connectionist Network Models

Although our global-local perspective does not necessarily rely on a specific cogni-
tive model of memory, it is worth noting its particular congruence with a distrib-
uted connectionist network model of attitude representation (Conrey & Smith,
2007; Ferguson & Bargh, 2007; Smith & Conrey, 2007). Distributed connection-
ist systems view mental representation as patterns of activation that occur across
large numbers of processing units in response to a range of inputs (rather than as
discrete “files” of information that are stored, static, in the mind until they are
retrieved). Such models suggest that malleability in evaluative responding naturally
arises from variability in pattern activation in response to attitude objects in vari-
ous contexts. However, distributed connectionist networks can also easily account
for evaluative stability, which should occur when the same pattern is activated in
multiple situations. According to Conrey and Smith (2007), this can explain why
domain expertise is associated with attitudinal stability:

given sufficient experience with a domain, someone may learn to activate roughly
the same pattern in many different contexts. This is accomplished by focusing
on the key inputs that trigger that particular attractor [i.e., pattern of activa-
tion].. while ignoring other inputs, even highly salient ones, as irrelevant...and
this ability to focus is precisely what constitutes domain expertise. (p. 721)

For example, whereas someone who knows little about computers might evalu-
ate a given laptop differently depending on a range of superficial inputs (e.g, the
color, the case, the opinion of another customer), a computer expert would be likely
to focus on the most important and essential characteristics of the computer (inputs
that would not vary with the context). In a similar manner, level of construal may
influence the range of inputs to which people attend, so that abstract construals
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screen out incidental information and facilitate stability in evaluative responding,
whereas concrete construals include these inputs and facilitate evaluative flexibil-
ity in response to the immediate context. Integrating a distributed connectionist
approach with a global-local model of evaluation therefore has the potential to
unite a number of predictors of attitude stability (including expertise, abstraction,
and perhaps also attitude importance) via their common impact on the extent to
which incidental inputs are included in, or screened out of, one’s subjective con-

strual of an attitude object.
?

CONCLUSION

In summary, we have suggested that individuals must be able to regulate their
behavior both within and outside the present context. To do so, they use two
forms of evaluative action guides. Local evaluations serve to guide behavior in
the here and now by incorporating specific details of the present context; they
can therefore shift flexibly to align with the views of incidental others and tend
to look relatively malleable. Global evaluations, meanwhile, enable individuals to
transcend the here and now to act on the “there and then.” They draw on what
is invariant about an attitude object across contexts, and therefore tend to reflect
people’s core values and ideals and appear relatively stable in the face of changing
contextual details.
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