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Contagious Likes and Dislikes–Neighborhood Effects in Attitudes and Preferences
Jayati Sinha, University of Iowa, USA

Dhananjay Nayakankuppam, University of Iowa, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We examine the influence of neighborhood effects on atti-

tudes and preferences. Specifically, does exposure to the attitudes
of others in a group influence one’s own attitudes and preferences?
The primary goal of the present research was to explore how
individual attitudes are shaped by neighborhood effects-that is,
people living in close proximity could influence each others atti-
tudes and preferences. By neighborhood effects, we refer to inter-
dependencies between individual attitudes and the attitudes of
others in a group. Said differently, exposure to others’ attitudes and
preferences influences one’s own attitudes and preferences. Spe-
cifically, we suggest that there are (a) direct influences (e.g., a
neighbor provides information and/or opinions about some issue or
product) as well as (b) indirect influences (where no direct informa-
tion needs to be exchanged).

The notion of direct influences is suggested by the effects such
as the group polarization phenomenon (Moscovici and Zavalloni,
1969) and the chameleon effect (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999). A
sizeable body of social psychology literature has demonstrated that
an individual’s attitude toward a given issue tends to polarize during
a group discussion with other people who hold a similar opinion on
that issue (Myers, 1978; Myers and Lamm, 1976). We base the
hypothesis regarding the indirect influence from recent work in
social psychology (Ambady and Rosenthal, 1992; Ambady et al.,
1999) which suggests that there are domains where people are
remarkably accurate at gleaning information from very little infor-
mation.

We show that neighborhood effects do emerge for issues
where one is exposed to group attitudes. More intriguingly, neigh-
borhood effects also emerge for issues where one was never
exposed to group attitudes. We suggest that this is due to the fact that
exposure to some group attitudes allows individuals to make
shrewd guesses about group attitudes on other issues that were
never discussed. Further, these guesses bias one’s own attitudes.

We present evidence for one mechanism through which neigh-
borhood effects emerge, namely that exposure to the preferences of
others (which is more likely when individuals are in close contact)
influences one’s own preferences. Thus, Bill telling Bob about his
attitude towards Scott’s lawn feed changes Bob’s attitude towards
Scott’s. More startlingly, we show that it does not require exposure
to the attitude towards the target object. Neighborhood effects
emerge even for non-discussed target objects. Exposure to attitudes
towards some objects appears sufficient to allow individuals to
make fairly shrewd guesses about attitudes towards other objects,
which in turn influence their own attitudes. That is, Bill telling Bob
about his attitude towards Scott’s lawn feed changes not only Bob’s
attitude towards Scott’s lawn feed, but also Bob’s attitudes towards
other issues such that Bob’s and Bill’s attitudes converge even on
non-discussed issues (such as Scott’s lawn mowers).
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Strong Attitudes Versus Strong Situations: Social Pressure on Recycling
Iris Vermeir, University College Ghent & Ghent University, Belgium

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Previous researches show contradictory results concerning

attitude strength, social pressure and attitude-behavioural consistency.
Either strong situations (Wallace et al. 2005) or strong attitudes
(Pomerantz et al. 1995) predict attitude-behavior consistency. We
argue that these contradictory results could be explained when
personal factors like perceived control and self-monitoring are taken
into account. The purpose of this study is to investigate the relation
between attitudinal (attitude strength), contextual (social pressure)
and personal (self-monitoring and perceived control) variables in
influencing attitude-behavior consistency. More specifically, we
investigate if the level of self-monitoring and perceived control could
influence the predicitive value of attitude extremity (as a measure of
attitude strength; Krosnick et al. 1993) and social pressure on the
attitude-behavior consistency.

Openess to social pressure is not at the least influenced by
personal characteristics like self-monitoring. High self-monitors are
particularly sensitive to others in social situations and use the
expressions of others as guidelines for their own behavior (Gangestad
and Snyder 2000). Hence, in strong social pressure situations,
attitudes of high-self monitoring respondents shouldn’t necessarily
determine behavior (H1a). While, for low-self monitoring
respondents, strong attitudes could overcome social pressure (H1b).
Low-self monitors perform behavior according to their own beliefs,
instead of paying attention to beliefs or behaviors of others
(Gangestad and Snyder 2000).

Previous research already demonstrated a decreased attitude-
behavior consistency due to a lack of perceived control (Vermeir
and Verbeke 2006). Individuals have to feel they are able to act
environmentally conscious in order to intend environmental behav-
ior (Knussen et al. 2004) or actually perform this behavior (Tanner
1999). Hence, we can expect that strong attitudes would not be
followed if perception of perceived control is low, regardless of
social pressure (H2a). When perceived control is high, attitude
strength can be a determinant of behavior, especially in low pres-
sure situations (H2b).

In order to test our hypotheses, an experiment was set up
concerning recycling of soda cans. To manipulate social pressure,
participants studied research results –ostensibly the results of a
recent study on student opinion- that indicated that an in-group
(defined by connectedness to the group) strongly or weakly engaged
in recycling behavior. Manipulation checks confirmed that our
respondents experienced high (versus low) social pressure when
recycling behavior described in the text was high (versus low).

In total, 284 students participated in our experiment in ex-
change of a reward. When entering into the room, respondents were
offered a soda. First, participants were asked attitudinal questions
on recycling. Attitudes toward recycling were measured using a
four-item semantic differential on a 7-point scale. Attitude extrem-
ity was used as a measure of attitude strength. Extremity scores
were created by computing the absolute value of the deviation of
each attitude score from its conceptual midpoint (cfr. Fabrigar,
Petty, Smith and Crites 2006). Next, participants were asked to
carefully read a text on recycling behavior of 18-25 year old adults.
After completing some filler items, respondents indicated their
perceived level of control to engage in recycling behavior and
completed the self-monitoring scale (Snyder and Gangestad 1986).
A median split was performed to identify low/high self-monitors
and low/high perceptions of control. Next, respondents were asked

to go to another room to collect their reward. On their way to the
other room, respondents could dispose of their cans on their own,
without any peers around. They could drop their soda can in either
an ordinary bin or a recycling bin (meant for cans). Both bins were
equally visible. About 45% of our respondents (N=119) used the
ordinary bin, while 141 respondents (55%) used the recycling bin.
The soda cans were marked so we could link each soda can to a
corresponding number on the questionnaire.

Results showed that attitude strength and social pressure do
indeed influence attitude-behavior consistency. In general, respon-
dents who experienced high (versus low) social pressure, did act
more on their positive recycling attitudes. However, strong atti-
tudes were not always associated with high consistent behaviors.
High self-monitoring respondents who experience high social
pressure do not differ in their attitude extremity according to their
behavioral pattern, confirming our first hypothesis (H1a). Further-
more, we found that attitude extremity did not differ for consistent
and inconsistent respondents who did not experience high social
pressure. High self-monitoring respondents who act consistently
with their attitudes do not have stronger attitudes compared to
inconsistent respondents regardless of social pressure. Possibly,
high self-monitoring respondents have a natural tendency to act on
their expressed attitudes, regardless of their strength and regardless
of contextual factors. We found that low self-monitors, who are
more prone to follow their own ideas, follow their attitudes when
they are strong (versus weak), especially when there is no social
pressure. However, social pressure does seem to influence low-self
monitors on some occasions: low-self monitors who experience
social pressure to act on their positive attitudes, do engage in
recycling regardless of the strength of their attitude (rejecting H1b).
These results show the vast influence of social pressure in determin-
ing behavior, even for low-self monitoring respondents.

Furthermore, respondents who feel they can decide for them-
selves if they engage in recycling, engage in recycling behavior
when their attitudes are stronger (versus weaker), especially when
they do not experience social pressure (confirming H2b). Respon-
dents who feel they have less control over their recycling behavior,
do act on their recycling attitudes when they experience high social
pressure and when their attitudes are stronger (versus weaker)
(partly rejecting H2a). Moreover, under conditions of social pres-
sure, respondents with high perceived control, act consistently on
their positive attitudes, if their attitudes are strong (versus weak).
Although the latter result was only marginally significant, these
results show that strong attitudes can predict attitude-behavioral
consistency regardless of the perception of control when they
experience high social pressure. When less social pressure exists,
low (versus high) control makes attitude strength less a determinant
of behavioral consistency (partly confirming H2a). Possibly, these
respondents do not engage in recycling behavior because they have
no control over their behavior on one hand and because there is no
social pressure to act on their attitudes.
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