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BASES OF AN ATTITUDE

Bases of an Attitude: The Tripartite Model in Psychology

The Core Definition of Psychological Attitudes

An attitude (1/5) is fundamentally defined in social psychology (1/5) as an enduring evaluation--

positive, negative, or mixed--of people, objects, ideas, or issues. It represents a predisposition to
respond in a consistently favorable or unfavorable manner toward a particular stimulus. While
attitudes are often discussed casually in everyday language, in psychology, they are viewed as
deeply structured internal states that guide perception and behavior. This definition emphasizes
that an attitude is not merely a fleeting thought or emotion, but rather a stable psychological
tendency that is learned and organized, influencing how an individual processes information and
ultimately acts in the world.

The core mechanism underlying the concept of an attitude is that it serves as a crucial link
between external stimuli and internal responses, providing cognitive and emotional shortcuts that
streamline decision-making. By holding an attitude toward something, an individual saves the
mental energy required to evaluate that object anew every time they encounter it. If someone holds
a strong positive attitude toward environmental conservation, they do not need to deliberate
extensively before deciding to recycle or purchase sustainable goods; the attitude already
predisposes them toward those behaviors. This structure allows for predictive power, as
psychologists attempt to forecast behavior based on the strength and accessibility of an
individual's attitudes.

The most widely accepted framework for understanding the internal composition of these
evaluations is the Tripartite Model, often referred to as the ABC Model of Attitudes. This model
posits that attitudes are complex constructs comprised of three distinct, yet interrelated,
components: the Affective component (feelings), the Behavioral component (actions or intentions),
and the Cognitive component (beliefs or thoughts). Although these three bases often align, the
relative influence of each component can vary significantly depending on the specific attitude
object and the individual holding the attitude, making the study of attitude bases a central theme in
understanding human judgment and social interaction.

Historical Development and Conceptual Origins

The study of attitudes has been foundational to social psychology since the field's inception. One
of the earliest and most influential definitions was offered by Gordon Allport in 1935, who famously
called the attitude concept "the most distinctive and indispensable concept in contemporary
American social psychology." Early research focused primarily on developing psychometrically
sound methods for measuring attitudes, with pioneers such as Louis Thurstone and Rensis Likert
developing scales that quantified the intensity and direction of these evaluations, moving the
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concept from philosophical speculation to empirical science during the 1920s and 1930s.

However, the structured view of attitudes--the notion that they consist of distinct bases--gained
prominence later, during the mid-20th century. Researchers like Daniel Katz and Milton Rokeach
began exploring the functional roots of attitudes, examining why people hold the attitudes they do
(e.g., knowledge function, ego-defensive function). This functionalist approach naturally led to the
development of the Tripartite Model, which provided the necessary conceptual architecture to
categorize the different sources that feed into an overall evaluation. While the basic idea of three
components was present in earlier work, the formalization and rigorous testing of the Affective,
Behavioral, and Cognitive bases solidified its place as a dominant theoretical framework.

A significant challenge in the historical context was addressing the weak correlation often found
between measured attitudes and observed behaviors, famously highlighted by Richard LaPiere's
1934 study. This discrepancy prompted psychologists to refine their understanding, leading to
models that emphasized the specificity of attitude measurement and, crucially, the internal
consistency (or inconsistency) among the ABC components. Subsequent research, particularly by
Russell Fazio and Deborah Zanna in the late 1970s and 1980s, further refined the understanding
of attitude structure, proposing that attitudes could be primarily rooted in one component over the
others, influencing how resistant they were to change and how strongly they predicted future
actions.

The Tripartite Model: Affective, Behavioral, and Cognitive Bases

The Tripartite Model, or the ABC Model, serves as the standard conceptual tool for dissecting the
multifaceted nature of an attitude (2/5). It systematically breaks down the overall evaluative
response into three distinct, measurable components. Understanding which base is most dominant
for a given attitude is critical, as it dictates the most effective strategies for attitude formation,
measurement, and change. For instance, an attitude rooted primarily in emotion (Affect) is often
best changed through emotional appeals, whereas an attitude rooted in beliefs (Cognition) requires
logical argumentation and factual evidence.

The model acknowledges that while an attitude represents a single overall evaluation, the
information contributing to that evaluation can come from internal feelings, external actions, or
explicit knowledge structures. Psychologists often measure the consistency between these three
elements; when all three align (e.g., | feel good about recycling, | frequently recycle, and | believe
recycling saves resources), the attitude is considered strong, stable, and highly predictive of future
behavior. Conversely, inconsistency among the bases is often a source of psychological tension,
which motivated key theories such as Cognitive Dissonance (2/5).

Modern research emphasizes that the relationship among the three components is not always one
of equal contribution. Some attitudes are said to be "cognitively based," meaning they stem
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primarily from facts and features (e.g., an attitude toward a new smartphone based on its technical
specifications). Others are "affectively based," stemming from values, sensory reactions, or
conditioning (e.g., an attitude toward a political party based on deep-seated emotional alignment).
Finally, some attitudes are "behaviorally based," often derived through self-perception where
individuals infer their attitudes by observing their own past actions, especially when initial feelings
or beliefs are weak or ambiguous.

The Affective Base (A)

The Affective Base of an attitude refers to the emotional reactions, feelings, and sentiments
evoked by the attitude object. This component encompasses not just simple liking or disliking, but
also complex emotional responses such as excitement, fear, anger, or comfort. Affectively based
attitudes are often rooted in a person's values, sensory experiences, or classical conditioning, and
they tend to be resistant to logical change because they are not governed by rational thought or
objective facts. For example, a person might have a strong, negative attitude toward spiders purely
because of an ingrained phobia or visceral disgust, regardless of their factual knowledge that most
spiders are harmless.

Affective attitudes can be measured through various means, including self-report scales (asking
people how they feel) and physiological indicators. Techniques such as monitoring heart rate, skin
conductance response (GSR), or facial muscle movements (electromyography) can reveal the
intensity and valence of emotional arousal tied to an attitude object, offering a measure that
bypasses conscious self-censorship. This form of evaluation is often automatic and fast,
representing a person's immediate gut reaction, which is highly influential in situations requiring
quick judgment or spontaneous choice.

Crucially, affective attitudes are often formed through processes that bypass cognitive scrutiny.
Classical conditioning links a neutral stimulus with an emotionally charged one, creating an
emotional response toward the previously neutral object. Similarly, mere exposure effect--the
phenomenon that repeated exposure to a stimulus increases positive feelings toward it--is a
powerful mechanism for forming affective attitudes without the need for detailed cognitive
processing. Because these attitudes are tied to deep-seated values or early learning experiences,
attempts to change them must often rely on counter-affective strategies, such as using emotional
imagery or positive association, rather than relying solely on factual information.

The Behavioral Base (B)

The Behavioral Base refers to past actions, current behaviors, and behavioral intentions regarding
the attitude object. This component suggests that our attitudes are sometimes inferred from
observing our own conduct. The self-perception theory, proposed by Daryl Bem, argues that when
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internal cues (feelings or thoughts) are weak or ambiguous, people look to their own behavior to
determine what their attitude must be. For instance, if a person realizes they frequently volunteer at
an animal shelter, they might subsequently infer, "I must really care about animal welfare,” thereby
forming or strengthening a pro-animal attitude based on their observable actions.

While the behavioral component includes direct actions, it also encompasses observable
tendencies, commitments, and verbal statements of intent. The strength of this base is highly
relevant to the principle of attitude-behavior consistency. When a person engages in consistent
behavior related to an attitude object, that attitude becomes more accessible and stronger.
Conversely, if a person's behavior contradicts their stated beliefs, the psychological discomfort
known as Cognitive Dissonance (3/5) may arise, often leading the individual to alter their attitude to

justify the already-completed behavior.

Measurement of the behavioral base typically involves tracking past behaviors (e.g., purchase
history, participation records), observing actual conduct in experimental settings, or assessing
stated behavioral intentions (e.g., "Do you plan to vote for Candidate X?"). The importance of the
behavioral component is evident in fields like consumer psychology, where companies often
prioritize getting a consumer to take a small initial action--a free trial, a small purchase--with the
expectation that this behavior will subsequently shape a positive, enduring attitude toward the
product or brand.

The Cognitive Base (C)

The Cognitive Base consists of the beliefs, thoughts, facts, knowledge, and attributes that a
person associates with an attitude object. This component is the rational, informational side of the
attitude structure, focusing on the merits, drawbacks, and objective characteristics of the object. A
cognitively based attitude is formed primarily by evaluating the utility of the object; for example, an
attitude toward a specific car model might be based on beliefs about its fuel efficiency, safety
ratings, and price point, rather than emotional appeal or past driving habits.

These beliefs are often organized into a consistent knowledge structure. Early theories, such as
expectancy-value theory, highlighted that a person's overall attitude is a mathematical sum of their
beliefs about the object (e.g., "This object has Feature X") weighted by the evaluation of those
features (e.g., "Feature X is good/bad"). Therefore, when an attitude is predominantly cognitive, it
is highly susceptible to logical arguments and factual evidence. If the underlying beliefs are
successfully challenged by new, credible information, the attitude is likely to shift.

Psychologists assess the cognitive base primarily through explicit self-report measures, such as
semantic differential scales or belief inventories, where individuals are asked to rate the likelihood
and importance of various attributes associated with the attitude object. The strength of the
cognitive base is crucial in high-involvement purchase decisions or complex political choices,
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where individuals are motivated to expend mental effort to process logical arguments. For
campaigns aiming for attitude change, a thorough understanding of the specific beliefs held by the
target audience allows for the creation of messages that directly target and refute inaccurate or
negative cognitions.

Practical Application: Analyzing Consumer Behavior

To illustrate the practical utility of the Tripartite Model, consider the attitude of a consumer, Sarah,
toward purchasing a new electric vehicle (EV). Her decision process demonstrates how the
Affective, Behavioral, and Cognitive bases interact to form a final, actionable attitude. This practical
example moves the concept from abstract theory into a relatable scenario of complex decision-
making.

The Cognitive Component (Beliefs): Sarah first researches the EV, gathering facts and statistics.
She focuses on the vehicle's range (250 miles per charge), the cost of maintenance (low, due to
fewer moving parts), and the availability of charging stations in her city. Her specific beliefs are that
the EV is economically sound and technically advanced. Her attitude is initially positive because
she believes the objective attributes of the EV outweigh those of a gasoline car.

The Affective Component (Feelings): Sarah then takes a test drive. She experiences a visceral,
positive reaction to the quiet acceleration and the feeling of driving a high-tech, environmentally
responsible vehicle. This evokes a strong sense of pride and excitement, reinforcing the overall
positive evaluation. Conversely, if she had experienced range anxiety or felt uneasy about the shift
in technology, the affective component could generate a significant negative force, potentially
overriding the positive cognitive data.

The Behavioral Component (Intentions/Past Actions): Finally, Sarah considers her recent
actions. She recalls subscribing to newsletters about clean energy and routinely discussing
environmental policy with friends. She also remembers her previous small behaviors, like buying
carbon offsets. These past actions reinforce her current intent to purchase the EV, leading her to
infer that since she acts like an environmentally conscious person, she must have a positive
attitude toward the EV. The alignment of these three bases creates a strong, consistent, and
purchase-predictive attitude.

Significance and Enduring Impact on Social Psychology

The ABC Model, and the study of attitude bases more generally, is indispensable to social
psychology (2/5) because it provides the structural foundation for understanding human evaluation
and judgment. It allows researchers to move beyond simply measuring whether an attitude is
positive or negative, enabling them to diagnose why the attitude exists and, critically, how to
change it. This understanding has profound implications for fields concerned with communication,
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influence, and behavior modification.

The most powerful impact of this model lies in the field of persuasion (2/5). By identifying the
primary base of a target audience's attitude, communicators can tailor their messages for
maximum effect. For example, if a public health campaign determines that adolescents hold a
negative attitude toward smoking primarily based on the affective component (i.e., they associate
smoking with negative social stigma and unpleasant smells), the most effective persuasive
messages will focus on emotional appeals and social imagery, rather than cognitive facts about
lung cancer rates. Conversely, a campaign aimed at physicians (a highly cognitive audience)
would need to focus on statistical evidence and logical data.

Furthermore, the ABC Model informs therapeutic techniques. In clinical settings, understanding the
bases of a client's attitude toward themselves, their recovery, or specific challenges is crucial. A
therapist treating a client with low self-esteem might realize that the attitude is primarily affective
(deep-seated feelings of worthlessness) rather than cognitive (lacking factual evidence of
competence). This diagnosis guides the intervention, suggesting that emotional regulation
techniques or affective conditioning might be more successful than simply providing logical
counter-arguments against negative self-beliefs. The enduring significance of the model is its
ability to operationalize the complex interaction between thought, feeling, and action into a usable
diagnostic tool.

Connections to Related Psychological Constructs

The bases of an attitude are inherently connected to several other major psychological theories,
particularly those concerned with internal consistency and the prediction of behavior. The
relationship between the cognitive and behavioral components is central to Leon Festinger's theory
of Cognitive Dissonance (4/5), which describes the tension experienced when an individual

simultaneously holds two conflicting cognitions (beliefs or behaviors). When the behavioral base
contradicts the cognitive or affective base (e.g., believing smoking is bad but continuing to smoke),
dissonance is produced, often motivating the individual to change the weaker component--
frequently the attitude--to restore internal harmony.

The study of attitude bases is also tightly linked to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of
persuasion (3/5). The ELM posits that people process persuasive messages via two routes: the
central route (high cognitive processing, focusing on facts and logic) or the peripheral route (low
cognitive processing, focusing on emotional cues and source credibility). Attitudes rooted in the
cognitive base are generally formed and changed through the central route, resulting in stronger,
more durable attitudes. Conversely, attitudes rooted in the affective or behavioral bases are often
influenced via the peripheral route, leading to evaluations that are less stable and more susceptible
to decay over time.
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Finally, the entire concept of attitude bases falls squarely within the broad subfield of social
psychology (3/5), which is dedicated to understanding how the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of
individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined, or implied presence of others. Within this
subfield, attitude research often intersects with personality psychology (examining how individual
differences affect attitude formation), and cognitive psychology (studying the mental processes
involved in forming and recalling the beliefs that constitute the cognitive base). Understanding the
ABC components is therefore essential for any comprehensive study of social influence and
human interaction.
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