
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beyond the attitude object: 

Automatic attitudes spring from object-centered-contexts 

 

 

Melissa J. Ferguson   John A. Bargh 

   Cornell University               Yale University 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Invited chapter in B. Wittenbrink and N. Schwarz (Eds.), Implicit measures of attitudes (pp. 

216-246).  NY: Guilford . 



 

 

 



Beyond the attitude object: 

Automatic attitudes spring from object-centered-contexts 

One of the most seminal developments in attitude research over the last two decades has 

been the advent of measures that capture people’s attitudes in an implicit manner, as the current 

volume attests (see also Banaji, 2001; Bassili & Brown, 2005; Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, & 

Pratto, 1992; Blair, 2002; Fazio, 2001; Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, & Kardes, 1986; Fazio & 

Olson, 2003; Ferguson, in press; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 

1998; Musch & Klauer, 2003).  These measures gauge the degree to which people evaluate a 

given stimulus as good or bad without their awareness that their attitude toward the stimulus is 

being measured.  Some implicit measures can capture a person’s attitude toward a stimulus 

without the person even consciously registering the stimulus itself, much less that her or his 

attitude toward it is being assessed (e.g., Greenwald, Klinger, & Liu, 1989).    

Implicit attitude measurement stands in contrast to the direct self-report methodology that 

has guided much of attitude research over the last century.  Whereas implicit measures gauge 

attitudes covertly, self-report measures consist of directly asking people to report their attitude or 

evaluation of a certain stimulus (see Albarracín, Johnson, & Zanna, 2005; Eagly & Chaiken, 

1993).  For instance, the standard “feeling-thermometer” measure of attitudes requires 

respondents to report their warmth from 0 to 100 degrees toward some group or object.  Even 

many of the subtler attitude measures developed in the late 1970’s and 1980’s required people to 

explicitly and deliberately report their attitude.  The “bogus pipeline” developed by Jones and 

Sigall (1971), for example, was predicated on the assumption that people will intentionally report 

a more truthful attitude if they believe that any fabrication will be detected (see also McCauley & 

Stitt, 1978; McConahay, 1986).  Because such measures allow the respondent to respond 



strategically (and typically without time constraints), attitudes measured explicitly might reflect 

respondents’ attempts at hiding their true feelings, or yielding to what they think the 

experimenter wants them to feel (e.g., see Orne, 1962; Rosenberg, 1969).   

Contemporary implicit measures that gauge people’s attitudes without their awareness 

thus represent a substantive departure from how attitudes have characteristically been measured 

over the last 100 years.  Given this rather dramatic shift in measurement techniques, there has 

been a considerable amount of research activity directed toward understanding the precise nature 

of implicit attitudes.1  Because explicit measures have been found to be highly sensitive to 

contextual factors at the time of measurement, a great deal of this research activity has examined 

how implicit attitudes might similarly dependent on the context (e.g., Barden, Maddux, Petty, & 

Brewer, 2004; Dasgupta & Greenwald, 2001; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Karpinski & Hilton, 

2001; Livingston & Brewer, 2002; Lowery, Hardin, & Sinclair, 2001; Mitchell, Nosek, & 

Banaji, 2003; Wittenbrink , Judd, & Park, 2001).  Additionally, differences between implicit and 

explicit attitudes have prompted the development (or modification) of theories concerning the 

representation and generation of evaluative information in memory more generally (e.g., Bassili 

& Brown, 2003; De Houwer, in press; Ferguson, in press; Gawronski, Strack, & Bodenhausen, 

in press; Mitchell et al., 2003). 

Largely on the basis of this recent research and theory, we argue in the current chapter for 

a re-conceptualization of what automatic attitudes reflect.  Rather than such an attitude reflecting 

the automatically activated evaluation of an “object,” we argue that automatic attitudes would be 

more appropriately understood as automatically activated evaluations of “object-centered-

contexts”.  An overt emphasis on the contextual dependence of such attitudes is reasonable, we 

argue, given the evidence accumulated over the last five years especially, and recent theoretical 



frameworks concerning the generation of evaluations.  Additionally, we also speculate that 

automatic attitudes may be especially reflective of contextual factors compared with more 

deliberate attitudes.  In what follows, we review the contemporary definition of an automatic 

attitude, the research and theory suggesting their contextualized nature and relevant issues 

concerning attitude stability, and finally a consideration of why automatic attitudes may be more 

context-dependent than more deliberately generated attitudes.  

What is an automatic attitude? 

There are arguably three components of the definition of an automatic attitude.  The first 

concerns the attitude itself.  From the inception of the construct in the beginning of the 20th 

century (e.g., Albarracín et al., 2005; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993), attitudes have been understood as 

assessments of whether the corresponding objects are pleasing or displeasing.  Although some 

definitions have included aspects of beliefs and behavior (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), they 

have always stressed the importance of the evaluative dimension, and contemporary definitions 

seem to rest primarily on the evaluative aspect.  For example, one of the most currently widely 

accepted definitions stipulates that an attitude is a “psychological tendency that is expressed by 

evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor” (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).  

Similarly, Fazio and colleagues (Fazio, 1986, 1995, 2001; Fazio et al., 1986) have argued that an 

attitude consists of the association in memory between an object and its (positive or negative) 

evaluation.   

The second component refers to the nature of the attitude object.  Traditionally, the object 

of an evaluation can consist of whatever the person is thinking about at the time of measurement.  

The only requisite for an “attitude object” (i.e., an object that is being evaluated) is that it is 

discriminable, or a subject of thought (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).  Attitude objects have most 



often consisted of physical, concrete objects (e.g., apple, garbage), individuals or groups of 

people (e.g., Michael Jordan, Blacks), abstract ideals and values (e.g., equality, freedom), and 

issues and policies (e.g., abortion, voting).  Within the automatic attitude literature, attitudes 

have most often been measured in response to concrete graspable objects, such as people and 

items (though see Ferguson, 2005).  This literature suggests overall that an attitude is assumed to 

reflect one’s evaluation of an object in isolation.  

The third component of the definition of an automatic attitude of course entails the 

automatic way in which the attitude is generated.  An attitude can be characterized as automatic 

when its activation does not require the perceiver’s intention, awareness, or effort (see Bargh, 

1994, 1997; Bargh et al., 1992).  A large body of work has now demonstrated that attitudes can 

be activated under such circumstances, although the vast majority of the research in this area 

focuses on the intentionality dimension of automaticity.  Explicit attitudes, in contrast, 

necessarily require the respondent’s intention, awareness, and control.  The two major types of 

attitude measurement currently used in the field thus differ in terms of the way in which 

evaluative information about an object is activated  -- that the evaluation refers to a singular 

object is not questioned, and is not assumed to differ depending on the type of measurement. 

The initial promise of automatic attitudes as context-dependent  

The development of implicit measures was prompted by the accumulating, extensive 

evidence that explicitly measured attitudes are highly influenced by the context in which they are 

assessed (e.g., Anderson, 1974; Bem, 1972; Chaiken & Yates, 1985; Fazio, 1987; Feldman & 

Lynch, 1988; Forgas, 1992; Millar & Tesser, 1986; Olson, 1990; Schwarz & Clore, 1983; 

Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Schuman & Presser, 1981; Strack, 1992; Tesser, 1978; Tourangeau & 

Rasinski, 1988; Wilson, Dunn, Draft, & Lisle, 1989; Wilson & Hodges, 1992).  Researchers 



have demonstrated that people’s explicit attitudes about the state of their marriage depend in part 

on whether it is sunny outside at the moment (Schwarz & Clore, 1983) and that a person’s self-

reported religiosity on a questionnaire depends in part on the nature of the preceding question 

(Salancik & Conway, 1975).  Similarly, respondents who want to be perceived as egalitarian 

might intentionally report positive attitudes toward a stigmatized group to an experimenter, yet 

behave in a highly prejudiced manner in less public settings (e.g., LaPiere, 1934; McConahay, 

1983).   

Research demonstrating that explicit attitudes are influenced by observations of one’s 

own behavior, current thoughts, mood, demand effects, and other contextual constraints led some 

researchers to suggest that explicit attitudes are highly contextually dependent, to the point that 

they are constructed on the spot (Anderson, 1974; Tesser, 1978).  In other words, people might 

spontaneously construct their attitudes when they are asked to report them, rather than recalling 

and reporting preexisting attitudes in memory.  Because of this constructive process at the time 

of measurement, contextual factors that might have little to do with the actual attitude itself 

nevertheless influence the response (see Schwarz & Bohner, 2001 for a review). 

Given the inherent difficulties in interpreting data from explicit attitude measures, 

researchers began to search for less reactive, and therefore more effective, tools of attitude 

assessment.  Implicit measures, which have been included in cognitive psychology 

methodologies for decades, were first employed to measure attitudes in 1986 by Fazio and 

colleagues (Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, & Kardes, 1986).  Fazio et al. (1986) modified a 

sequential priming paradigm that was developed by Neely (1976, 1977).  Whereas Neely used 

the priming paradigm to study the automatic activation of semantic information on perception of 

a stimulus, Fazio et al. (1986) modified the priming paradigm to examine the automatic 



activation of solely evaluative information on perception of a stimulus.  This paradigm has since 

been utilized as an implicit attitude measure (e.g., Fazio et al., 1995; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; 

Wittenbrink et al., 1997, 2001), and comprehensive details of this measure are provided in 

Wittenbrink (this volume).  Since the publication of the evaluative priming paradigm by Fazio 

and colleagues (Fazio et al., 1986), researchers have developed other means of implicitly 

assessing attitudes, including the Implicit Association Test (Greenwald et al., 1998; see also 

Lane, Banaji, Nosek, & Greenwald, this volume), various physiological tools and measures (see 

Ito & Cacioppo, this volume), and an assortment of other implicit, behavioral measures (De 

Houwer, 2003; De Houwer & Eelen, 1998; Dovidio, Kawakami, Johnson, Johnson, & Howard, 

1997; Koole, Dijksterhuis, & van Knippenberg, 2001; Nosek & Banaji, 2001; Payne, Cheng, 

Govorun, & Stewart, in press; von Hippel, Sekaquaptewa, & Vargas, 1997).  

The development of implicit attitude measures was accompanied by the hope that such 

measures might prove less reactive and more covert than explicit attitude measures (Banaji, 

2001; Fazio et al., 1995).  From the beginning, automatic attitudes were assumed to be 

contextually independent (e.g., Bargh, 1999; Bargh et al., 1992; Bargh et al., 1996; Devine, 

1989; Fazio et al, 1995; Wilson & Hodges, 1992; Wilson et al., 2000), to the point that an 

implicit attitude measure was regarded as a potential “bona fide pipeline” to people’s inner 

attitudes (Fazio et al., 1995).  One of the straightforward reasons for such an assumption is that 

implicit measures tap people’s attitudes outside of their awareness, and thus without any strategic 

editing.  That is, participants cannot possibly modify their responses if they are not aware of 

making such responses in the first place.  Not only was it presumed that implicit measures are 

therefore impervious to strategic intentions, it was also assumed that they are able to capture a 

constant and unchanging summary evaluative index of the object (see Wilson et al., 2000).   



Thus, at least initially, implicit measures seemed likely to provide clean, less variable 

indices of how people feel toward the stimuli in their environment.   Researchers in attitude 

theory as well as many working on prejudice and stereotyping therefore initially embraced a 

view of implicit attitudes as context-independent and stable indices of people’s “true” 

evaluations of objects, people, places, and concepts.  Researchers studying socially sensitive 

topics such as prejudice toward various groups therefore began to rely on implicit attitude 

measures rather than explicit measures (e.g., Devine, 1989; Fazio et al., 1995; Swanson, 

Rudman, & Greenwald, 2001).  

The contextual dependence of automatic attitudes  

Over the last 5 years, in contrast to initial assumptions, there has been a wealth of 

evidence suggesting that automatic attitudes vary according to a host of factors at the time of 

measurement.  This work suggests that one’s implicit attitude toward a racial group, for example, 

will depend on one’s recently activated memories about the group (Dasgupta & Greenwald, 

2001), task instructions (Mitchell et al., 2003), the race of the experimenter (Lowery, Hardin, & 

Sinclair, 2001), one’s active goals (Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Sherman et al., 2003), one’s 

chronic goals about egalitarianism (Barden et al., 2004; Maddux et al., 2005), and one’s mood 

(Hermsen, Holland, & van Knippenberg, 2004).  We review this evidence of contextual 

dependence by dividing the research into two broad groups – one group includes those 

experiments that directly constrained the types of object-relevant information accessible at the 

time of measurement, and another group that includes experiments that constrained the 

accessibility of object-relevant information more indirectly through goals and task instructions.   

Direct constraints (information about attitude object is manipulated physically in environment) 



The first batch of experiments to suggest the contextual dependence of automatic 

attitudes was published in 2001 in a special issue of the Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology devoted to implicit measures of attitudes and stereotypes.  In one of the articles, 

Dasgupta and Greenwald (2001) demonstrated that the way in which participants automatically 

evaluate a racial group depends on which group members are most accessible in memory at the 

time of measurement.  Participants first looked at pictures of either liked White people and 

disliked Black people (pro-White group), or the reverse (pro-Black group).  Participants then 

completed a race-based IAT (see Lane et al., this volume), and the results demonstrated that 

those in the pro-Black group displayed significantly less negative automatic attitudes toward 

Blacks than those in the pro-White group.  Dasgupta and Greenwald showed that this effect also 

remained 24 hours later when participants came back to the lab to retake the race IAT.  These 

findings reinforce the view that a given object is likely associated with a wide array of memories, 

some of which may differ in their evaluative connotation (e.g., Abelson, 1976, 1981; Barsalou, 

1992; Bower, 1981; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986; Schank & Abelson, 

1977; Smith, 1992; Smith & Zarate, 1992).  This means that the particular memories that are 

active at the time of an attitude measure will likely greatly influence the direction (positive, 

negative) of the attitude, a view that has also been applied to explicit attitudes (e.g., Schwarz & 

Bohner, 2001). 

In that same volume, Wittenbrink et al. (2001) reported evidence that participants’ 

automatic attitudes toward Black people depended on the context in which the people were 

encountered.  When participants saw photos of a Black person in a picnic setting, for instance, 

they displayed significantly more positive automatic attitudes toward that person compared with 

those who saw photos of the same Black person standing by a wall with graffiti on it in an inner-



city scene.  This work is consistent with that of Dasgupta and Greenwald  (2001), and suggests 

that the attitudes that are activated on perception of a stimulus do not solely depend on the 

stimulus in isolation – they are heavily influenced by the rich context in which the stimulus is 

perceived.   

Also in the same volume, Lowery et al. (2001) demonstrated that one way to alter the 

accessibility of object-relevant information is to vary the race of the experimenter.  In this 

research, participants completed an implicit attitude measure on race, and the experimenter of the 

study was either Black or White.  When the experimenter was Black, participants displayed 

significantly less negative automatic attitudes toward Blacks compared with when the 

experimenter was White.  The authors interpreted these results as evidence that people’s 

automatic attitudes are sensitive to the social pressures in a situation, such as the pressure to 

avoid being prejudiced in the presence of a person who belongs to a group that has traditionally 

been stigmatized.  This suggests that interacting with a particular group member right before 

completing an implicit attitude measure alters one’s automatic attitudes toward that group, just as 

the research by Dasgupta and Greenwald (2001) Wittenrbink et al. (2001) would suggest. 

Karpinski and Hilton (2001) also investigated the influence of highly accessible, object-

relevant information on automatic attitudes.  In their research, however, they experimentally 

increased the accessibility of pro-elderly and anti-youth information through the repetitive 

viewing of pro-elderly and anti-youth stimuli.  They found that those participants who had 

viewed the pro-elderly stimuli did in fact exhibit significantly more positive attitudes toward the 

elderly.  This research is consistent with research on implicit stereotyping that shows that 

people’s automatic stereotypes depend on the nature of recently activated, and repeatedly viewed 



stereotype-relevant information (see also Blair, Ma, & Lenton, 2001; Kawakami, Dovidio, Moll, 

Hermsen, & Russin, 2000; Rudman, Asmore, & Gary, 2001). 

 Other research has also demonstrated the potency of accessible object-relevant 

information on automatic attitudes toward the object.  Livingston and Brewer (2002), for 

instance, tested whether the negative automatic evaluation of Black people was primarily due to 

facial features that were strongly prototypic of Blacks, versus the categorization of a person in 

terms of race or ethnicity.  They found evidence for the former by showing that participants in 

fact displayed significantly more negative automatic attitudes toward those who possessed facial 

features that were prototypic of Black people, such as a wide nose and full lips, compared with 

less prototypic features.  This suggests that certain group features are more strongly associated 

with negativity than others, and that making those features salient influences the type of attitude 

that is automatically generated toward the group.  The degree of negativity of an individual’s 

automatic attitude toward a given Black person, then, depends on the relative accessibility of 

prototypically Black versus non-prototypically Black features. 

Indirect constraints (information about attitude object is manipulated via the perceiver’s goals)  

Research has also demonstrated that the accessibility of object-relevant information can 

be determined by the type of motivation or goal the person possesses at the time of measurement.  

Whereas the research reviewed earlier manipulated the accessibility of object information 

directly – that is, different kinds of information about the attitude object were included (or not) in 

participants’ physical environment (e.g., Dasgupta & Greenwald, 2001; Wittenbrink, et al., 2001) 

– other research has presented the same physical stimulus but altered people’s goal or task 

objective at the time of the measurement.  For example, Mitchell et al. (2003) recently tested 

whether participants’ automatic attitudes toward Blacks depend on the way in which they are 



categorized.  Participants completed an IAT, and were instructed to classify Black and White 

persons in terms of either career or race.  Whereas the Black targets were all liked athletes, the 

White targets were all disliked politicians.  The results demonstrated that when participants 

classified the targets in terms of career, they exhibited significantly more positive automatic 

attitudes toward Blacks than Whites.  However, this pattern was reversed, and negativity toward 

Blacks was demonstrated, when participants classified the targets in terms of race.  This research 

suggests that the categorization task determined the types of memories activated in response to 

each target person, and consequently the nature of the automatic evaluation toward that person.  

When Blacks were categorized in terms of their athleticism, more positive memories were 

presumably more activated and thus drove participants’ automatic evaluative responses. 

Maddux et al. (2005) recently demonstrated that people’s automatic attitudes toward 

group members also depend on their chronic goals to avoid being prejudiced.  They included 

participants who were low or high in the motivation to respond without prejudice, and asked 

them to complete an implicit attitude measure similar to the one developed and used by 

Wittenbrink et al. (2001).  Participants saw photos of Black people who were in either negative 

(e.g., a prison) or positive (e.g., a church) contexts.  The results showed that those who were low 

in the motivation to avoid prejudice demonstrated significantly more strongly negative automatic 

attitudes toward Black persons in the negative compared to the positive context.  Interestingly, 

however, those who were high in the motivation to avoid prejudice actually showed weaker 

negative automatic attitudes in the negative compared to the positive context.  For these 

participants, their negativity toward Blacks was apparently inhibited in response to a context that 

would normally provoke negativity.  These findings suggest that people’s chronic motivations 



can determine the way in which they interpret, and evaluatively respond to the same physical 

stimulus (see also Moskowitz, Gollwitzer, Wasel, & Schaal, 1999).  

Ferguson and Bargh (2004) demonstrated that people’s currently active goals also 

influence the automatic evaluation of a range of (non-racial) stimuli, depending on the relation 

between participants’ current goal and the utility of the stimuli.  Participants who were pursuing 

a goal tended to automatically evaluate as positive those objects that could help them to achieve 

the goal, compared with other objects, and also those participants who had already reached the 

goal.  For example, those participants who were playing a competitive word game exhibited 

significantly less negative automatic attitudes toward words that were relevant to the game (e.g., 

achieve, win, noun, c), compared with those who had finished the game only a minute earlier.  

This suggests that automatic attitudes can reflect the current or prospective utility of the 

corresponding objects, rather than solely the retrospective, or recent utility (see also Sherman et 

al., 2003).  This work is in line with the classic notion that thinking (and evaluating) is in the 

service of action (e.g., Fiske, 1992; James, 1890).   

In similar research, Sherman et al. (2003) tested whether participants’ automatic attitudes 

toward smoking paraphernalia would depend on whether they had a current need to smoke.  

Participants in this study were all habitual smokers, and had either just smoked or not.  Those 

who had not just smoked were found to automatically evaluate smoking-related objects as 

significantly more positive than those who had just fulfilled their nicotine needs.  This work 

suggests, along with the work by Ferguson and Bargh (2004), that evaluations that are activated 

automatically reflect what the perceiver currently wants to do via-a-vis the objects, rather than 

solely what the perceiver has just recently done (see also Moors & De Houwer, 2001; Moors, De 

Houwer, & Eelen, 2004). 



Theories on the generation of automatic attitudes  

 As the above review indicates, research over the last five years suggests that automatic 

attitudes are actually highly sensitive to the number of contextual factors in place at the time of 

measurement.  These factors include the nature of recently encountered exemplars, the 

prototypicality of the attitude object itself, the context in which the target object is encountered, 

the task instructions, and the perceiver’s chronic and temporary goals.  Given this evidence, we 

now turn to theories of how attitudes are generated, and what they reflect.  We first review 

contemporary theories, and then discuss a recent, more constructivist approach.  Whereas the 

contemporary approaches assume that automatic attitudes refer to the respective objects in 

isolation, a more constructivist approach assumes that an automatic evaluation of an object will 

never be activated in isolation of other relevant contextual factors.   

Automatic attitudes toward objects in isolation 

There are currently two predominant theories about the representation and generation of 

automatic attitudes (e.g., Bargh et al., 1992; Fazio, 1986, 1995, 2001; Fazio et al., 1995; Fazio et 

al., 1986; Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986; Wilson et al., 2000).  Whereas one can be understood as the 

“single-tag” perspective (e.g., Fazio, 1986, 1990, 2001), the other might be classified as the 

“dual-tag” perspective (Chaiken & Bargh 1993; Wilson et al., 2000).  Both of these theories 

assume that evaluative information is associated in memory with an object, and importantly, that 

this is what is captured by implicit (and explicit) attitude measures.  These two theories differ 

primarily in the number of summaries of evaluative information associated with the object, and 

the circumstances under which evaluative information might be activated. 

Much of the research on the automatic activation of attitudes is based on the supposition 

that (many) attitude objects are each associated in memory with a positive or negative evaluative 



index, or a summary evaluative “tag” (e.g., Bargh et al., 1992; Bargh et al., 1996; Fazio et al., 

1986; Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986).  After the activation of the object representation, the evaluative 

tag becomes activated and can then influence subsequent judgment and behavior.  From the 

single-tag perspective, the strength of the association between an object and its evaluation is the 

main determinant of whether the attitude will be automatically activated in the first place, and 

then influence judgment and thought (Fazio, 1989, 1990; Fazio & Williams, 1986; Petty & 

Krosnick, 1995). 

The single-tag view is largely based on a localist, symbolic model of memory that 

presupposes an associative network in which isolated nodes represent individual constructs, 

exemplars, or features of an object (e.g., Anderson & Bower, 1973; Collins & Loftus, 1975).  

These nodes are interconnected according to the amount of semantic relation between the nodes, 

with activation spreading along these links automatically upon perception of an object (e.g., 

Meyer & Schvaneveldt, 1971; Neely, 1976, 1977; Posner & Snyder, 1975; Shiffrin & Schneider, 

1977).  Such models have been referred to as “file-drawer” models of memory because the 

contents of memory remain inert and unchanged (as though stored in a file cabinet) until 

independent retrieval processes act on them (e.g., see Carlston & Smith, 1996; Smith, 1996). 

According to the single-tag perspective, evidence of the contextual dependence of 

automatic attitudes might be explained though differences in categorization depending on the 

context.  Because categories are likely associated with different summary evaluative tags (see 

Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986), differences in categorization might lead to differences in automatic 

attitudes.  In this way, the single-tag perspective might explain at least some of the evidence for 

the contextual dependence of automatic attitudes by suggesting that the attitude objects were 

categorized in different ways across conditions.  For example, from this perspective, one might 



assume that in the work by Wittenbrink et al. (2001), the attitudes of those participants who saw 

photos of Black persons at a picnic reflected the evaluation of a subtype of Black persons (e.g., 

“non-city”).  In contrast, the automatic attitudes of those who saw the photos of Black persons in 

inner-city scenes might have reflected a different, more negatively evaluated subtype (e.g., 

Weber & Crocker, 1983).  In this way, even though there is variability in the attitudes depending 

on the context in which the perceiver encounters the object, each attitude is still assumed to 

reflect the evaluative tag associated with a single object (or category). 

The single-tag perspective would have to address two issues in order to more fully 

explain the evidence for contextual dependence.  The first is that some of the evidence suggests 

that the accessibility of positive information can be orthogonal to the accessibility of negative 

information relevant to an object (Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994; Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson, 

1997). In particular, the findings from Ferguson and Bargh (2004) demonstrated that when 

participants were actively pursuing a competitive game, the accessibility of positive material 

associated with the relevant objects was unchanged, but the negativity associated with relevant 

objects was inhibited compared with those who had already finished the game.  In another 

experiment, the automatic attitudes toward objects such as water and juice were compared across 

thirsty and non-thirsty people.  The results showed that whereas the positivity associated with 

those objects was more accessible for thirsty (vs. non-thirsty) people, the accessibility of the 

negativity associated with those objects was the same across the two groups.  These results are in 

line with the notion that there are multiple kinds of evaluative information associated with any 

given stimulus (e.g., Abelson, 1976, 1981; Barsalou, 1992; Bower, 1981; Carlston, 1994; 

Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986; Schank & Abelson, 1977; Smith, 1992; 

Smith & Zarate, 1992), rather than a solitary, summary evaluate tag.  Furthermore, these types of 



evaluation information might become more or less accessible in orthogonal ways.  That is, 

whereas some types of evaluative information associated with a given object might become more 

accessible, other types of evaluative information might become more inhibited.  The single-tag 

perspective seems ill-equipped to handle such simultaneous processes (see Chaiken & Bargh, 

1993 for a similar argument concerning ambivalent attitudes). 

More broadly, the single-tag perspective would also have to argue that every different 

instantiation of an attitude object is associated with a unique evaluative tag.  This would seem to 

pose a problem of economy as there would have to be an evaluative tag associated with every 

possible feature, subtype, category, context, and exemplar, not to mention limitless combinations 

of these variables.  As Bassili and Brown have recently argued (Bassili & Brown, 2005), the 

notion that an attitude exists for every possible instantiation of a particular object-centered-

context seems unwieldy and too demanding for a cognitive system. 

However, the “dual-tag” view, in comparison, assumes that objects are associated with 

two attitudes (i.e., evaluative tags), one that becomes activated implicitly, and one that becomes 

activated explicitly (Wilson et al., 2000).  In line with much work in social and cognitive 

psychology (e.g., Bargh, 1984, 1989, 1990; Jastrow, 1906; Schneider & Fisk, 1982; Shiffrin & 

Dumais, 1981; Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977; Smith & Lerner, 1986; cf. Gollwitzer, 1996, 1999), 

this second perspective assumes that an integration of recently acquired evaluative information 

requires conscious effort.  Because of this, implicit measures, which operate outside of the 

respondent’s awareness, presumably can only capture preexisting, stable attitudes (e.g., Wilson 

& Hodges, 1992; cf. Bargh, 1999; Duckworth et al., 2002).  Explicit measures, on the other hand, 

are assumed to be able to assess more complex integrations of object-relevant and novel 

information.   



Because of the complex integrative processes that can occur during explicit attitude 

measurement, these researchers argued that the explicit attitude toward a given object is 

frequently host to a number of contextual parameters such as social desirability, mood, and 

temporary goals and thus can vary considerably across measurement times.  The authors argued 

that the implicit attitude for any object, however, is quite stable and is not generally amenable to 

modification.  Although one may develop a new explicit attitude toward an object, the old, well-

learned, and highly stable implicit attitude continues to exist and may be expressed under some 

circumstances.  For instance, Wilson et al. (2000) asserted that, “Explicit attitudes change 

relatively more easily whereas implicit attitudes, like old habits, change more slowly.  Attitude 

change techniques often change explicit but not implicit attitudes” (p. 4).  It should be noted that, 

according to this perspective, data from explicit versus implicit measures reflect explicit versus 

implicit attitudes. 

The dual-tag perspective does not seem consistent with the accumulating evidence of the 

contextual dependence of automatic attitudes.  One could boot-strap this perspective by 

assuming, as with the single-tag perspective, that contextual dependence arises out of varying 

categorization, but this runs into the same problem of simultaneous inhibition and excitatory 

processes that the single-tag view faces.  Further, it is not clear why there would only be a single 

implicit and explicit attitude for every object – why not multiple implicit (or explicit) attitudes?  

This possibility would seem to suggest that a given attitude object might hypothetically be 

associated with numerous implicit and explicit attitudes, which would seem an unwieldy solution 

to the evidence of context-sensitivity.2  

Both the single-tag and dual-tag perspectives assume that an automatic attitude reflects 

the evaluation toward the respective object.  For the single-tag perspective, this assumption is 



consistent with a symbolic model of memory, which assumes that constructs can be retrieved 

from memory in isolation of other information.  Thus, for example, it is possible for an implicit 

attitude measure to capture the nature of the summary evaluative tag associated with a given 

object.  For the dual-tag perspective, however, implicit attitudes are assumed to emerge out of 

connectionist, non-symbolic processes (Wilson et al., 2002; see also Gawronski et al., in press; 

Smith & DeCoster, 1999).  Although such a model of memory would necessarily mean that any 

attitude would reflect a combination of sources of evaluative information, as we describe later, 

the dual-tag perspective seems to assume otherwise.  In fact, the assumption of this perspective is 

that an implicit attitude is slow to develop and change, and thus should exhibit stability and 

resistance across contexts.  Wilson and colleagues (Wilson et al., 2000, p. 4) assume that implicit 

attitudes should display much less contextual dependence than explicit attitudes. 

 In sum, both the single-tag and dual-tag perspectives argue that implicit measures 

capture attitudes that must be preexisting.  In addition, such evaluations are entirely or primarily 

in reference to the objects in isolation of other kinds of information. These perspectives assume, 

in other words, that what is measured during an implicit attitude measure is an approximate 1-to-

1 mapping of the observed response to the stored attitude toward that object in memory (plus 

measurement error).  According to this perspective, it is possible to measure attitudes stored in 

memory alongside their associated attitude objects.  In other words, it is at least logically 

possible to directly measure the evaluative tag that is associated in memory with a given attitude 

object, assuming a lack, or minimum, of measurement error. 

The claim that implicitly measured attitudes must be preexisting is in accord with the 

view in experimental psychology that responses must be repeatedly enacted over time in order to 

automatically operate, as previously mentioned (Bargh, 1984, 1989, 1990; Fazio, 1986; Jastrow, 



1906; Schneider & Fisk, 1982; Shiffrin & Dumais, 1981; Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977; Smith & 

Lerner, 1986; cf. Bargh, 1999; Duckworth et al., 2002; Gollwitzer, 1996, 1999).  This 

assumption is evident in researcher’s attempts to foster new implicitly measured attitudes.  For 

example, in order to change participants’ implicitly measured attitudes toward elderly persons, 

Karpinski and Hilton (2001) exposed participants to over 200 examples of pro-elderly stimuli.  

The extreme repetition was assumed to be essential for participant’s automatic attitudes to shift 

(see also Kawakami, Dovidio, Moll, Hermsen, & Russin, 2000).  

Automatic attitudes toward object-centered-contexts (a constructivist view) 

An alternative theoretical possibility is that the observed response on an implicit attitude 

measure is instead the result of a computation performed by an evaluative system, on the basis of 

numerous representations, possibly including multiple categories and exemplars that relate to the 

attitude object in various ways (Bassili & Brown, 2005; Duckworth et al., 2002; E. R. Smith, 

1997, 2000; Ferguson, in press; Ferguson & Bargh, 2003).  In this way, automatic attitudes 

would be sensitive to whatever evaluative information is contextually relevant at the time of 

measurement.  Accordingly, the attitude that is implicitly measured does not represent the 

activation of a single evaluative tag as a function of only the attitude object (Fiske & Pavelchak, 

1986) but is instead an integration across multiple sources of affective information.  

An integrative process would technically be compatible with the traditional “file-drawer” 

models of memory in which concepts are represented by nodes, and the nodes are interconnected 

according to semantic similarity (e.g., see Smith, 1996).  In these types of models, each 

representation is inert and static when it is not activated.  These static representations are 

periodically manipulated by processes such as encoding, storage, and retrieval, for example.  

Such a model suggests that a single representation can be activated independently of other 



activation.  It would theoretically be possible for an integrative process to take place across 

numerous discrete representations.  

However, the notion of an integrative process across various sources of evaluative 

information is directly predicted by parallel distributed processing models of memory (e.g., 

Anderson & Rosenfeld, 1988; Bechtel & Abrahamsen, 1991; Carlston and Smith, 1996; Smith, 

1996; Smith & DeCoster, 1999).  Models of such connectionist systems include the assertion that 

every observable behavior (explicit or implicit) is the result of a fleeting state of the mind, 

wherein all representations are potentially implicated or contributive (see Smith, 1996).  An 

integration across multiple sources of evaluative information would be highly compatible with 

the assumptions of connectionist systems (see also Arieli, Sterkin, Grinvald, & Aertsen, 1996; 

Fiedler, 1996).  

If attitude generation is supported by connectionist systems, then any observable response 

would be the result of an integration of information about both the particular object as well as 

about the context in which the object is encountered.  Recent publications have suggested this 

type of approach for explaining findings of contextual dependence of automatic attitudes (e.g., 

Bassili & Brown, 2005; Ferguson, 2003; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2003) and 

these have also advocated for connectionist modeling more generally, rather than attempting to 

use under-specified models of associative networks that are difficult to formalize (e.g., Smith, 

1996, 1997).  

Object-centered-contexts 

According to the evidence of the contextual dependence of automatic attitudes, and the 

recent theoretical approaches to attitude generation, we argue that a given attitude object can 

implicitly evoke multiple potential attitudes, according to the context in which the attitude object 



is perceived.  Implicitly measured attitudes are sensitive to recently acquired information, 

including goal-relevant expectations, and are each based on an integrative process whereby 

numerous sources of evaluative information contribute to the observed attitudinal response.  To 

this end, an implicitly measured attitude could be defined as an indication of the relevance of the 

object for the perceiver as a function of past, current, and future object-relevant circumstances.   

Because of the fact that an object is therefore never evaluated in a vacuum, it seems 

misleading to refer to an implicitly measured attitude as an evaluation of the corresponding 

object.  Rather, on the basis of the current argument and results, an implicitly measured attitude 

corresponds to an object-centered context.   This new definition is in contrast with how attitudes 

and attitude objects are typically discussed in attitude literature.  For example, Eagly and 

Chaiken (1993; pp. 4-5) stated that 

“An evaluation is always made with respect to some entity or thing that is the object of 
the evaluation...Virtually anything that is discriminable can be evaluated and therefore 
function as an attitude object.  Some attitude objects are abstract (e.g., liberalism, secular 
humanism), and others are concrete (e.g., a chair, a shoe). Particular entities (e.g., my 
green pen) can function as attitude objects, as can classes of entities (e.g., ballpoint pens).  
Behaviors (e.g., playing volleyball) and classes of behaviors (e.g., participating in athletic 
activities) can also function as attitude objects.  In general, anything that is discriminated 
or that becomes in some sense an object of thought can serve as an attitude object.” 

Based on this excerpt from the widely influential attitudes text by Eagly and Chaiken 

(1993), it seems possible to measure a solitary attitude toward a solitary object.  For example, the 

excerpt suggests that it is possible to measure one’s attitude toward a chair.  According to the 

new definition of an attitude as an indication of an object-based context, however, the best one 

could do to calculate one’s attitude toward chairs in general would be to average that person’s 

attitudes toward multiple object-based contexts (a lounge chair, a desk chair, a wooden chair, a 

chair when someone wants to sit down versus not, etc.).  However, the utility of such an average 

might be suspect because the average attitude across time points might not serve as a very 



accurate predictor of behavior in a given particular context.  As has long been argued by attitude 

theorists (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974, 1975; Kelman, 1974; Schuman & Johnson, 1976), 

increasing the specificity with which one describes an attitude object and object-relevant 

behavior increases the chance that the (explicit) attitude predicts the relevant behavior.  The 

present research suggests that the same reasoning can be applied to implicitly measured attitudes.  

Thus, it seems potentially useful to conceptualize the referents of automatic attitudes with greater 

specificity. 

Issues related to object-centered-contexts 

The concept of attitude stability is a traditionally important issue in attitude research (e.g., 

Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).  There are two points of clarification with regard to stability that are 

related to the present discussion concerning the contextual dependence of implicitly measured 

attitudes.  The first point of clarification is the distinction between the stability of an attitude, as 

measured (i.e., observational stability) versus the stability of the representations in memory that 

underlie the attitude expression (i.e., representational stability).  The second point of clarification 

is the distinction between the concept of contextual dependence and each of the two meanings of 

stability.   

According to a perspective that assumes a 1-to-1 mapping of the observed attitude to the 

stored attitude in memory, the two meanings of attitude stability (representational versus 

observational) would be isomorphic except for the issue of measurement noise.  That is, given 

the assumption of 1-to-1 mapping, if researchers observed that an attitude was stable across time 

points, they might assume that the attitude construct remained unchanged in memory.  If one 

observed attitude instability across time, one could assume that either the attitude construct had 

changed across time, or that some measurement noise of the instrument was obscuring stability, 



or some combination of the two possibilities.  Thus, if one assumes the 1-to-1 mapping 

assumption, then observational and representational stability would be highly related, except for 

the variance from measurement error.   

However, according to the claim that an observed attitude (either explicitly or implicitly 

measured) reflects an integration of multiple sources of evaluative information, these two 

meanings of attitude stability become mutually exclusive.  That is, because the observed attitude 

reflects a computation across numerous components, it is impossible to ascertain the individual 

status of one component of that function, such as the status of the evaluative information 

associated with one relevant exemplar of the attitude object, for instance.  More specifically, 

even when there is observational stability across time points, it is impossible to infer that the 

same particular components contributed to the integration, or even in the same way, across time 

points.  It may be that the integration process across time generates a consistently positive 

attitude, for instance, but this does not indicate anything concerning the representational status of 

evaluative information associated with each of the components of the integration.   

When there is observational instability across time, assuming little measurement noise, it 

is possible that either the set of particular evaluative memories contributing to the integration has 

changed, or that the set of evaluative components is the same, but the components themselves 

have undergone some change.  For example, if someone displays a positive attitude toward the 

elderly on one occasion and a negative attitude toward the same group at a later time, perhaps 

after some new information, there could be two broad reasons for the instability from Time 1 to 

Time 2 (not including measurement error).  One reason might be that the components involved in 

the integration changed from Time 1 to Time 2.  Assuming a hypothetical array of “elderly” 

memories that might contribute to the overall integration, whereas elderly memories 4-8 



contributed to the integration at Time 1, elderly memories 6-15 might have contributed to the 

integration at Time 2.  A second reason might be that the same elderly memories (4-8) were 

involved in the integration at both time points, but that the valence of the memories changed.  (It 

should be noted that this possibility assumes that the evaluative information associated with a 

particular memory can be replaced by different evaluative information.)  

The adoption of either the direct mapping versus integration claim influences how freely 

researchers can generate conclusions about the contents of memory, based on data from attitude 

measures.  Given the assumption of the 1-to-1 mapping, researchers could use attitude measures 

to generate inferences about the specific organization and contents of memory.  For example, if 

someone demonstrated a positive, implicitly measured attitude toward a certain group, 

researchers might assume that the perceiver possesses a representation of that group that is 

associated with a positive evaluative tag.  Given the integration claim however, it is no longer 

viable to make such inferences.  It is impossible to postulate about individual pieces of 

information in memory solely on the basis of an integrative function.  Although an object may be 

associated with a valence in memory and this association may be stable across time, that 

individual association or valence will always be one component that contributes to the overall 

summary response that is observed.  Thus, according to the integrative perspective, although 

there may be stability in the memorial representations involving object-related memories and 

their respective valences, the observable response of a person toward an object will reflect a 

complex computation, to which many object relevant and irrelevant memories and their 

associated valences contribute.   

Contextual dependence and observational stability 



The next consideration is the observational stability of implicitly gauged attitudes.  

Although the degree of observational stability of an attitude is sometimes interpreted as a proxy 

for the degree of contextual dependence of the attitude, or vice versa, the current argument is that 

observational stability and contextual dependence are orthogonal concepts.  It is possible that an 

implicit attitude, even though dependent on the context in which it is measured, can be 

(observationally) stable or unstable across time.   

When will a contextually dependent, implicitly measured attitude be observationally 

stable across contexts?  An object will evoke the same attitude across time points (i.e., 

demonstrating observational stability) if all object-relevant memories are univalent, if the object-

relevant memories that are activated across time points are consistently of the same valence, or if 

the usefulness of the object (harmful versus helpful) is constant across time.  In this way, the 

stable attitude can be thought of as an indication of stable circumstances or (object-relevant) 

situational constancy.  In contrast, a contextually dependent, implicitly measured attitude will be 

observationally unstable across contexts if the set of object-relevant memories that is activated 

across contexts differs in terms of valence, or because the goal-relevance of the object changes 

across contexts (specifically, from harmful to safe, or vice-versa, for instance).   

Observational instability should therefore be somewhat positively related to complex and 

ambiguous attitude objects.  The more object-relevant memories exist, the more likely the object 

will be able to be perceived in different ways across contexts.  As long as some of those object-

relevant memories are mixed in valence, the more likely the implicitly invoked attitude will 

change in direction across time and situations.  In general, the more mixed (i.e., both positive and 

negative) the object-relevant memories, the more likely the implicitly measured attitude will be 

observationally unstable across time.    



Contextual dependence and representational stability 

As was the case with observational stability, the contextual dependence of an attitude 

does not indicate anything about the representational stability underlying that attitude.  

Representational stability is somewhat difficult to consider as the nature (e.g., organization and 

format) of representations in memory is still far from clear (e.g., Pinker, 1997; Plotkin, 1997).  

However, it is possible to speculate that the object and situation-relevant memories that typically 

comprise an integration can either remain stable or undergo change.  (This is assuming that the 

evaluative information associated with a memory can change, rather than the idea that a change 

in evaluation forces a whole novel object representation with the new attitude.)  

Accordingly, the contextually dependent, implicitly measured attitude can result from 

integrations that are based on either stable (static) pieces of evaluative information (although not 

always the same pieces, and not always weighed in the same way), or pieces of evaluative 

information that undergo change.  In short, the contextual dependence of an attitude does not 

imply anything about its underlying representational stability.   

The context-dependence of automatic versus deliberate attitudes  

Similar to the argument proposed in the current chapter, researchers have claimed that 

explicit attitudes are heavily (or entirely) dependent on the context in which the perceiver 

encounters the corresponding stimuli (e.g., Anderson, 1974; Schwarz & Bohner, 2001; Tesser, 

1978).  For example, Schwarz and Bohner (2001) identify five steps at which contextual factors 

might influence the reporting of an attitude, from interpreting the nature of the attitude query to 

deciding whether to report one’s consciously accessible attitude.  We wholeheartedly agree that 

explicit attitudes are likely influenced by a wide array of contextual factors.  However, we also 

assert that the contextual dependence of explicit measures might be somewhat obscured by the 



metacognitive and introspective thinking that such measures enable (e.g., Cohen & Schooler, 

1997).  In particular, because a respondent during an explicit measure has to consciously 

generate and then report her or his attitude, that person’s implicit or even explicit theories about 

the stability of her or his attitudes might encourage a stability of the attitude that would not 

otherwise emerge.  In line with research by Nisbett and Wilson (1977) among others, people’s 

implicit theories about whether they like pizza, for example, might push them toward reporting a 

more consistently positive (explicit) attitude toward it, even while their automatic attitude might 

reflect considerably more fluctuation as a function of current goals, expectations, recently 

encountered information, and the like.   

Another possibility is that automatic attitude measures might tap associations and 

information that are not consciously accessible to the person.  This might mean that a greater 

wealth of information is potentially more influential on the attitude when the person is not 

consciously thinking about that attitude.  This argument is consistent with recent work by 

Greenwald and colleagues (Greenwald, Banaji, Rudman, Farnham, Nosek, & Mellott, 2002) that 

suggests that while implicit measures are subject to cognitive consistency pressures (Heider, 

1946, 1958), explicit measures do not seem to be.  For example, this work suggests that when a 

woman displays automatic positivity toward herself, and toward females in general, she will 

likely not display automatic positivity toward math, which is assumed to be dissociated from the 

concept of females (see also Nosek et al., 2002).  Implicitly measured attitudes, from this 

perspective, may be sensitive to and influenced by a more extensive set of memories than are 

explicitly measured attitudes.  Future research can undoubtedly shed more light on the 

comparative degree to which implicit versus explicit measures are dependent on the context in 



which they are administered, but we put forth at this point the possibility that implicit (versus 

explicit) measures yield more contextually-sensitive attitudes. 

Conclusion 

 Research and theory conducted and developed over the last 5 years suggest that 

automatic attitudes are highly variable on numerous contextual factors.  Specifically, research 

findings suggest that automatic attitudes vary depending on current goals, task instructions, 

recently encountered attitude objects and attitude-relevant contexts, and even mood.  In line with 

this evidence, recent theoretical approaches have argued that an automatic attitude is likely the 

result of an integrative process within a connectionist system.  In such a system, the pattern of 

activation across a set of processing units for any given attitude is re-created each time the 

attitude object is encountered.  Although there are undoubtedly stable sources of evaluative 

information reflected in the weights that connect the processing units, the resulting attitude is 

nevertheless based on a constructive process that incorporates multiple sources of information.  

In this way, slight changes in the type of evaluative information included in the computation 

according to the context can potentially change the direction or intensity of the automatic 

attitude.   This research and theory suggest that automatic attitudes should be understood as 

evaluations of object-centered-contexts, rather than objects in isolation. 

Importantly, although implicit measures clearly do not assess attitudes free of the context 

in which the objects are perceived, they are certainly nevertheless valuable research tools.  

Implicit attitude measures can effectively gauge a person’s response tendency (either approach if 

the attitude is positive or avoidance if the attitude is negative) within certain situations, with 

regard to a particular object.  This is useful to the extent that researchers can show that such 

implicitly gauged responses are predictive of the person’s behavior (either subtle or overt) in a 



future similar situation.  A large body of research now has shown that implicit attitude measures 

can predict a variety of both nonverbal and overt behaviors toward the attitude object (e.g., for 

reviews see Blair, 2002; Fazio & Olson, 2003; Ferguson, in press; Lane et al., this volume; 

Wittenbrink, this volume). 

 Furthermore, implicit attitude measurement is also useful because it can indicate various 

characteristics of nonconscious processing.  Whereas the initial assumption in attitude research 

and in social psychology in general was that automatic responses can only be the result of 

repeated previous experiences with the object (e.g., Bargh, 1984, 1989, 1990; Jastrow, 1906; 

Schneider & Fisk, 1982; Shiffrin & Dumais, 1981; Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977; Smith & Lerner, 

1986; cf. Gollwitzer, 1996, 1999), and cannot reflect recent integrations of new information (e.g., 

Wilson & Hodges, 1992; Wilson et al., 2000), recent research has overturned these assumptions 

(see Bargh, 2001; Dijksterhuis, 2004; Duckworth et al., 2002).  There is still much to learn about 

people’s ability to automatically assess their environments, and implicit attitude measures 

represent one valuable tool to accomplish this objective.  



1  The terms implicit attitudes and explicit attitudes should be assumed to reflect the type of 

measurement, rather than the type of attitude (see DeHouwer, in press; Fazio & Olson, 2003). 

 

2 In addition, the proposal that implicit attitudes are distinct from explicit attitudes is not 

consistent with research suggesting that they are in fact related constructs (Hofman, Gawronski, 

Gschwendner, Le, & Schmitt, in press; Nosek, in press). 
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