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Sensitivity and Flexibility

Exploring the Knowledge Function
of Automatic Attitudes

MELISSA J. FERGUSON
JOHN A. BARGH

The concept of attitudes is historically one of the most widely
studied topics in social psychology (e.g., see Allport, 1935; Eagly &
Chaiken, 1993; McGuire, 1986). An attitude has generally been consis-
tently defined throughout the past 7 decades as “a psychological ten-
dency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some de-
gree of favor or disfavor” (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 1; see also Allport,
1935; Smith, Bruner, & White, 1956; Thompson, Zanna, & Griffin,
1995; Thurstone, 1928). The research activity surrounding this con-
struct has addressed a wide spectrum of topics, such as underlying struc-
ture (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Katz & Stotland, 1959; Rosenberg &
Hovland, 1960), functionality (e.g., Katz, 1960; Katz & Stotland, 1959;
Pratkanis, Breckler, & Greenwald, 1989), the ability of attitudes to pre-
dict attitude-relevant behavior (e.g., Elms, 1975; Fishbein & Ajzen,
1974, 1975; Kelman, 1974; Schuman & Johnson, 1976; Wicker, 1969},
and methods of attitude measurement (e.g., see Himmelfarb, 1993, for
a review).

Though many of these issues are currently being examined, much
of the zeitgeist concerns the degree to which the parucular measure-
ment of attitudes has consequences for the operationalization and utili-
ty of attitudes. More specifically, recent research and theory focus on
whether and how attitudes that are activated outside of awareness differ
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