THE RELATION OF THEORY AND ANALYSIS IN
EXPLANATIONS OF BELIEF SALIENCE: CONDITIONING.
DISPLACEMENT, AND CONSTRUCTIVIST ACCOUNTS
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N an earlier report, Delia et al. com-

mented on the limitations of Cronen
and Convilles’ operant conditioning an-
alysis of the role of belief salience in atti-
tude formation and change, and suggest-
ed in a footnote that an alternative chi-
square analysis of Cronen and Conville's
own data failed to support the condition-
ing explanation.? Cronen and Conville
have recently defended their theoretic
analysis and procedures.? Toward the
end of clarifying the substantive issues
surrounding our disagreement over how
to segment a chi-square table, we offer
several comments.

As Cronen and Conville make clear
in their reply, since the chi-square test
is so sensitive to the way the data are
cast, the choice of categories must bc
consistent with one’s theoretic rationale
and hypotheses. This criterion is partic-
ularly important to the present dispute
because Cronen and Conville’s reply
evinces a fundamental shift in their
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position. Cronen and Conville's original
1973 article placed nearly exclusive re-
liance on operant conditioning as the
mechanism underlying belief salience.
By 1974 Cronen had moved to suggest-
ing that while conditioning was still cen-
irally important, the effects of condition-
ing could be overridden by conscious
cognitive operations.® And in 1975 Cron-
en and Cronville abandoned condition-
ing entirely; everything is now a cogni-
tive-process story (though some processes
are “‘higherlevel,” some “lower-level”).
While acknowledging this change in po-
sition, Cronen and Conville maintain
that our criticisms of their 1973 statisitcal
procedures are unjustified. Briefly put,
our claim is this: the 1973 statistical pro-
cedures are consistent with neither the
1973 conditioning rationale nor with
Cronen and Conville’s 1975 alternative.

Cronen and Conville’s 1973 study in-
vestigated the effects of adverse situa-
tions (designed to induce frustration and
mild anger) upon salient beliefs about
high-involvement and low-involvement
concepts (“Love” and “Rabbits,” re-
spectively). They hypothesized that un-
der such conditions “more individuals
will show an increase in the number of
salient negative beliefs for the low in-
volvement topic than for the high in-
vilvement topic.™
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The basis for this hypothesis was an
operant conditioning account of belief
salience.5 Subjects faced with an adverse
(affectively negative) situation were ex-
pected to produce more negative beliefs
because of the conditioned associations
purportedly underlying belief salience;
subjects should show “acquiescence to
the surrounding negative stimuli.”s
This, of course, should be true regard-
less of the level of involvement. To be
sure, one might expect more changes
with low-involvement concepts than with
high-involvement concepts, but in both
cases (by the conditioning rationale)
negative beliefs should be added.

Thus, as we argued earlier, the appro-
priate chi-square test of the conditioning
account is not Cronen and Conville’s
original chi-square (in which “more neg-
ative beliefs,” “no change,” and “fewer
negative beliefs” are distinct alterna-
tives), but our suggested chi-square
(“more negative beliefs” vs. “no change
or fewer negative beliefs’), since only
our suggested partitioning pits subjects
opposed to the conditioning rationale
(i.e., subjects who deleted or showed no
change in negative beliefs) against sub-
jects supporting the conditioning ac-
count (i.e, those adding negative be-
liefs). This chisquare is, as we earlier
reported, non-significant—indicating the
inadequacy of the conditioning explana-
tion.7

mag)on Theory, and the Attitude Construct,”
p. 20.

5 The conditioning rationale can be discerned
in the discussion of the work of Skinner, Green-
spoon, and Taffel cited in Cronen and Conville’s
“Belief Salience, Summation Theory, and the
g;titude Construct,” pp. 24-25, n. 28, 31, and

8 Ibid., p. 20, n. 19.

. TThe chi-square is 2.42 corrected for contin-
uity (p>.10). Indeed, if the conditioning ra-
tionale is separated from the hypotheses comn-
cerning colla
the chi-square table across lcvell(bzf invl::li:e!
ment, still combining the “no change” and
“fewer negative beliefs” categories), a rather
more direct test of Cronen and Conville's ori-
ginal conditioning explanation is possible. Here
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In sum, Cronen and Conville’s 1973
procedures did not give a direct test of
the conditioning explanation they ad-
vanced, just because the partitioning of
the chisquare data was inconsistent
with the conditioning rationale. When
the data are cast in a way that appro-
priately tests the conditioning explana-
tion, that explanation is seen to be faulty.
And that was our original claim: Cronen
and Conville’s analysis of the 1973 data
led them to present the conditioning ex-
planation as a viable account of the pro-
cesses underlying belief salience, when
in fact their data do not support such a
conclusion.

But Cronen and Conville apparently
now admit (for whatever reasons) the
inadequacy of a conditioning explana-
tion of belief salience.8 They do suggest,
however, that our emphasis on “higher-
level” cognitive processes (tacit judg-
ments of belief relevance) is somewhat
misplaced, and that “lower-level” cog-
nitive processes (e.g., displacement of ag-
gression) are also important. Their cur-
rent claim is that the 1973 data prcvide
“direct evidence for the operation of a
very low level cognitive process—dis-
placement of aggression—in belief sa-
lience.”® Specifically, they note that their
Wilcoxon T test showed that for the
uninvolving topic the increase in salient
negative beliefs in the experimental (ad-
verse situation) condition as opposed to
the control condition was significant;

the chi-square is highly significant, with results
directly opposed to the conditioning prediction
(58 ws. 18, chi-square corrected for continuity,
p.<.001).

8 Notice that while Cronen and Conville
were originally prepared to consider the verbal
conditioning literature as support for their po-
sition, they now conveniently overlook Brewer's
mdted“'i“ Teanalysis ;)f that (iDteerl:ture which we

in our original paper ia, et al, p. 19,
n. 27); see William F. Brewer, "There il: No
Convincing Evidence for Classical or Operant
Gondltionmybol;! Adult Humans,” in Cognition
and the Symbolic Processes, ed. Walter B. Weim-
er and David 8. Palermo (Hillsdale, N. J.: Exl-
baum, 1974), pp. 1-42.
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the Wilcoxon T for the involving topit
was not significant.

But this new displacement explana-
tion is open to the same criticisms made
of the conditioning account. If displace-
ment of aggression is occurring, then for
both the high and low involvement con-
cepts, subjects should show an increase
in negative beliels: this increase might
be more marked in the low-involvement
condition. but in hoth cases (by the
displacement rationale) salient negative
beliefs should increase. But the Wil-
coxon T evidence for displacement is
mixed (since it was not the case that
for both high- and low-involvement
concepts salient negative beliefs in-
creased). And again, the appropriate
casting of the chi-square is one that pits
subjects favoring the displacement ac-
count (“more negative beliefs”) against
subjects opposed to the displacement
explanation (“fewer negative beliefs”
and “no change™). Thus the evidence for
displacement in Cronen and Conville's
1973 study is no better than the evidence
for conditioning, just because the two
accounts do not here make different
predictions (both processes should pro-
duce the same effects, viz., increased neg-
ative beliels regardless of level of in-
volvement).

Given the inadequacy of displacement
and conditioning accounts, we still pre-
fer our own constructivist analysis
which stresses the role of contextrele-
vant beliefs in understanding action.
While Cronen and Conville imply that
utilization of the displacement explana-
tion of the frustration and aggression
effects can be successful while avoiding
reference tn context-relevant beliels,
Heckhausen and Weiner note that
“there is a growing literaturc which sug-
gests that hostile feelings and aggressive
bchavior are strongly affected by cog-
nitive processes,” and especially conclude
that “cognitions [beliefs] concerning the

frustraton and beliels about
une’s internal  state mediare between
Irustrating events and the likelihood of
aggressive expression.””? Hence it seems
that something like our cmphasis on
«ntext-relevant beliefs will be required
it an adequate explanatory Iramework
i 10 be obtained.

Our own constructivist orientation ex-
plains belief salience in terms ol tacit
(nonconscious) judgments of belief rele-
vance."! Within  this view situational
forces thus are not ignored, but are
conceived as related to action only as
constructed (albeit often tacitly) bv in-
dividuals; *“‘situational forces” are not
conceived as producing any “direct pres-
sure”™ ol the environment upon the in-
dividual, but rather are conceptualized
as operating through a system of cog-
nitive processes. In the study in which
we initially commented upon Cronen
and  Conville's research, in fac, we
showed that individuals with more com-
plex cognitive systems in the interper-
sonil domain were less influenced by
the contextually “salient” beliefs. In other
work, we and our coworkers have shown
that various situational pressures (stress,
interpersonal involvement, general au-
tonomic arousal) may lead individuals
1o utilize less advanced cognitive oper-
ations than those of which thev are cap-
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processes. Our constructivist framework is. we
suggest, just such a position.
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able.2 The advantage of the construc-
tivist view, hence, is that it affords a
perspective within which the role of sit-
uational factors, organismic character-
istics, and higher and lower levels of
cognitive functioning may be interrelat-
ed within a single conceptual framework.

Likewise, contrary to Cronen and Con-
ville’s suggestion, the constructivist an-
alysis affords a perspective from which
the problem of predicting belief rele-
vance can be approached. Croncn and
Conville attack this problem through
Miller, Galanter, and Pribram's cyber-
netic TOTE analysis.!* But the TOTE
framework only tells one that beliefs are
checked (for relevancy) against some cri-
terion. It does not provide any clue as

12 The disorganizing effect of such factors as
involvement, interpersonal similarity, cognitive
sets, situational siress, and autonomic arousal on
cognition is given special emphasis within Wer-
nerian theory; the effects of some of these fac-
tors upon interpersonal cognition have been
examined within our own framework: see
Paul S. Rosenkrantz and Walter H. Crockett,
“Some Factors Influencing the Assimilation of
Disparate Information in Impression Forma-
tion,” Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 2 (1965), 397-402: Bert Meltzer, Wal-
ter H. Crockett, and Paul S. Rosenkrantz,
“Cognitive Complexity, Value Congruity, and
the Integration of Potentially Incompatible In-
formation in Impressions of Others,” Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 4 (1966).
3388-43; Dvora Rosenbach, Walter H. Crockett,
and Seymour Wapner, “Developmental Level,
Emotional Involvement, and the Resolution
of Inconsistency in Impression Formation,”
Developmental Psychology, 8 (1973), 120-30;
Jesse G. Delia, “Dialects and the Effects of
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Cognitive Processes in Impression Formation,”
QJS, 58 (1972), 285-97; and Allan N. Press,
Walter H. Crockett, and Jesse G. Delia, “The
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Perceiver's Set Upon the Organization of Im-
pressions,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 32 (1975), B65-72.

13 Cronen and Conville,” Belief Salience and
Interpersonal Evaluations: A Reply to Delia
et al,” p. 300 n. 9; see George A. Miller, Eu-
gene Galanter, and Karl H. Pribram, Plans and
the Structure of Behavior (New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1960).
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to what the criterion will be in any
given situation, nor any clue as to which
beliefs will pass and which will fail the
relevancy test. By contrast, our construc-
tivist view approaches this problem
through an analysis of the content and
organization of persons’ systems of be-
liefs. In our initial study we drew a
crude distinction between work-related
and social-related beliefs about another
person; while this distinction obviously
is inadequate to predict perfectly which
belicfs will be relevant in some particu-
lar situation, it at least gives one some
clue about which beliefs will likely be
deemed relevant.

Further, the allocation of different sets
of beliefs to work and social contexts
implies a more general approach to the
problem of determining belief relevance;
presumably there are other contexts un-
derstood within relatively delimited sets
of belief allocations. While some of
these sets of beliefs, like those applicable
to the work and social domains, may be
generally shared by members of a cul-
ture, others should reflect the individ-
ual's idiosyncratic segmentation of his
social world. Thus our analysis points
tc a general solution to the problem of
determining belief relevancy through
the development of procedures for as-
certaining the individual's organization
of his belief allocations in terms of
varying domains. We thus continue to
believe that the recognition that in-
terpersonal evaluations and behavioral
intentions are largely a function of
whatever beliefs an individual implicitly
judges to be relevant to a particular
action context is an advance beyond
conceptions relying only upon some gen-
eralized conception of affect or attitude
as the precursor to action.
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