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· Attitudes and Social Behavior / Notes
Attitudes and Social Behavior (Notes)
Our attitudes affect our preconceptions and our reactions to people.

We are most at ease or comfortable when our attitudes match our behavior.

When our attitudes and actions are inconsistent we often suffer from anxiety or tension., which we seek to relieve.

Attitudes, like behavior can change

Situations, such as a group setting or actions, such as a protest rally can change our attitudes.

When attitudes towards people are based on stereotypes, the result is often prejudice behavior.

Stereotypes can lead to faulty attributions where someone’s perception of another’s behavior is based on a prejudice attitude.  (ie: that person’s yard is a mess because he is a native)
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Attitudes and Social Behavior

Directions: READ the excerpt adapted from Psychology – An Introduction by Ben Lahey and Psychology by David G. Myers, and answer the following questions;

1. On a separate piece of paper, use a dictionary or readings to define the following terms;

Attitude
Attribution Theory

Prejudice
Stereotype
2. Using COMPLETE sentences answer the following questions;

a. In your own words, describe how Freud would explain how or why people model the attitudes of other people.  ( 2 mks for quality of thought and evidence of a thoughtful response)

b. In your own words describe how our attitudes are determined by our situation and provide your own example as to when you’ve noticed your attitude towards another person has changed due to the situation.  (2 mks for quality of thought and personal example)
c. Identify at least two stereotypes attributed to a certain group.  Describe whether those stereotypes are good or bad and describe how you think that stereotype came into being.  ( 2mks for quality of response and evidence of a thoughtful response)

d. Identify and then offer a suggestion that could be used to discredit, diffuse or “blow-off” a stereotype comment.  (2 mks for outlying a comment and offering a comeback)
3. Listen to second part of the January 5, 2007 episode of the CBC radio show The Current where the idea of ethnic-based comedy stereotypes are examined, then offer your own opinion of the benefits or dangers of broadcasting cultural stereotypes in comedy.

You will be marked out of 5 for your ability to pick a side to the argument and offer a thoughtful response that is defended with a reasonable insight.
Total Marks: ____ / 17
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Attitudes and Social Behaviour

Taken and adapted from Psychology – An Introduction by Benjamin Lehay and

Psychology by David G. Myer 
Attitudes and Social Behaviour

Attitudes are a pivotal concept in social psychology.  They are of special interest because other people influence our attitudes, and our attitudes are often reflected  in our behaviour towards others.  If I give a speech to parents that changes their attitudes towards discipline (such as, it’s better to praise children for their good behaviour than to punish them for their bad behaviour), they will have a tendency to change the way they actually rear their children, too.  As we will see shortly, attitudes and social behaviour are not perfectly correlated by any means.  But there is enough of a relationship between the two to make attitudes a favourite topic of study of social psychologists, especially attitudes related to important aspects of social behaviour such as racial and sexual prejudice.

Social psychologists define attitudes as beliefs that predispose us to act and feel in certain ways.   Note that this definition has three components; 1) beliefs: such as the belief that door-to-door salespeople are generally dishonest.  2) feelings; such as a strong dislike for door-to-door salespeople.  And 3) dispositions to behave; such as a readiness to be rude to them when they come to the door.

Origins of Attitudes

The origins of attitudes are fairly obvious.  We learn them directly from our experiences, and we learn them from others.  Some of our attitudes are learned from firsthand experience.  Children who are bitten by dogs often carry negative attitudes to dogs from the rest of their lives, especially toward the kid of dog that bit them.  In contrast, the sweet crunch of chocolate chip cookies generally leads to a favourable attitude towards them.  In other words, some attitudes appear to be classically conditioned, meaning that if the stimulus (dogs or cookies) is paired with a positive or negative experience, the attitude will be similarly positive or negative.

Attitudes are also commonly learned from others.  Parents who model positive attitudes toward their Asian neighbours are likely to have children who have positive attitudes towards Asians.  Children whose best friends think baseball is awful may pick up this attitude through modeling.  Similarly, children who are reinforced by their parents and peers for prejudicial attitudes are likely to have these attitudes strengthened.  In sum, other people instill attitudes in us through their modeling and reinforcement.

Freud suggested that the role that others play in the formation of our attitudes goes deeper than simple learning, however.  He believed that the ego seeks people who appear to be strong, successful and perhaps even fearful to us.  To reduce our anxieties about surviving in the world, we identify with the strong individuals and adopt their attitudes as our own (even if those attitudes are negative or prejudicial).

Attitudes, Behaviour and Attitude Change

Attitudes are not chiseled in granite; they can change after they have been formed.  As we have seen, persuasion is an important source of attitude change, but the discrepancy or differences that often exists between our attitudes and behaviour is another one of the key causes of changed attitudes.   Even though attitudes are partially defined in terms of a disposition to behave, there is sometimes a great difference between our attitudes and our behaviour.  For example, during the Vietnam War, many men who held attitudes that were strongly opposed to the war obeyed their draft orders and became part of that war.  Similarly, opinion pollsters know that not everyone who has a favourable attitude toward a product will actually buy it.

The interesting point is that when behaviour and attitudes are inconsistent, it is the attitudes that often change to match the behaviour.   For example; Suppose you are a married person who does not particularly like to play poker.  One day, your husband tells you that the two of you have been asked to join the regular poker club formed by several of his friends at work.  Mostly out of boredom you agree to join.  So, you start playing poker every week even though you do not like it.  Do not be surprised if you start liking poker.  When behaviour and attitudes are inconsistent, changes in attitudes often “follow” changes in behaviour.

However, attitudes only change to become more consistent with behaviour under certain circumstances.  If the husband in the example just given had told his wife that his boss had insisted that they join the poker club, her attitude toward poker probably would not change.  Attitudes only follow behaviour when no good explanation exists for engaging in behaviour that is different or inconsistent with the attitude.  If her husband’s boss had insisted on their joining, she could have easily justified playing poker as a way of protecting her husband’s job.  As it was however, there was no good reason for playing poker, so her attitudes would be more likely to shift in the direction of behaviour.  

Attributing Behaviour to Persons or Situations

Fritz Heider’s attribution theory is a theory of how people explain someone’s behaviour.  Heider noted that people often attribute others’ behaviours either to their dispositions (internal causes, such as their personality) or to their situations (external causes, such as their environment).  A teacher may wonder whether a child’s hostility reflects an aggressive personality (a “dispositional attribute”) or whether the child is reacting to stress or abuse (a “situational attribute”).

Consider how we typically make attributions.  In class, we notice that Julie doesn’t say much; over coffee, jack talks nonstop.  Attributing their behaviours to their personal dispositions, we decide that Julie is shy and Jack is outgoing.  Because people do have enduring personality traits, such attributions are sometimes valid.  However, we often overestimate the influence of personality and underestimate the impact of the situation.  In class, Jack may be as quiet as Julie.  Catch Julie at a party and you may hardly recognize your quiet classmate.  Underestimating situational influences known as the fundamental attribution error.

You have surely committed the fundamental attribution error.  In judging, say, whether you teacher is shy or outgoing, you perhaps inferred from your class experience that he or she has an outgoing personality.  But you know your teacher only from the classroom, a situation that demands outgoing behaviour.  Catch the teacher in a different situation and you might be surprised.  Outside of their assigned roles, teachers seem less professorial, presidents less presidential, servants less servile.

The Effects of Attribution

In everyday life we often struggle to explain why others act as they do.  A jury must decide whether a shooting was malicious or in self-defense.  An unhappy wife and husband each ponders why the other behaves so selfishly.  An interviewer must judge whether the applicant’s geniality is genuine.  When making such judgments, our attributions – either to the person or to the situation – have important consequences.  Happily married couples attribute their spouse’s smart-assed remark to a temporary situation (“She must have had a bad day at work”).  Unhappily married persons attribute the same remark to a mean disposition (“Geesh—what a b****!)

Or consider the political effects of attribution:  How do you explain poverty or unemployment? Researchers in Britain, India, Austrailia, and the United States all report that political conservatives tend to attribute these an other social problems to the personal dispositions of the poor and unemployed themselves; “People generally get what they deserve.  Those who don’t work are often lazy freeloaders.  People who take initiative can still get ahead.”  On the other hand, political liberals are more likely to blame past and present situations; “If you or I had to live with the same poor education, lack of meaningful opportunity and outright discrimination, would we be any better off?”
And how do you explain homelessness?  Some people –- 45 percent in one survey (Lee & others, 1990) – attribute homelessness to society failure to provide adequate jobs and housing.  Others -– 33 percent – blame the homeless themselves.  President Reagan (1988), for example, believed that many homeless people “make it their own choice” not to seek shelter.  Clearly, there are political implication to whether we attribute people’s behaviour to social conditions or to their own choice and shortcomings. 

In evaluating employees, managers must also make attributions.   They are likely to attribute the poor performance of workers to personal factors such as low ability or lack of motivation.  Workers who are doing poorly on a job recognize situational influences: inadequate supplies, poor working conditions, difficult co-workers, impossible or ambiguous demands.

The point to remember:  Our attributions – to individuals’ disposition or to their situations – have practical consequences. 

Prejudice

Of all the attitudes that we hold about other people, the kind that is most worthy of improved understanding is prejudice.  Prejudice is a harmful attitude based on inaccurate generalizations about a group of people.  The group may be distinguished because they are of a different skin color, religion, sex, age or any other noticeable difference (“he wears his hair over his eyes – he must be an “emo””).  The difference is believed by the prejudiced person to imply something negative about the entire group (“They’re all lazy, or hysterical, or pushy”).

The inaccurate generalization upon which the prejudice is based is called a stereotype.  We all hold stereotypes of other groups of people.  What does a “rock star” look and act like?  If you were producing a movie, would you cast Jay Leno in the role of a rock star?

Stereotypes can be either negative or positive, but all stereotypes, positive or negative, are inherently harmful for two reasons;

1. Stereo types take away our ability to treat each member of a group as an individual.  When we hold a stereotyped view of a group, we tend to treat each member of that group as if the person has the exact characteristics of the stereotype, whether or not he or she really has those characteristics.  Even when the stereotype is particularly based on fact,  many members of the group will differ from the stereotype in significant ways.  Take the view that many of us have of Asians:  One aspect of the stereotype is that they are highly intelligent.  Although it’s true that on the average Asians do score higher than whites on some specific measures of intelligence, not all Asians are highly intelligent.  If a teacher’s expectations for an Asian child of below-average intelligence were based on this stereotype, he might be criticized for not living up to his supposed high intelligence when he was, in fact, performing up to his ability.  Stereotyped beliefs that a group is low in intelligence can have even more serious consequences in limiting the educational and occupational opportunities of member of that group.

2. Stereotypes lead to faulty attributions.  Our stereotypes influence the attributions that we make about other people’s behaviour.  If a prejudiced white man sees an overturned trash can and garbage strewn around the yard of a white family, he is apt to attribute the mess to a stray dog looking for food.  But if he sees the same thing in the yard of a black family, he would more likely attribute it to their supposed lazy, slovenly ways.  These faulty attributions have the effect of deepening and strengthening our prejudices as we keep “seeing” evidence that “supports” our stereotypes and rejecting evidence that is contrary to them.

