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Effects of Introspecting About Reasons: Inferring Attitudes From
Accessible Thoughts

Timothy D. Wilson, Sara D. Hodges, and Suzanne J. LaFleur

University of Virginia

Previous research has shown that analyzing reasons can change people’s attitudes, but the exact
mechanisms of this effect have not been entirely clear. It was hypothesized that introspecting about
reasons focuses people’s attention on thoughts that are accessible in memory and increases the extent
to which people view their accessible thoughts as applicable to their current attitudes. In Study 1,
college students formed initial impressions of a target person, and then positive or negative thoughts
about the target person were made memorable. After a delay, half of the participants analyzed reasons
for their attitude and half recalled the target person’s behaviors. As predicted, people who analyzed
reasons reported attitudes toward the target person that were based more on what they could recall
about her. Study 2 showed that this effect occurs regardless of whether people initially form an on-
line impression. Implications for the effects of analyzing reasons and for attitude formation are

discussed.

Think, for a moment, about an acquaintance you have re-
cently met. Why do you feel the way you do about this person?
A considerable amount of research indicates that answering this
question can change your attitude toward your acquaintance.
Thinking about reasons has been found to change people’s atti-
tudes toward a variety of attitude objects, including other peo-
ple, food items, puzzles, and works of art (e.g., Johnson, Mac-
Arthur, & Wright, 1991; Millar & Tesser, 1986, 1989; Wilson,
Bybee, Dunn, Hyman, & Rotondo, 1984; Wilson & Dunn,
1986; Wilson & Kraft, 1993; Wilson, Kraft, & Dunn, 1989;
Wilson et al., 1993; Wilson & Schooler, 1991). Wilson and
Kraft (1993), for example, asked college students involved in
steady dating relationships to think about why they felt the way
they did about their relationships. In comparison with members
of a control group who did not analyze reasons, these students
were significantly more likely to change their minds about how
they felt about the relationship.

Such attitude change occurs, we suggest, because of the fol-
lowing sequence of events: When thinking about reasons, peo-
ple focus on attributes of the attitude object that are accessible
in memory, plausible as causes of their feelings, and easy to ver-
balize. Because people do not have perfect access to the reasons
for their attitudes (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Wilson & Stone,
1985), however, the reasons that are plausible, accessible, and
easy to verbalize are often unrepresentative of the actual causes
of their attitudes and, thus, can imply a somewhat different at-
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titude than they held before they thought about reasons. People
assume that the reasons they generate reflect their attitudes,
much like a self-perception effect (Bem, 1972). That is, they
base their attitude on the reasons that come to mind, leading to
attitude change.

We have obtained a fair amount of circumstantial evidence
for this proposed sequence of events. For example, the reasons
people generate often imply a somewhat different attitude than
they expressed earlier, and these reasons are highly correlated
with the attitude they report after analyzing reasons (for re-
views, see Wilson, 1990; Wilson, Dunn, Kraft, & Lisle, 1989;
Wilson & Hodges, 1992). These findings suggest that people
bring to mind reasons that are not entirely consistent with their
initial attitude and base their subsequent attitude on these rea-
sons. However, these findings are correlational in nature. To
date, there is no direct evidence for the crux of our argument,
namely that analyzing reasons focuses people’s attention on
thoughts about the attitude object that are most accessible in
memory and that people base their subsequent attitude on these
accessible thoughts. The purpose of the present studies was to
provide such evidence. We asked people to form an impression
of a target person and then manipulated whether positive or neg-
ative thoughts about this person were accessible in memory. We
predicted that when people analyzed the reasons why they felt
the way they did about this person, they would focus on the
thoughts about the person that were most accessibie in memory
and would infer that these accessible thoughts reflected their
attitude.

Our hypotheses about the effects of analyzing reasons can be
understood in terms of recent research on accessibility and the
“judged usability” of accessible information (Higgins, in
press). As noted by several researchers, if information is to be
used in social judgments, it is not sufficient that it be accessible
in memory. People must also view the information as applicable
to the judgment (Bem, 1972; Higgins, 1989, in press; Martin &
Achee, 1992; Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Strack, 1992). For exam-
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ple, Bem ( 1972) argued that people will infer their attitude from
observations of their behavior only if the behavior is viewed as a
“tact” (i.e., only if their behavior is viewed as applicable to the
question “How do I feel?”). Similarly, Higgins (in press), Mar-
tin and Achee (1992), Schwarz and Bless (1992), and Strack
(1992) have argued that accessibility is but one step in the pro-
cess of social judgment; people also assess the appropriateness
or validity of accessible information to the judgment at hand.

Our view of the effects of analyzing reasons is compatible
with these arguments concerning accessibility and judged appli-
cability. As mentioned, we have hypothesized that two steps of-
ten occur when people analyze reasons: A biased set of thoughts
about the attitude object becomes accessible, and people infer
that these reasons reflect their current attitude. The first step of
this process involves accessibility; as a result of the limits of
introspection and memory, the reasons that are accessible are
often unrepresentative of people’s initial attitude. The second
step can be viewed as the process of judged usability noted by
Bem, Higgins, and others; people often assume that their acces-
sible reasons are applicable in the sense that they infer that these
accessible reasons reflect their current attitude.

Under some circumstances, people might recognize that their
reasons are not representative of their attitude and thereby
avoid the inference that their reasons reflect how they feel. A
study conducted by Hodges and Wilson (1994) suggested one
such circumstance: the accessibility of people’s initial attitude.
Hodges and Wilson compared the effects of analyzing reasons
among people whose initial attitudes were accessible versus
nonaccessible. Interestingly, both groups were equally likely to
bring to mind reasons that were somewhat inconsistent with
their initial attitude: Having an accessible initial attitude did not
prevent people from thinking about reasons that conflicted, at
least to some degree, with their initial attitude. People with ac-
cessible attitudes, however, were significantly less likely to infer
that their current attitude matched their reasons. Having an ac-
cessible attitude seemed to short-circuit the self-perception pro-
cess, just as Bem (1972) proposed. In other words, people with
accessible attitudes were less likely to view their accessible rea-
sons as applicable to their current attitude than were people
with inaccessible attitudes.

What about when an initial attitude is not highly accessible?
Are there conditions under which people recognize that the rea-
sons that come to mind are biased and thus not very good indi-
cators of how they currently feel? In other domains, people have
been shown to avoid biased judgments, at least to some extent,
when it is obvious that the information they have obtained is
tainted or invalid. Examples include instances in which jurors
are made aware of the potentially biasing effect of certain kinds
of testimony and when people are made aware of the relevance
and applicability of statistical information (e.g., Kruglanski,
Friedland, & Farkash, 1984; for a review, see Wilson & Brekke,
1994). Similarly, when people in priming studies are made
aware that their accessible thoughts were caused by an arbitrary
priming manipulation, they are less likely to assimilate their
judgments to these thoughts (for reviews, see Higgins, in press;
Martin & Achee, 1992; Schwarz & Bless, 1992; Strack, 1992).
Perhaps there is a parallel in the domain of attitudes: If it is
obvious that one’s thoughts about the attitude object are biased

or skewed, one may be able to avoid the inference that these
thoughts reflect one’s attitudes.

A study conducted by Greenwald (1968) is consistent with
this hypothesis. He asked participants to read six arguments for
and six arguments against the question of whether the United
States should give aid to foreign countries. After reading these
arguments, half of the participants were asked to rehearse only
the pro arguments, whereas the others were asked to rehearse
only the con arguments. One week later, people remembered
more of the arguments they had been asked to rehearse than
those they had not. Interestingly, however, there was no differ-
ence in people’s attitude toward foreign aid between the differ-
ent conditions. People scemed to have formed their attitude on
the basis of their initial reading of the arguments and did not
base their attitude on the arguments that were accessible in
memory, perhaps because they recognized that what was most
memorable was biased as a result of the experimenter’s instruc-
tions to rehearse only the pro or con arguments.

Are there similar circumstances under which people asked to
analyze reasons become aware of the fact that their accessible
reasons are biased (i.e., not representative of their attitudes)
and thereby do not infer that these reasons reflect their current
attitudes? In contrast to Greenwald’s (1968 ) study, we suggest
that it is very difficult for people to recognize the invalidity of
their self-generated reasons. First, when people think about why
they feel the way they do, the source of bias on their reasons is
not nearly so obvious as in the Greenwald (1968) study, in
which the experimenter asked people to recall a subset of argu-
ments. In our studies, there is no external source of bias on peo-
ple’s reasons; we simply ask participants why they feel the way
they do. People’s reasons often are constrained by the limits of
human introspection, and yet people do not seem to recognize
this fact. That is, people are often unaware of their own un-
awareness { Nisbett & Wilson, 1977).

Sometimes there are external sources of bias on people’s rea-
sons, such as cases in which people ask for only one type of
reason (e.g., “Why did you like the movie?””) or cases in which
one type of reason is arbitrarily highly accessible in memory
(e.g., because of people’s recent experiences with the attitude
object). Even in these cases, in which the source of bias on peo-
ple’s reasons is potentially easier to identify, people have diffi-
culty recognizing that their reasons are biased. Consider the
case in which reasons are biased by the way “why” questions are
asked. Salancik ( 1974) and Seligman, Fazio, and Zanna (1980)
manipulated the types of reasons people brought to mind by
how they asked people for their reasons and found that people
were insensitive to the fact that their reasons were biased. Selig-
man et al. (1980), for example, asked dating couples one of two
types of questions about why they were attracted to their dating
partner. Half of the couples were asked questions designed to
elicit intrinsic reasons; for example, they were to complete the
sentence “I date my girlfriend /boyfriend because I.. . .” The
others were asked questions designed to elicit extrinsic reasons;
for example, they were to complete the sentence “I date my
girlfriend /boyfriend in order to.. . .” Interestingly, people did
not seem to recognize that their reasons were biased by the
wording of the questions, as indicated by the fact that they as-
sumed that their reasons matched their current attitudes: Those
in the intrinsic condition reported significantly more love for
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their dating partner and reported that it was significantly more
likely that they would marry their partner.

Seligman et al. (1980) and Salancik (1974) deliberately bi-
ased people’s reasons in a rather subtle manner, making it
difficult for people to recognize that their reasons were slanted
in an internal or external direction. What about when there is a
more obvious source of bias on people’s reasons? For example,
suppose that in the Greenwald (1968) study participants had
been asked to think about why they felt the way they did about
the issue of foreign aid rather than asked simply to recall the
arguments, The act of generating reasons, we suggest, increases
the perceived validity of thoughts that come to mind. Thoughts
known to come from a biased, external source are transformed
into reasons perceived to come from an internal source, thereby
making these thoughts seem more credible and applicable to
how one feels. Thus, we suspect that in our hypothetical reasons
condition of the Greenwald (1968 study, people would gener-
ate reasons based on the arguments that were most accessible
and, unlike those who simply recalled arguments, base their at-
titudes on these accessible thoughts.

More specifically, analyzing reasons can increase the per-
ceived applicability of an accessible thought in at least three
ways. First, when a thought comes to mind as part of a search
for reasons, its biased source might be less evident than when
people simply recall information. If people simply recall a par-
ticular argument against foreign aid, it is relatively easy to re-
member its biased source (the extra rehearsal of con arguments
at the original session ). If people are searching for reasons, how-
ever, and negative thoughts about foreign aid come to mind,
the biased source of this information may be more difficult to
recognize. A thought that comes to mind as a result of a search
for reasons is, by definition, more diagnostic than a simple rec-
ollection; it is, after all, a reason for a feeling, and thus it must
be at least somewhat diagnostic of that feeling.

Second, the act of analyzing reasons might cause people to
go beyond the information recalled, generalizing from specific
memories to more general qualities of the attitude object. In our
studies, for example, we often find that when people give rea-
sons about why they like or dislike another person, they do not
simply list specific actions that person performed but describe
that person’s traits and qualities. A trait seems much more ap-
plicable to one’s attitude toward another person than a memory
of a specific act that might be biased or inapplicable. Finally,
thinking about reasons might trigger memories that are consis-
tent with accessible information (Ross, Lepper, & Hubbard,
1975). When reasons are analyzed, for example, the informa-
tion that is accessible might remind people of specific memories
that are perceived as highly relevant to their attitude.

In summary, we suggest that analyzing reasons will change
people’s attitudes only when two conditions are met. First,
thoughts must be accessible in memory that are at least some-
what inconsistent with people’s prior evaluation of the attitude
object. Second, people must assume that these thoughts are ap-
plicable to their current attitude; that is, they must infer that
these accessible thoughts reflect how they feel. This latter pro-
cess, we predict, is more likely to occur when people analyze
reasons than when they simply recall information about the at-
titude object, because thinking about reasons increases the per-

ceived applicability of accessible thoughts, even if those
thoughts are known to come from a biased source.

We tested these hypotheses in Study 1 by manipulating the
valence of the information that was accessible in people’s mem-
ory about a target person after they had formed an initial im-
pression of this person. Positive information was made more
memorable for some participants (positive memory boost),
whereas negative information was made more memorable for
the other participants (negative memory boost). Next, after a
delay, we asked people either to think about why they felt the
way they did about the target person ( the reasons condition ) or
to recall everything they could about her (the recall condition).
All participants then rated how much they liked the target per-
son. We predicted that people in the recall condition would not
base their impressions on their accessible thoughts, as occurred
in the study by Greenwald (1968 ). People in the reasons condi-
tion should be more likely to infer that their accessible thoughts
reflect their attitude. If so, their impression should be more in-
fluenced by the memory manipulation (i.e., it should be more
positive in the positive boost than the negative boost condition).

Study 1
Method

Participants

Fifty female students enrolled in introductory psychology partici-
pated in return for course credit. Women only were used because of
possible sex differences in the kinds of attributes people like in others;
previous research on the effects of analyzing reasons has not found sys-
tematic sex differences (e.g., Wilson & Schooler, 1991). We eliminated
2 participants from the analyses, 1 because she guessed the purpose of
the study and 1 because she fell asleep during the study.

Procedure

Participants, seen individually or in groups of 2 to 5, were given both
written and verbal instructions indicating that the study was concerned
with impression formation. They were told that they would receive in-
formation about and be asked to form an impression of another student.
The experimenter explained that participants would be given informa-
tion about the student in two formats, ostensibly to examine how people
use different kinds of information to form impressions. He handed out
a list of 14 descriptions of the target person and asked participants to
form an initial impression of her. Participants were given 3 min to read
over the descriptions, after which the experimenter collected the lists. In
pretesting, 5 of the descriptions had been rated as moderately positive
(e.g., “Fran lent money to an acquaintance who had lost his wallet™), 5
as moderately negative (e.g., “Around exam time and other times when
she is anxious, Fran is quite high strung”), and 4 as neutral (e.g.,
“Fran’s upbringing was much like any other normal American girl”).
Participants were then given 5 min to complete a series of filler ques-
tions, such as whether they had corrected vision or spoke another
language.

Memory manipulation. We attempted to boost people’s memory for
either positive or negative descriptions as follows: The experimenter told
participants that they would see the same information about the target
person in the second format, on slides, with one behavior listed per slide.
He began to show slides for 10 s each. After five slides had been shown,
however, the projector appeared to malfunction. The experimenter ex-
amined the projector carefully and, with some dismay, said the bulb had
burned out. This malfunction was staged to manipulate which charac-
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teristics would be boosted in participants’ memory. In the positive
memory boost condition, three of the five slides shown before the staged
mishap were positive and two were neutral. In the negative memory
boost condition, three of the five slides were negative and two were neu-
tral.! The experimenter told participants he was going to look for an-
other bulb and that they should fill out the personality measure that
they found in their folder while he was looking. The personality measure
served as a filler task, and people were given 17 min to complete it.

Reasons analysis manipulation. 'When the experimenter returned,
he said that he could not find another bulb for the projector and that the
graduate student in charge of the study had instructed him to simply
continue with the study. People were instructed to complete the next
questionnaire in their folder. In the reasons condition, this question-
naire asked people to analyze and list the reasons describing why they
felt the way they did about the target person. The instructions stated
that the purpose of this was to organize people’s thoughts and that they
would not be asked to hand in the questionnaire. In the recall condition,
participants were instructed to recall as many of the target person’s be-
haviors as they could on a sheet provided with 14 boxes; participants
placed one behavior in each box. The experimenter was unaware of
whether people were in the reasons or recall condition. People were given
10 min to complete the reasons or recall questionnaire.?

Dependent Measures

All participants then rated their liking for the target person on four 7-
point scales ranging from not at all (1) to very much (7). The four scales
assessed how much they liked the target, how good a housemate they
thought she would make, how much they would like to work on a project
with her, and how much they would want to spend free time with her. As
a check of how plausible participants found the information about the
target person, they also rated how likely they thought they were to en-
counter such a person on a 7-point scale ranging from not at all likely
(1) to very likely (7).

A subsequent packet instructed people in the recall condition to re-
turn to their recall questionnaire and rate each of the things they re-
membered, according to how positive or negative they considered it to
be toward the target person, on a 7-point scale ranging from very nega-
tive (1) to very positive (7). People in the reasons condition were in-
structed to go back to their list of reasons and partition what they had
written into individual reasons. What constituted a reason and where
the divisions were made were left up to each individual. After partition-
ing their reasons, people rated the positivity of each reason on the same
7-point scale used by people in the recall condition. In addition, a re-
search assistant coded people’s reasons according to which of the 14
behaviors of the target person they mentioned (e.g., “I like her because
she is generous to give money to her friend who lost his wallet”) or
whether they did not specifically mention any one of the target’s behav-
iors (e.g., “I think I like her because she is similar to my friend”). A
second rater coded a subset of the reasons, and she agreed with the first
rater 94% of the time. At the conclusion of the study, all participants
were fully debriefed.

Results
Manipulation Checks

People appeared to find the target person believable. Across
conditions, their mean rating on the 7-point scale of how likely
they thought they were to encounter a person like the target was
6.08 (SD = 0.96). These ratings did not vary by condition,
Fs(1,44) <2.25, ps> .14.

The memory manipulation successfully boosted recall for ei-
ther positive or negative behaviors. People in the recall condition

recalled 74.6% of the behaviors that were repeated on slides,
whereas they recalled only 37.4% of the behaviors not repeated,
t(21) = 8.61, p < .001. People in the reasons condition men-
tioned in their reasons 35.4% of the behaviors that were re-
peated, whereas they mentioned only 19.2% of the behaviors
that were not repeated, £(25) = 3.67, p <.001. As an additional
manipulation check, we tallied the number of positive and neg-
ative characteristics of the target person that people mentioned
in their recall or reasons, regardless of whether these character-
istics were repeated on the slides. A 2 (memory boost: positive
vs. negative) X 2 (condition: reasons vs. recall) X 2 (items re-
called: positive vs. negative) between-subjects—-within-subject
analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed the expected interac-
tion between memory condition and number of positive versus
negative characteristics recalled, (1, 44) = 18.06, p < .001.
People who saw positive slides listed more positive characteris-
tics than negative characteristics in their recall or reasons (s
= 2.32 and 1.16), whereas people who saw negative slides listed
more negative characteristics than positive characteristics in
their recall or reasons (Ms = 1.96 and 1.39).? Thus, the mem-
ory manipulation succeeded in biasing people’s recall toward
either positive or negative characteristics of the target person.

Liking for the Target Person

A composite measure of how much people liked the target
person was computed by averaging people’s responses to the

! The slides were always shown in the same order in which people had
received the behaviors in written form. In the positive boost condition,
the positive behaviors appeared in Positions 2, 4, 5, 8, and 12; neutral
behaviors appeared in Positions 1, 3, 10, and 14; and negative behaviors
appeared in Positions 6,7, 9, 1 1, and 13. In the negative boost condition,
the positions of the positive and negative behaviors were reversed. Thus,
because the first five behaviors were shown again on slides, either posi-
tive or negative ones were repeated. The specific negative and positive
behaviors that appeared in each position were varied in 1 of 20 random
orders.

2 It may appear that we introduced a confound by asking some people
to analyze reasons and others to recall the target person’s behavior. A
more appropriate control might have been for people in the recall con-
dition to complete no questionnaire rather than the recall task. We be-
lieve that giving people the recall task was better for two reasons. First,
in previous studies we have compared people who analyzed reasons with
a variety of control groups, including ones in which people completed
filler tasks, ones in which people analyzed reasons about an unrelated
topic, and ones in which people did nothing (e.g., Wilson & Schooler,
1991). The effect of analyzing reasons was the same in all cases and was
similar to what we found here: People who analyzed reasons were more
likely to change their attitudes than people who did not. Second, giving
people the recall task controlled for merely thinking about the target
person. Any differences found between the reasons and recall condition,
we reasoned, could be attributed not merely to thinking about the target
person but to something distinctive about analyzing reasons. It might
be argued, however, that our design makes it unclear whether any
differences are due to the reasons or the recall task. We address this issue
later by reporting additional data comparing people who completed the
recall task with a new control condition in which people did not com-
plete any questionnaire.

3 There was also a significant main effect of the reasons manipulation,
F(1,44) = 14.95, p < .001, reflecting the fact that people listed more
items on the free-recall measure used in the recall condition (M = 4.45)
than on the reasons questionnaire used in the reasons condition (M =
2.54). No other effects were significant.
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four main dependent measures: how much they liked her, how
good a housemate she would make, how much they would like
to spend free time with her, and how much they would like to
work on a project with her (Cronbach’s a = .75). We predicted
that the memory manipulation would influence people’s liking
in the reasons condition but not in the recall condition. This
prediction was confirmed, as seen in Figure 1. A 2 (memory
boost: positive vs. negative) X 2 (condition: reasons vs. recall)
ANOVA revealed a significant interaction, F(1,44)=4.22,p <
.05. The simple effect of the memory manipulation was highly
significant in the reasons condition, F(1, 44) = 7.76, p < .01,
but nonsignificant in the recall condition, F(1,44) < 1.

Other Dependent Measures

One of our hypotheses was that people in the reasons condi-
tion would view their accessible thoughts as more applicable to
their attitudes than people in the recall condition. To test this
hypothesis, we correlated people’s liking for the target person
with the positivity of what they wrote in their reasons (in the
reasons condition) or what they could recall about the target
person (in the recall condition). In both conditions, the posi-
tivity scores were the mean of participants’ own ratings of how
positive their reasons or recollections were. As predicted, the
correlations were higher in the reasons condition (rs = .86 and
.71 in the negative and positive memory boost conditions) than

Liking for the Target Person
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Figure 1. Liking for the target person: Study 1. The higher the rating,
the greater the reported liking.

the recall conditions (s = .14 and .16 in the negative and posi-
tive memory boost conditions). We performed a 2 (condition:
reasons vs. recali} X 2 (memory boost: positive vs. negative)
ANOVA on these correlations using techniques described by
Games (1978), Snyder and Kendzierski (1982), and Steiner
and Darroch (1969). The only significant finding was the pre-
dicted main effect of reasons condition, z = 2.79, p < .01.

We should note, however, that there is an alternative explana-
tion of these results. The correlations were based on different
measures in the two conditions: on people’s free recall in the
recall conditions and on people’s reasons in the reasons condi-
tions. As noted by Moser (1992), correlations based on recall
are likely to be lower even if people base their judgments on their
accessible thoughts, because people are likely to recall charac-
teristics that were extraneous to their evaluations. In other
words, a reasons measure might be better at assessing memory-
based processing (Hastie & Park, 1986), because people might
be more likely to list factors on this measure that are relevant to
their judgment. The effects of the reasons manipulation on the
liking ratings are consistent with our interpretation, in that peo-
ple in the reasons condition were more influenced by the mem-
ory boost manipulation than people in the recall condition, sug-
gesting that members of the former group did, in fact, base their
attitudes more on their accessible thoughts than members of the
latter group (see Figure 1). Nonetheless, the alternative expla-
nation of the correlational results should be kept in mind.

Finally, our coding of the reasons allowed us to examine an-
other one of our hypotheses, namely that people who analyze
reasons go beyond the information that is accessible in memory,
translating it into more global reasons. As mentioned earlier, we
coded each reason as to whether it referred to one of the 14
descriptions people read about the target person or not. This
coding was done very liberally; for example, if a person said
that “Fran is very generous,” we counted it as referring to the
description “Fran lent money to an acquaintance who had lost
his wallet.” An example of a reason that did not refer to one of
the descriptions is ““I liked her because I can see a great deal of
myself in her.”” Even with this liberal coding, only 62% of peo-
ple’s reasons referred to a specific description. We subsequently
recoded the reasons with more stringent criteria; a reason was
counted as a restatement of one of the descriptions only if the
person listed the description without going beyond it in any way
(the exact words did not have to be used; rephrasings were
counted as well ). The results of this coding, which had a similar
reliability as our previous one, were as follows: 79% of people’s
reasons were generalizations from a description to a trait cate-
gory, 9% were personal memories or associations, and only 7%
were restatements of one of the categories (3% were coded as
“other””). An example of a generalization involved one person
who began by listing a specific description of the target person
but then generalized to personality traits: “The first thing that
comes to mind is the fact that she lent some money to an ac-
quaintance of hers—this tells me that she is most likely a kind
and giving person, two qualities which I ook for in a friend.”
These results are consistent with our hypothesis that, when peo-
ple generate reasons, they often go beyond the information
given, transforming accessible thoughts into reasons that seem
like valid indicators of one’s attitude.
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Follow-Up Data

Follow-up data were collected from two samples to aid in the
interpretation of the results of the main study. We assumed that
people in the recall condition were more likely to recognize that
their accessible thoughts were biased by the slide projector mal-
function and thus to rely more on their initial impressions of
the target person. We were not able to assess this prediction di-
rectly in the main study because we did not ask people for their
initial impressions (i.e., how they felt about the target person
right after reading the initial descriptions of her). To remedy
this, we conducted a follow-up with 78 new female participants.
The procedure was identical to that of the main study up to the
point when people read the 14 descriptions, at which time we
gave them the dependent measures of how much they liked the
target person. The order of the descriptions was the same as that
used in the positive and negative memory boost conditions of
the main study (see Footnote 1).

Consistent with our predictions, people’s initial impressions
in the follow-up were very similar to the impressions of people
in the recall condition of the main study. When people received
the descriptions in the negative order, their mean impression
rating was 4.55; when they received the descriptions in the pos-
itive order, their mean impression rating was 4.74. These means
did not differ significantly from each other, #(76) = 1.04, ns,
which is consistent with our assumption that the initial order of
the descriptions did not influence people’s impressions. Fur-
thermore, there was no significant difference between the rat-
ings of the follow-up participants and people in the recall con-
dition, which is consistent with our conclusion that people in
the recall condition relied on their initial impressions. There
was a slight indication that people in the recall condition over-
corrected their impressions, in that those in the positive mem-
ory boost condition rated the target person more negatively than
follow-up participants and those in the negative memory boost
condition rated the target person more positively than follow-up
participants. However, the interaction between memory boost
and whether people were in the recall or follow-up conditions
did not approach significance, F(1, 120) < 1. The interaction
between the memory boost and whether people were in the rea-
sons or follow-up conditions was significant, F(1, 120) = 3.91,
p = .05, indicating that, as expected, the attitudes of people who
analyzed reasons differed significantly from initial impressions
based on just reading the descriptions of the target person.

As noted earlier (see Footnote 2), a critic might argue that
there is a potential confound in the design of Study 1 in that
people in the reasons condition thought about why they felt the
way they did about the target person before rating their atti-
tudes, whereas people in the recall condition recalled everything
they could about her. It might be argued that a control condition
should have been included in which people did not receive the
reasons or recall task to determine whether analyzing reasons
increased the judged usability of accessible thoughts, whether
the recall task decreased the judged usability of accessible
thoughts, or both. The results of the first follow-up are consis-
tent with our interpretation that the reason manipulation
changed people’s attitudes, whereas asking people to recall in-
formation did not. Nonetheless, to address this question further,
we conducted a second follow-up. This was an exact replication

of the recall condition in the main study, with the addition of a
new condition in which people were not asked to recall anything
before rating the target person. More specifically, we conducted
a partial replication of Study 1 with 54 new participants. For
half of the participants, we replicated the recall condition ex-
actly, in which people were asked to recall as many of the target
person’s behaviors as they could before rating their attitude to-
ward her. We included a new condition that was identical, ex-
cept that people were not asked to recall the target person’s be-
haviors before they rated her. We also included the identical
memory boost manipulation designed to get people to remem-
ber better positive or negative behaviors.

As in the main study, the memory boost manipulation was
very successful. The interaction between the positive versus neg-
ative memory boost and the number of positive versus negative
characteristics recalled was highly significant, F(1, 50) = 84.68,
p < .0001, reflecting the fact that people who received the posi-
tive boost recalled more positive than negative characteristics
of the target person (Ms = 2.57 and 1.11), whereas those who
received the negative boost recalled more negative than positive
information (Ms = 2.42 and 1.23) 2

As predicted, the memory manipulation had no detectable
effect on people’s attitudes toward the target person, F(1, 50) <
1, ns. Furthermore, the memory manipulation was similarly
ineffective in both the recall condition ( the replication of Study
1) and the no recall condition. In the recall condition the mean
attitude ratings, in the positive and negative recall conditions
were 4.35 and 4.43, respectively, whereas in the no recall condi-
tions the means were 4.81 and 4.79, respectively. The interac-
tion between recall and memory boost was not significant, F(1,
50) < 1, ns. Although people in the recall condition rated the
target person somewhat lower than people in the no recall con-
dition, the main effect of recall was not significant, F(1, 50) =
2.26,p = .09.

It is instructive to combine the data from the main study and
both follow-ups, which together constitute a 4 (initial impres-
sions from Follow-Up 1, no recall condition from Follow-Up 2,

“ It is interesting to consider why contrast effects did not occur in the
recall conditions. In the literature on priming, making people aware of
the arbitrary nature of accessible thoughts often (but not always; see
Higgins, in press) results in contrast effects, whereby people evaluate
the stimulus in a direction away from the accessible thoughts. It thus
might be expected that people in the recall condition, who were hypoth-
esized to be most aware of the invalidity of their accessible thoughts
about the target person, would overadjust their impressions, resulting in
a contrast effect. Unlike in most priming studies, however, people in the
present studies had formed a prior impression of the target person that
they could fall back on, instead of trying to correct for the amount of
perceived bias on their impressions. That is, they could simply recall
how they felt earlier and report this impression rather than undergoing
an adjustment that might result in overcorrection.

* The people in the no recall condition were given the recall question-
naire right after rating their attitudes, allowing us to test the effectiveness
of the memory manipulation in both the recall and no recall conditions.
The manipulation was effective in both conditions, as reflected by the
fact that the interaction between positive versus negative memory boost
and positive versus negative information recalled was highly significant
in both the recall and no recall conditions, Fs(1, 50) > 25.18, ps <
.0001.
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combination of the recall conditions from the main study and
Follow-Up 2, or reasons condition from the main study) X 2
(memory boost) design. (Because people did not receive the
memory boost in Follow-Up 1, in this case the memory manip-
ulation reflects whether the order of the descriptions was that
used in the negative or positive boost condition.) We should
note that because this design combines data across studies, peo-
ple were not randomly assigned to each condition. Although
the results should be interpreted with caution, it is nonetheless
interesting that the memory boost manipulation influenced
people’s attitudes only in the reasons condition (see means in
Figure 2). The Condition X Memory Boost manipulation was
nearly significant, F(3, 172) = 2.42, p = .07. More focused con-
trasts revealed that the effect of the memory boost manipulation
was significantly larger in the reasons condition than in any of
the other three conditions, Fs(1, 120) > 4.56, ps < .0S. For
example, a contrast that assigned weightsof 1, —1, —1,and 1 to
the no recall-negative boost, no recall-positive boost, reasons—
negative boost, and reasons-positive boost cells was significant,
F(1,120)=17.14, p < .01.

Liking for the Target Person:
Main Study and Follow-Ups

Likin
6 d
5.5 -
5.29
5 /
481 479

4.74

Initial No Recall Recall Reasons
Impression
Condition
Memory Condition

B Negative Boost V77 Positive Boost

Figure 2. Liking for the target person: Study 1 and follow-ups. The
initial impression conditions are those in which people rated their liking
for the target person right after reading the descriptions of her. In these
conditions, the negative boost refers to those who received the descrip-
tions in the same order as those in the negative boost conditions, and the
positive boost refers to those who received the descriptions in the same
order as those in the positive boost conditions. The higher the rating, the
greater the reported liking.

Discussion

The results of Study | and the follow-ups support our hypoth-
esis that the effects of analyzing reasons depend on the accessi-
bility of what people recall about a stimulus. The memory ma-
nipulation succeeded in making positive thoughts about the
target person more accessible in one condition and negative
thoughts more accessible in another. When people analyzed rea-
sons, they used these thoughts to explain why they felt the way
they did and based their attitudes on these accessible thoughts.
The positive versus negative thoughts were equally accessible in
the recall conditions, but, interestingly, people in these condi-
tions did not base their attitudes as much on their accessible
thoughts. Instead, they appear to have relied on the impression
they formed initially, disregarding the thoughts that came to
mind when they recalled everything they could about the target
person. This finding is a replication of the aforementioned study
by Greenwald (1968), in which people’s attitudes toward for-
eign aid were uninfluenced by a manipulation that made pro
versus con arguments accessible in memory. As argued earlier,
we suggest that people in Greenwald’s study and in our recall
conditions were likely to recognize that their accessible thoughts
were biased, in Greenwald’s case by the experimenter’s instruc-
tion to rehearse only half of the arguments and in our case by
the malfunction of the slide projector. In Higgins’s {in press)
terms, they judged their accessible thoughts to be low in “judged
usability.” When people analyzed reasons, they were, as pre-
dicted, more likely to infer that their accessible thoughts re-
flected their attitudes.

We do not mean to imply that people in the reasons condi-
tions based their attitudes solely on what they could remember
about the target person, totally ignoring the impressions they
had formed earlier. Nor do we mean to suggest that people in
the recall conditions based their attitude solely on their initial
impressions, totally ignoring the behaviors they could remem-
ber. As noted by Carlston and Skowronski (1986), people’s
memories for their prior impressions and memories for specific
behaviors of a target person can both be activated and combined
to form a new impression. Qur point is that people who ana-
lyzed reasons placed more weight on their accessible memories
of the target person’s behaviors than did people in the recall
conditions.

An interesting question is what would happen, in the recall
condition, if people did not have a prior impression to fall back
on. If people in the recall condition had not formed an initial
attitude of the target person, would they have relied more on
their accessible thoughts? Would analyzing reasons increase a
reliance on accessible thoughts even if people had no initial at-
titude? One possibility is that analyzing reasons will not make a
difference under these circumstances because people, regardless
of whether they think about reasons, will base their attitude on
their accessible thoughts about the target person. We predict,
however, that analyzing reasons will increase the extent to which
people will base their attitudes on accessible thoughts, even
when people have no initial attitude.

When people do not analyze reasons and have no initial atti-
tude, they are still likely to recognize that their accessible
thoughts are not completely valid (e.g., because of the malfunc-
tion of the slide projector) and thus are likely to avoid basing
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their attitude too much on these thoughts. One way they might
do so is by adjusting their impressions away from the direction
of their accessible thoughts; for example, if their accessible
thoughts are positive, they might adjust their impressions in a
negative direction somewhat. When people with no initial atti-
tude analyze reasons, they should be more likely to view their
accessible thoughts as applicable and valid and thus should be
more likely to base their attitudes on their accessible thoughts.
They have no earlier impression to fall back on and are most
likely to view their accessible thoughts as applicable to their
attitude.

To test these hypotheses, we borrowed a manipulation of
whether people form an initial attitude from the literature on
on-line versus memory-based processing (Hastic & Park,
1986), in which people are either told or not told, before receiv-
ing information about a person, how they will be evaluating this
person. In Study 2, we told haif of the participants, before giving
them information about the target person, that they would be
asked to evaluate how good a social worker she would make.
There participants were expected to form initial, on-line evalu-
ations on this dimension. The others were not told that they
would be asked the social worker question until just before rat-
ing the target person (i.e., after the memory manipulation). All
participants received the positive memory boost. Thus, a 2
(judgment: on line vs. memory based) X 2 (condition: reasons
vs. recall) design was used. We predicted that analyzing reasons
would increase people’s reliance on their accessible thoughts in
the on-line condition, in which they had formed initial impres-
sions of the target person. This would be a replication of Study
1. Analyzing reasons should also increase people’s reliance on
their accessible thoughts in the memory-based condition by in-
creasing the perceived validity of these thoughts.

Study 2
Method

Participants

Participants were 82 female undergraduates. Some were introductory
psychology students who received course credit for their participation,
whereas others were summer school students who were paid for their
participation. Two participants were eliminated from the analyses be-
cause they guessed the purpose of the study.

Procedure

The procedure of Study 2 was identical to that of Study 1, except for
the following changes. Rather than asking people how much they liked
the target person, the chief dependent measure was how good a social
worker they thought she would be. We pretested behaviors for the target
person that were relevant to this judgment: Five were viewed as evidence
that the person would make a good social worker (e.g., “Fran is known
to give objective advice™), five were viewed as evidence that the person
would not make a good social worker (e.g., “Fran gets lonely and trou-
bled when she spends time by herself ), and four were neutral with
regard to how good a social worker she would be (e.g., “Fran voted for
a politically moderate candidate in the last congressional election™).
Instead of manipulating whether positive or negative behaviors were
most memorable, however, positive behaviors were made more memo-
rable for all participants. This was done in the same fashion as in Study

1, by repeating three of them on slides before the projector ostensibly
malfunctioned.

Manipulation of on-line versus memory-based processing. 'We ma-
nipulated whether people’s judgments of the target person’s qualifica-
tions as a social worker were made in an on-line or memory-based fash-
ion. Following Hastie and Park (1986), we did so by informing half of
the participants in advance, before they read about the target person’s
behavior, that they would be asked to make this judgment. People in the
memory-based condition were not told that they would be rating her
ability as a social worker until immediately before they either analyzed
reasons or recalled her behaviors.

Reasons manipulation. From this point on, the procedure was iden-
tical to that of Study 1. After the 17-min filler task, half of the partici-
pants listed, privately and anonymously, reasons why the target person
would or would not make a good social worker. Again, they were told
that the purpose of this task was to organize their thoughts and that they
would not be asked to hand in the questionnaire. People in the recall
condition were asked to recall all of the characteristics of the target per-
son that they could.

Dependent Measures

All participants then rated, on 7-point scales, how good a social
worker the target person would be (1 = not very good, 7 = very good),
how effective she would be if she got a job as a social worker (1 = not
very effective, 7 = very effective), how well suited she was for a job as a
social worker (1 = not well suited, 7 = very well suited), and how
strongly they would recommend that she enter the field of social work
(1 = not at all, 7 = very strongly). As a check of how plausible they
found the information about the target person, people also rated how
likely they thought they were to encounter such a person on a 7-point
scale ranging from not at all likely (1) to very likely (7).

Results and Discussion

Once again, most participants found the target person to be
quite believable. The mean rating on the 7-point scale of how
likely they thought they would encounter such a person was 5.73
(SD = 0.99). In addition, the memory manipulation was suc-
cessful. In the recall condition, people recalled 80% of the be-
haviors that were repeated but only 32% of the behaviors that
were not, 1(38) = 12.56, p < .001. In the reasons condition,
people mentioned in their reasons 48% of the behaviors that
were repeated and only 18% of the behaviors that were not,
t(40) = 7.48, p < .001.

We averaged participants’ four ratings of how good a social
worker the target person would be (Cronbach’s & = 94). A 2
(judgment: on line vs. memory based) X 2 (condition: reasons
vs. recall) ANOVA on this index revealed the predicted two
main effects (see top of Figure 3). People in the memory-based
condition made more positive ratings than people in the on-line
condition, F(1,76) = 4.39, p < .04, which is consistent with the
prediction that they would base their ratings more on what they
could remember. This confirms the effectiveness of the mem-
ory-based versus on-line manipulation. Second, people in the
reasons condition made more positive ratings than people in the
recall condition, F(1,76) = 4.20, p < .05. The interaction was
not significant, F( 1, 76) < 1. Thus, as predicted, analyzing rea-
sons increased the extent to which people based their impres-
sions on their accessible thoughts, independently of the extent
to which people’s initial attitude was memory based.

To test this prediction further, we computed the correlation
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Figure 3. Ratings of how good a social worker the target person would
be (top panel) and the correlation between these ratings and recall
(bottom panel): Study 2. In the top panel, the higher the rating, the
more people reported that the target person would make a good social
worker.

between people’s evaluations of how good a social worker the
person would make and their accessible thoughts. In the recall
condition, in which people recalled the target’s attributes before
rating her, the measure was the correlation between people’s av-
erage ratings of the positivity of these recollections and their
evaluation of the target. In the reasons condition, in which peo-
ple listed reasons before rating her, the measure was the corre-
lation between people’s average rating of the positivity of their
reasons and their evaluation of the target. As seen at the bottom
of Figure 3, these correlations were significantly higher in the
memory-based condition, z = 2.14, p = .03, and higher in the
reasons condition, z = 1.94, p = .05. The interaction was not
significant, z = 1.04, ns. These results are consistent with our
prediction that people would base their evaluations more on
their accessible thoughts when they analyzed reasons and when
they had not formed initial, on-line impressions. As in Study 1,
the fact that the correlations were based on different measures
in the reasons and recall conditions should be kept in mind,
however, because it is possible that the reasons measure is better
able to assess memory-based processing than a recall measure
(Moser, 1992). At a minimum, the correlations serve as an ad-
ditional check on the manipulation of on-line versus memory-
based processing. The fact that the correlations were signifi-
cantly higher in the memory-based versus the on-line condi-
tions, independently of whether they were based on recall or
reasons, is further evidence that the manipulation was
successful.

Combined with the predicted effects on evaluations shown in
the top half of Figure 3, the correlational results lend credence
to our conclusion that analyzing reasons can change attitudes
both when people’s initial attitude is relatively on line and when
it is more memory based. In other words, analyzing reasons in-
creases the extent to which people base their attitudes on acces-
sible thoughts about the attitude object, even when people do
not have an initial attitude to falt back on (in the memory-based
condition ). When people did not analyze reasons in the mem-
ory-based condition, they appear to have moderated their judg-
ments some, presumably because they recognized that their ac-
cessible thoughts were biased by the malfunction of the slide
projector. When people did analyze reasons they showed less
moderation, presumably because they viewed their accessible
thoughts as more applicable to their attitudes.

General Discussion

We found, in two studies, that asking people to think about
why they felt the way they did about a target person changed
their attitudes in the direction of the valence of thoughts that
were accessible in memory. When positive thoughts about the
target person were accessible in memory, as a result of our mem-
ory manipulation, people who analyzed reasons changed their
attitude in a positive direction. When negative thoughts about
the target person were accessible in memory, people who ana-
lyzed reasons changed their attitude in a negative direction. Peo-
ple in the recall conditions seemed to recognize more that their
accessible thoughts were not entirely applicable to how they felt
and thus did not base their attitudes as much on these thoughts.

Are there conditions under which people who analyze reasons
will recognize that their reasons are biased, preventing them-
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selves from inferring that their reasons reflect their attitudes?
As mentioned earlier, we have found one such condition: when
people’s initial attitude is highly accessible (Hodges & Wilson,
1994). What about when people’s initial attitude is not highly
accessible, as in the present studies? Perhaps if the source of bias
on people’s reasons was even more obvious than in the present
studies, people would be more likely to prevent themselves from
inferring that their reasons reflected how they felt. For example,
it is interesting to consider what would happen if people were
directly forewarned about the lack of validity of their reasons. If
people were told that it is difficult to verbalize one’s reasons,
perhaps they would be more reluctant to infer that their reasons
match their attitudes.

We suspect, however, that such a forewarning might not be
effective and, in fact, might even backfire. We have argued that
the process of generating reasons increases the perceived valid-
ity of the thoughts that come to mind. Telling people that their
reasons might be biased is unlikely to prevent this process from
occurring. Even when forewarned, people are likely to go be-
yond the information contained in their accessible thoughts,
generating memories and associations that are consistent with
these thoughts. Forewarning people might even exacerbate this
process. When cautioned about the possible invalidity of their
reasons, people might exert more of an effort to come up with
unbiased reasons. Ironically, this might result in even more of
an attempt to go beyond the information in one’s accessible
thoughts, generating even more memories and associations that
are consistent with these thoughts. As discussed earlier, the pro-
cess of going beyond specific memories about the attitude object
is likely to increase the perceived applicability of one’s reasons.
Thus, if forewarning people causes them to be even more likely
to generalize from their accessible thoughts, they might be even
more likely to assume that their reasons reflect their current
attitudes.

Wilson and Erber (1994) obtained evidence that is consistent
with this prediction. They conducted a replication of a study by
Wilson et al. { 1993) in which people evaluated art posters of the
sort that college students often purchase and put on their walls.
As in the Wilson et al. (1993 ) study, people evaluated two types
of posters: two reproductions of classic paintings (one by Van
Gogh and one by Monet) and three contemporary, humorous
posters (€.g., one was a photograph of a kitten perched on arope
with the caption “Gimme a Break™). Some participants were
asked to write down, privately and anonymously, why they felt
the way they did about each poster, whereas others completed a
filler task. All participants then rated their liking for each poster
and indicated which one they would choose if they could take
one home.

We added a third condition that was identical to the reasons
condition, except that people were forewarned that the reasons
people generate are not always applicable to how they feel. Be-
fore people introspected about reasons, they received the fol-
lowing instructions: “People often do not really know why they
like or dislike something. Even if people know, they often have
a hard time putting their reasons into words. So, this question-
naire might not be very easy to fill out. Just do the best you
can.” Our goal was to communicate to people that the reasons
they generated might not be a complete reflection of how they

feel; that is, their reasons might not be applicable to their
attitudes.

As in the Wilson et al. (1993) study, people who analyzed
reasons (without the warning) were more likely to prefer the
humorous to the art posters and were slightly more likely to
choose one of the humorous posters to take home (these results
were not as strong as in the original study but were in the same
direction ). As predicted, people who analyzed reasons and were
forewarned were more likely than those in the standard reasons
condition to change their attitudes toward the posters; they were
significantly more likely to say they would choose one of the
humorous posters to take home than people who analyzed rea-
sons without the warning.

As expected, the forewarning manipulation increased the
judged applicability of people’s reasons rather than convincing
people that their reasons were inapplicable. On a manipulation
check question, we asked people how likely it was that there
were important influences on their reactions to the poster that
they could not put into words. Peaple who received the warning
said that there were significantly fewer influences that they
could not put into words; that is, they believed that their reasons
were more complete, and hence reflective of their attitudes, than
people who analyzed reasons without the forewarning manipu-
lation. Furthermore, there was evidence that people in the fore-
warning condition were more likely to generalize from their ac-
cessible thoughts about the posters. In comparison with those
in the standard reasons condition, forewarned participants were
less likely to list specific attributes of the posters and more likely
to describe personal memories or affect triggered by the posters.

The Wilson and Erber (1994 ) results address a possible limi-
tation of the present studies, namely that we did not directly
assess how applicable or “usable” people believed their accessi-
ble thoughts to be. Although the results on the main dependent
measures were very consistent with our prediction that analyz-
ing reasons increases the judged usability of one’s accessible
thoughts, we did not include a measure that asked people di-
rectly how applicable they considered their accessible thoughts
to be. Wilson and Erber (1994) did include such a measure,
and, ironically, people who were forewarned were even more
likely than those not forewarned to assume that their reasons
were complete and unbiased.

In summary, the present results, along with Wilson and Erb-
er’s (1994), provide the first direct evidence for our hypotheses
about the role of accessibility and judged usability in the effects
of analyzing reasons. These hypotheses, we should note, are
compatible with a conceptualization by Millar and Tesser
(1986, 1989; Tesser, Martin, & Mendolia, in press). These au-
thors focused on the distinction between the affective and cog-
nitive components of an attitude and suggested that thinking
about reasons increases the accessibility of cognition at the ex-
pense of affect. For example, a person’s attitude toward a
difficult crossword puzzle might initially be based on the affect
it triggers (e.g., I feel stupid when I can’t solve it”). When peo-
ple analyze reasons, however, they tend to focus on their cogni-
tions about the attributes of the attitude object (e.g., “This puz-
zle might help my verbal skills”). These cognitions are now
more accessible than the initial affect, leading to attitude change
(e.g., to the extent that the cognitions are more positive than the
affect, people have a more positive attitude).



26 T. WILSON, S. HODGES, AND S. LAFLEUR

The Millar and Tesser position is similar to our accessibility
hypothesis, except that it argues that, after reasons have been
analyzed, cognitions typically become more accessible and
affect typically becomes less accessible. Millar and Tesser ( 1986,
1989) have obtained convincing evidence that such a process
can occur, and we believe it is one way in which analyzing rea-
sons can change attitudes. Our position, however, is that it is
not the only way. We believe that analyzing reasons will change
attitudes whenever the reasons that come to mind are of a
different valence than people’s initial attitudes, regardiess of
whether the newly accessible thoughts are of a cognitive or
affective nature.

In the present studies, for example, there is no reason to as-
sume that people’s initial attitudes, formed when they first read
the 14 behaviors of the target person, were more affective in na-
ture than the attitudes people reported after analyzing reasons.
Instead, people’s initial attitudes were formed by combining in-
formation about all 14 behaviors, whereas people’s later, rea-
sons-based attitudes stemmed more from the subset of these be-
haviors that people could remember. The key, again, is whether
the thoughts that are accessible when people analyze reasons
match the valence of their initial attitudes and whether they in-
fer that these thoughts reflect their current attitudes. Millar and
Tesser’s (1986, 1989) results are a special case of this process,
in which people focus on cognitions that have a different valence
than their initial affect. Our results suggest, however, that ana-
lyzing reasons will also change people’s attitudes when the ini-
tial attitude is based on one set of cognitions (information about
the 14 behaviors) and thinking about reasons focuses attention
on a subset of these cognitions (the behaviors that are most
memorable). Presumably, attitude change will also occur if peo-
ple’s initial attitude is affectively based, but analyzing reasons
focuses people’s attention on affect of a different valence.

We should note that Millar and Tesser (1986, 1989) have
broadened our model in another respect: They have demon-
strated that the extent to which attitudes will predict behavior
depends on whether there is a match between the basis of the
attitude (affective or cognitive) and the basis of the behavior
(affective or cognitive) and that analyzing reasons increases the
likelihood that an attitude will be cognitively based. This adds
an intriguing specificity to the conditions under which people’s
attitudes are consistent with their behavior after introspections
about reasons.

An alternative account of our results is that people in the rea-
sons conditions perceived a demand to report an attitude that
was consistent with the reasons they had just listed. Perhaps
they were concerned about appearing inconsistent to the exper-
imenter, making them reluctant to list reasons that implied one
attitude and then reporting another attitude on a subsequent
questionnaire. We believe, however, that a demand characteris-
tics interpretation is deficient in several respects. First, we as-
sured people that their reasons were private and anonymous
and, in fact, would never be read by anyone. To the extent that
people believed these instructions, they should have been un-
concerned with appearing consistent to others. In addition, in a
previous study, people thought about reasons but never wrote
them down, and similar effects on attitude change were found
(Wilson et al., 1984, Study 2). Finally, it is not clear why a de-
mand to be consistent would not also be present in the condi-

tions of the present studies in which people were asked, just
before reporting their attitude, to recall everything they could
about the attitude object. To the extent that there was a demand
to be consistent, people might have believed that their attitude
should reflect what they could remember. In fact, we found that
people’s attitudes were not influenced by what they could recall
in the recall conditions.

More generally, the present results speak to a current debate
about how people form attitudes. On the one hand, several stud-
ies suggest that people’s attitudes are a function of their prior
evaluations, which are retrieved with no attempt to “recom-
pute” the attitudes. For example, Bargh, Chaiken, Govender,
and Pratto (1992) and Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, and Kardes
(1986) found that people’s prior attitudes are often retrieved
automatically and without effort when the name of the attitude
object is presented. There is disagreement as to how accessible
an attitude has to be before it is activated automatically, but
these theorists agree that people’s attitudes are often a function
of their prior evaluation, which is triggered when the attitude
object is encountered (Chaiken & Bargh, 1993; Fazio, 1993).

In contrast, several researchers argue that people construct
attitudes based on information that happens to be accessible at
the time they are asked how they feel (e.g., Schwarz & Bless,
1992; Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988; Zanna & Rempel, 1988).
People’s attitudes have been found to be altered by a number of
manipulations of the thoughts that are accessible to them (e.g.,
Bem, 1972; Forgas, 1992; Schwarz & Clore, 1983; Tesser,
1978). For example, Bem’s (1972) self-perception theory can
be viewed as a constructivist theory of attitudes: Rather than
relying on previously formed evaluations, people construct an
attitude from observations of their behavior and the social
context.

On the face of it, the retrieved evaluation and constructivist
views of attitudes are contradictory: Why would people con-
struct a new attitude if their prior evaluation is easily retrieved
from memory or even activated automatically? It is becoming
increasingly clear, however, that these views are not incompati-
ble. There are moderator variables that determine when people
rely on an evaluation stored in memory rather than construct an
attitude. One such moderator is the strength of people’s initial
evaluation ( Fazio, in press; Petty, Priester, & Wegener, 1994). If
people’s earlier evaluation of the attitude object is very accessi-
ble in memory, there should be less of a need to recompute the
attitude on the basis of other information in memory,.

The present studies point to another moderator variable: the
extent to which people analyze the reasons for their attitudes.
People who did not think about reasons were likely to rely on
their previously formed evaluation of the target person, disre-
garding thoughts about the target person that were inconsistent
with this evaluation. Those who analyzed reasons, however,
were likely to recompute their attitude, basing it on accessible
thoughts about the target person. Thus, even when people had
formed an initial impression, those who analyzed reasons con-
structed a new attitude based on accessible information.

This process of recomputing an attitude raises some intrigu-
ing questions. There are at least two ways in which this con-
struction process could take place: The newly constructed atti-
tude could replace the prior one, or the newly constructed atti-
tude could override, but not replace, the prior attitude. The



INFERRING ATTITUDES FROM ACCESSIBLE THOUGHTS 27

latter possibility would mean that people had a dual represen-
tation of the attitude object: the original evaluation plus the
newly constructed one. There is evidence from the memory lit-
erature consistent with the view that initial judgments can be
overridden instead of erased. Schooler and his colleagues have
found that as;king people to verbalize their memories for stimuli
(e.g., faces) creates a new memory representation that “over-
shadows” but does not replace people’s previous memories
(Schooler & Engstler-Schooler, 1990; Schooler, Ohlsson, &
Brooks, in press). For example, Schooler and Engstler-Schooler
(1990) found that asking people to describe a face impaired
later recognition of that face. However, when people were asked
to describe the face and then were given only 5 s to perform the
recognition test, their memory for the face was not impaired.
Schooler and Engstler-Schooler (1990) concluded that verbal-
ization does not erase the original memory for the face
but “overshadows” the original memory with a new represen-
tation, which, under some conditions, impairs recognition
performance.

Similarly, it is possible that verbalizing the reasons for one’s
attitude causes people to form a new evaluation that overrides
the earlier one. Perhaps instructions similar to those used by
Schooler and Engstler-Schooler (1990), whereby people are
asked to report how they feel about the stimulus very quickly,
would access the initial evaluation. Alternatively, there may be
no initial attitude to access if it has been replaced by the newly
constructed attitude. According to this view, there is only one
attitude at any given time, but this attitude can change quickly
depending on the information that happens to be accessible
(assuming, that is, that a prior evaluation is not highly
accessible).

These important questions about attitude representation and
change are as of yet unsettled. It is clear, however, that the atti-
tude change resulting from analyzing reasons can be consequen-
tial. If people make important choices based on their new, rea-
sons-based attitude, they might regret that choice, to the extent
that their chronic construction of the attitude object returns.
Suppose, for example, that someone analyzes his or her reasons
before purchasing a car and decides to buy the one that comes
out most favorably in the reasons analysis. If the reasons that
happened to be accessible imply a different preference than the
person initially had about the cars and the initial attitude re-
turns over time, he or she will regret the choice based on rea-
sons. We have found evidence in a recent study for just this se-
quence of events (Wilson et al., 1993).

Fortunately, there are conditions under which thinking about
attitudes will not change people’s attitudes. When people are
knowledgeable about the attitude object, they are less likely to
bring to mind reasons that conflict with their initial attitude
(Wilson, Kraft, & Dunn, 1989; Wilson et al., 1993). When an
initial attitude is highly accessible, in that it can be brought to
mind quickly, people are less likely to infer that their attitude
matches the reasons that happen to be accessible (Hodges &
Wilson, 1994). Thus, we do not mean to imply that every time
people reach for a piece of paper and write down why they feel
the way they do, they will construct a new attitude. Nonetheless,
processes similar to those in the present studies occur not infre-
quently in everyday life: People are not very knowledgeable
about the attitude object, they think about why they feel the way

they do, and the thoughts that are accessible imply a different
attitude than they had before. It is under these conditions that
people might want to hesitate in acting too readily on their rea-
sons-based attitudes.
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