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The goal of the present project is to identify the causal mechanisms underlying the
formation and change of attitudes based on evaluative conditioning. Two major objectives were
proposed in order to reach this goal: O1. Identifying the causal mechanisms for the use of
evaluative conditioning for attitude formation that will met the evidence-based criteria for an
established mechanism of change (developed between 2013 and 2014); O2. identifying causal
mechanisms for the use of EC for attitude change that will meet the same evidence-based criteria
(scheduled between 2015 and 2016). Thus, first we are looking to elucidate the mechanisms
underlying the formation of a new attitude (gaining an affective valence for a initially neutral
stimulus), and second we will try to understand the way an existing attitude is being changed
through evaluative conditioning (modifying the existent valence of a stimulus).



1sr Objective. Developed during October 2013 — December 2014 (degree of

accomplishment 100%):
Identifying the causal mechanisms for the use of evaluative conditioning for attitude formation
that will met the evidence-based criteria for an established mechanism of change.

In the first three months of the project (the end of 2013) the team members conducted a rigorous
systematic review and extensively developed the methodology needed for the implementation
of the studies designed to reach this first objective. Thus, during the year 2014 (current reporting
period) a series of experimental studies were implemented in order to study the causal
mechanisms for the use of evaluative conditioning in attitude formation. Next we will shortly
describe each study:

Objective 1. Study |
Study’s objectives:

In designing this study we started from the idea that in order to demonstrate that both
misattribution (MA) and contingency awareness (CA) can cause evaluative conditioning (EC), it is
not enough to run studies in which only a single mechanism is manipulated, since the success or
a failure of one of this mechanisms manipulated alone, does not necessary imply that the other
one is valid / not valid. Thus, although most research have supported the contingency awareness
hypothesis as a mandatory step to determine an EC effect, this does not necessary mean that
misattribution is not a valid mechanism in other circumstances.

Furthermore, the second idea which based this study is that both mechanisms do not exclude
each other. In other words, effects of misattribution can be obtained not only in the absence of
CA, but also in the presence of CA. Thus we can assume the existence of an additive effect of
both mechanisms.

Thirdly, in addition, the topic of contingency awareness has also raised an issue whether valence
or identity valence is enough to obtain the effect. We can enhance valence awareness and see
the impact at the interplay between CA and MA. Thus, through this study we also targeted to
manipulate valence awareness and observed the obtained effect.

Based on the aforementioned ideas, the purpose of this first study was to answer the following
questions:

- How valence awareness and misattribution interact for an EC effect?
- Do they have an additive effect?



- Is valence awareness essential for the EC?
- Under what conditions / moderators is the effect increasing/decreasing?

Method:
The study had a 2X2X2 mixed design. There were 2 within subjects IVs and a between groups IV.

- The between groups variable was represented by a focus either on semantic aspects or a
focus on valence aspects of the unconditioned stimuli.

- The second IV represented the manipulations of the valence if the unconditioned stimuli:
75% associated with positive US and 25% with negative US vs. 75% associated with negative US
and 25% with positive US.

- The last manipulated IV was related to the meaning of the stimuli: relevant to the
participants’ task (which consisted in a hiring decision) or irrelevant for the task.

Thus, the participants’ task was to decide in a selection process, whom from a list of candidates
(initially neutral) would they hire. In order to take this decision, first they followed a learning
phase in which they received a series of information regarding each candidate. This task masked
the actual evaluative conditioning procedure and the overall experimental manipulations.

The dependent variables were operationalized in several different ways:
- Explicit likings of conditioned stimuli;
- Hiring decision;

- Implicit attitudes assessment based on the indirect rating task.

Objective 1. Study Il
Study’s objectives:

- To manipulate attention allocation to semantic processing (close-up picture vs. wide
picture) vs. valence processing (positive vs. neutral affect).;
- To manipulate the strength of association (high vs. moderate vs. no association).

Methods:

The evaluative conditioning paradigm was an active task similar with the self-referencing task.
Participants had to classify four types of stimuli (two types of CS and two types of US) into two
categories. The categories are formed by pairing one type of CS with one type of US. The pairs



were established by the experimenter and didn’t changed throughout the experiment. When a
stimulus appeared on the screen, the participant had to push the key designated for the US-CS
pair that the stimulus belongs to.

Experimental manipulations:

- Type of conditioned valence (positive vs. neutral) — within groups. We used two sets of
CS, allinitially neutral. One set was associated with positive US. The other set was associated with
neutral US, and acted as control.

- Type of instruction (semantic vs. valence processing)- between groups. We used the
experimental instructions to manipulate attention allocation to semantic processing (close-up
picture vs. wide picture) vs. valence processing (pleasant vs. neutral). There were two types of
US (close-up portraits vs. medium portraits), and two types of CS (abstract pictures with square
frames vs. round frames). The task required participants to classify the stimulus presented on the
screen in one of the two categories: "close-up portrait or square frame" and "medium portrait or
round frame". All US were selected from the IAPS picture dataset. We selected close-up portraits
that showed neutral valence in previous evaluations of the IAPS picture dataset, and medium
portraits that have positive valence, according to IAPS documentation. In order to allocate
attention to valence processing we used the same US, but we defined the types as “pleasant” vs.

I”

“neutral” portraits.

- The strength of association (strong vs. no association) — between groups. In the strong
association condition, all medium portraits were positively valenced and all close-up portraits
were neutral. In the no association condition, we balanced each type of US, to contain 2 positive
and two neutral portraits.

The dependent variables were operationalized in several different ways:
- Explicit evaluations of the conditioned stimuli;
- Forced choice task;

- Implicit measurement of attitudes through implicit association test.

Future research directions, that will be implemented in the following phases

Based on our results, as well as on results obtained by other colleagues, here are some thoughts
in response that can guide our future studies:



(1) Our results support the idea that contingency awareness plays a crucial in obtaining an
EC effect.

(2) Gast et al., (2011) found that focusing on the valence of pairs resulted in conditioning, but
focusing on irrelevant semantic features did not. They proposed three possible mechanisms: CS-
Evaluative response link; CS-US link; US salience.

(3) Kattner (2012) found conditioning when attentional focus was on the contingency, but
not when attention was on the stimuli individually, nor when attention was focused on an
irrelevant contingency (associating both pictures with a digit). Concluded that attention to
relevant contingencies, not just stimuli, is necessary for conditioning.

These results might lead us to manipulate the questions subjects ask about the stimulus pairs:
how are they similar vs. how are they different? Nevermind: Corneille, Yzerbyt, Mussweiller did
that and found conditioning in both cases, but stronger for similarity focus.

Then, what kind of similarities matter? Corneille manipulated search for perceptual similarities
and differences. Cross similarity/difference focus with valence/perceptual similarities? Or
valence / semantic similarities? More specific questions that subjects might ask: What does the
US tell me about the CS? Tell subjects that the US pictures are backward hints. Can subjects
reverse the learning? Or, look at the misattribution idea using the logic of correct attribution from
the Aarts and colleagues AMP paper. While studying the pairs, have subjects rate the valence of
each item. This would encourage subjects to correctly attribute affect to its true source, so
misattribution would be reduced. Cross these instructions with whether the items are presented
simultaneously?
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