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This study tested different attitude function theories, as well as hypotheses
democratic theorists have developed regarding the bases of pro-democratic
attitudes. Two hundred and sixty-six undergraduates explained why they be-
lieved in democracy, rating the aptness of 40 sentences operationalizing attitude
functions, as well as the persuasiveness of sixarguments framed in terms of these
functions. Factor analysis suggested the existence of either four or six distinct
attitude functions. Functional saliences were weakly predictive of persuasive-
ness ratings, and regression analyses revealed semipartial correlations between
functions and age, estimated parents’ income, and attitude strength. Implica-
tions were drawn for both functional theory and democratic theory and practice.

During the last five years, many researchers have used functional
theories of attitudes to describe and explain attitude formation, mainte-
nance, and change. The promise of functional theories is their ability to
explain “why people hold the attitudes they do” (Snyder & DeBono,
1989, p. 339). This promise has not only inspired modern functional
theorists (Abelson & Prentice, 1989; Anderson & Kristiansen, 1990;
DeBono, 1987; Herek, 1986, 1987; Pryor, Reeder, & Vinacco, 1989; Shavitt,
1989, 1990; Snyder & DeBono, 1989), it has also drawn the attention of
affective and cognitive attitude theorists (Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly,
in press; Edwards, 1990; Fazio, 1989; Millar & Millar, 1990).

All functional theories share a common premise: Attitudes form and
remain because they serve various psychological functions for the indi-
vidual. From this premise, functional theorists have hypothesized that if
one wishes to persuade, one should present a message that serves the
specific function(s) salient for the receiver (Herek, 1986; Shavitt, 1989;
Snyder & DeBono, 1989). On this premise and hypothesis, modern
functional theorists agree.

Nevertheless, it is appropriate to speak of functional theories,
because there is not complete agreement on the set of functions that an
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attitude may serve. Modern functional theorists share a common
theoretical inheritance (e.g., Katz, 1960, 1968; Smith, Bruner, & White,
1956) but posit differents sets of functions. Abelson and Prentice (1989)
and Pryor et al. (1989) suggest two categories of attitude functions (and
subfunctions, in parentheses), including instrumental and symbolic
(social identification and self-expressive) functions. Shavitt (1989, 1990)
presents three functions: knowledge, social identity (social adjustment
and value expressive), and self-esteem maintenance. Snyder and
DeBono (1989) distinguish four functions—ego defensive, knowledge,
value expressive, and social adjustment functions. Finally, Herek (1986,
1987) and Anderson and Kristiansen (1990) believe attitudes can be
nonfunctional, evaluative (experiential-specific, experiential-schematic,
and anticipatory-evaluative), expressive (social-expressive, value
expressive, and defensive), and complex, serving multiple functions.

Although each of the above authors has obtained experimental
results supporting a particular conception of attitude functions, none has
attempted to test these different schemes against one another. In this
study, I endeavor to conduct such a test in two ways. First, I use a factor
analysis to determine which schemes best organize a large number of
reasons for holding a given attitude. Second, I compare the ability of
these schemes to predict which of a series of messages subjects find most
persuasive. This second step also provides a test of the aforementioned
hypothesis that receivers are more receptive to messages that match
salient attitude function(s).

Constructing a Comprehensive Set of Attitude Functions

Before attempting to operationalize the various attitude functions, |
constructed an exhaustive set of functions, using the distinctions made
by modern functional theorists. The analyses themselves determine
whether a more parsimonious conception of attitude functions is
appropriate.

Of all the distinctions presented above, only Herek’s (1988) differen-
tiation between three kinds of evaluative functions can be set aside a
priori. Although Herek’s subfunctions are, indeed, different, they serve
indistinguishable functions, each being the evaluation of the costs and
benefits of an attitude-object. The distinctions Herek makes differentiate
not functions but kinds of information (experiential vs. hypothetical)
and cognitive processes (schematic vs. nonschematic). Thus, in terms of
the functions of attitudes, these subfunctions are identical.
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Table 1
%ix Possible Attitude Functions

Function served by holding

Function type expressing the attitude

Helps maximize subjective personal utility
Helps maximize subjective social utility
Expresses a genuine belief or value

Eases social interaction

Forges social identity

. Personal utility

. Social utility

. Value expressive

. Social adjustment

. Social identity

. Self-esteem maintenance
a. ego deensive
b. ego bolstering

U W =

Protects ego from threatening objects
Associates ego with favorable objects

A six-function scheme adequately incorporates all of the modern
conceptual distinctions. This set includes personal utility, social utility,
value expressive, social adjustment, social identity, and sclf-esteem
maintenance functions, as shown in Table 1. This includes three pre-
viously identified functions and three functions implicit in previous
theories. The self-expressive and social adjustment functions arc equiv-
alent to those described by Snyder and DeBono (1989). The self-esteem
maintenance function, with ego defensive and ego bolstering sub-
functions, is identical to the self-esteem maintenance function posited by
Shavitt (1989). The latter subfunction serves a positive, affirming
function, whereas the former is purely protective.

The personal utility, social utility, and social identity functions are all
somewhat novel and require elaboration. First, there is conceptual am-
biguity about the function that has been labeled instrumental (Abelson
& Prentice, 1989), knowledge (Shavitt, 1989; Snyder & DeBono, 1989),
evaluative (Herek, 1986), utilitarian (Katz, 1960), and object-appraisal
(Fazio, 1989; Smith et al., 1956). These conceptual cousins have different
cccentricities yet an essentially common character: Attitudes serving
these functions help us perceive the environment in a way that maxi-
mizes our subjective interests.

But does this utility function maximize our personal or our 50(fiai
utility? Some functional theories suggest a self-interested utility function
(Shavitt, 1989; Herek, 1986), whereas others are altogether unclear on










































