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This article examines the relationship between attitude centrality (or importance)
and attitude organization (or structure). Various definitions of attitude involve-
ment, importance, and centrality are reviewed, which suggest that more central
attitudes should be more highly correlated as long as they derive from the same
underlying values. There are at least four reasons for expecting more central
attitudes to be more highly correlated than less central attitudes: (a) They may
be more closely linked to underlying values; (b) they may be more polarized and
hence exhibit more variarice; (c) they may be measured with less random error;
and (d) they may be less influenced by measurement methods. Examining po-
litical attitudes on five different national issues, we report analyses designed to
tease apart these four hypotheses. A modified multitrait-multimethod matrix is
examined with the use of a confirmatory second-order factor analytic model. The
results suggest that more central attitudes are more polarized and measures of
them are less influenced by question format. No evidence is found for the other

two hypotheses.

Many theoretical approaches to the study
of attitudes and attitude change make as-
sumptions about the relationship between
the centrality (or importance) of attitudes
and the organization (or structure) of atti-
tudes. Within social psychology, assump-
tions about this relationship are found in
research on the effects of persuasive com-
munications (Sherif, 1980; Sherif & Hov-
land, 1961), in research on modes of disso-
nance reduction (Festinger, 1957), and in
work on the functions of attitudes (Katz,
1960). Sociologists and political scientists
studying public opinion and the reliability
of survey responses have also discussed the
relationship between attitude centrality and
structure (Converse, 1964, 1970; Schuman
& Presser, 1981).

This article focuses on this relationship.
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We are particularly interested in attitudes
on political issues and in how the organi-
zation of those attitudes varies with their
centrality for the individual. To examine this
issue, we begin by reviewing various defi-
nitions of attitude centrality, involvement,
or importance. Although there are differ-
ences between these definitions, they all have
similar implications for attitude organiza-
tion. We then use national survey data and
the technique of structural equation mod-
eling with latent variables (Bentler, 1980)
to examine these implications.

Attitude Involvement, Importance, and
Centrality

A number of terms have been used to refer
to the degree to which an attitude is impor-
tant in an individual’s daily life. Attitude
involvement, importance, and centrality are
three of the most widely used (for a more
extensive discussion, see Schuman & Presser,
1981). Although these three concepts have
their origins in different theoretical contexts,
there are striking similarities across their
definitions.

Within social psychology, the term ego-
involvement has been used most frequently.
According to the classic definition, ego-in-
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volved attitudes are “attitudes that the in-
dividual identifies with and makes a part of
himself; and that have affective properties
of varying degrees of intensity” (Sherif &
Cantril, 1947, pp. 126-127). Two properties
seem to characterize ego-involved attitudes
according to this definition. First, they are
fundamental to the individual’s self-defini-
tion. As such, they should be closely linked
to the content of an individual’s ego, defined
as “a rather distinct constellation of social
and personal values” (Sherif & Cantril,
1947, p. 117). Second, ego-involved attitudes
have associated with them some degree of
affective intensity or strength of feeling and,
as such, are likely to express relatively ex-
treme sentiment (Cantril, 1946).

Quite similar to this definition of involve-
ment is the notion of “importance” used to
characterize cognitive elements within cog-
nitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957).
According to that theory, more important
elements are less likely to change because
they are more firmly related to other cog-
nitive elements. If one’s goal is to maintain
consistency across elements, then elements
with more links should be less likely to
change.

More recently, attitude theorists in polit-
ical science and sociology have studied per-
ceived attitude centrality (Converse, 1970;
Schuman & Presser, 1981). Centrality has
been measured by asking individuals how
important a political issue is to them rather
than asking them about their level of attitude
involvement. According to Converse (1970),
centrality as measured in this way refers to
“the proportion of mental time which is oc-
cupied by attention to the attitude object
over substantial periods” (p. 182).

Implications of Attitude Centrality for
Attitude Organization

The definitions of ego-involvement and
attitude importance given above seem nearly
identical. While attitude centrality, as de-
fined by Converse (1970), seems different
from involvement and importance, its effects
are probably similar to those of involvement
or importance. We know that increased
thought about some issue or domain leads
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to increased consistency or balance among
the beliefs about that issue (Rosenberg &
Abelson, 1960). Further, Tesser (1978) has
shown that thought about an attitude object
leads to increased affective intensity, atti-
tude polarization, and evaluative consistency
of beliefs. Hence, we might surmise that
more central attitudes are both more in-
tensely felt and more consistent with under-
lying values.

If we were to look at attitudes on a series
of different issues that all derive from the
same underlying value or set of values, the
above discussion suggests that higher levels
of attitude centrality should be associated
with larger correlations between attitudes.
In the terminology of Converse (1964),
higher levels of attitude centrality should be
associated with higher levels of attitude con-
straint. Schuman and Presser (1981) report
evidence consistent with this hypothesis.

In fact, these higher correlations between
attitudes on different issues may be due to
either one of the two possible consequences.
First, attitudes may be more highly corre-
lated because they derive from or represent
the underlying value or values more consis-
tently. Second, attitudes may be more highly
correlated because they are relatively more
extreme or polarized. It is a well-known sta-
tistical fact that correlations are affected by
the variances of the variables that are cor-
related. Correlations between different at-
titudes should be higher when computed
across individuals with polarized attitudes
than when computed in a less polarized
group (Barton & Parsons, 1977).

There is a third reason why we might ex-
pect higher correlations between attitudes
as attitude centrality increases, assuming
that those attitudes tap the same underlying
values. As thought about an attitude issue
increases, it is likely that responses to atti-
tude questions on that issue become more
reliable (Converse, 1970). By reliability, we
refer to the amount of error variance in re-
sponses to attitude questions. We can think
of two types of error variance: purely random
error and systematic error due to question
wording or other factors. We might expect
expressions of more central attitudes to con-
tain less of both types of error. It is well
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known that the presence of random error
variance in measures tends to attenuate ob-
served correlations. Hence, lower correla-
tions between attitude questions might be
expected among those for whom the atti-
tudes are less central because of the in-
creased presence of random error in re-
sponses.

The effect of systematic or method error
variance upon correlations between attitude
measures depends on whether those mea-
sures share a common method. If individuals
who do not have central attitudes exhibit
greater method variance in their responses
than individuals whose attitudes are central,
correlations between attitude measures may
be higher in the first group than in the second
if the measures use a common method. If
the measures to be correlated use different
methods, then correlations in the low-cen-
trality group should be attenuated relative
to those in the group with central attitudes.

In sum, then, differences in correlations
between attitude measures as a function of
attitude centrality may be due to one or more
of the following differences in the organi-
zation of political attitudes:

1. More central attitudes may be more
closely linked to or determined by underlying
values.

2. More central attitudes may be more
polarized.

3. More central attitudes may be mea-
sured with less random error.

4. The procedures used for measuring at-
titudes may affect those measures less if the
attitudes are relatively central.

The purpose of this article is to tease apart
these potential effects of attitude centrality.
We know that more central political atti-
tudes correlate more highly than less central
ones, as long as they reflect the same un-
derlying ideological values (Schuman &
Presser, 1981). We now want to examine in
more detail the structural or organizational
differences associated with different degrees
of attitude centrality. To do this, modified
multitrait-multimethod matrices (Campbell
& Fiske, 1959) of attitude measures from
groups that differ in attitude centrality are
examined. Attitudes on each of five different
issues, measured in multiple ways, are sub-
jected to a confirmatory second-order factor

analysis (Alwin, 1974; Kenny, 1979). This
allows us to estimate variance in responses
due to four different sources: an underlying
ideological value (the second-order factor),
issue-specific factors, systematic or method
error, and random or residual error. To fa-
cilitate comparisons of organization between
groups that differ in centrality and to allow

" for differing extremity or variability of at-

titudes in the two groups, unstandardized
structural coefficients are estimated (Blal-
ock, 1967; Duncan, 1975).

Methods

Data

The data used in this study are taken from the 1970
American National Election Study conducted by the
Center for Political Studies (CPS) at the University of
Michigan. We chose this particular study because sur-
vey respondents were asked for both their attitudes on
a number of issues and their judgments of the centrality
of those issues.

Attitudes about five different national issues were
examined: social protest, the war in Vietnam, civil
rights, industrial pollution, and national health insur-
ance. Three measures of the first attitude were used; the
second and third attitudes were each measured in two
different ways; and single measures of the last two at-
titudes were used. All nine attitude measures are re-
produced in the Appendix. Six of these measures in-
volved 7-point self-rating scales.

The centrality of each political attitude was measured
by asking respondents ‘““How important would you say
this issue is to you?” Responses to these questions were
taken on 4-point scales, with endpoints labeled “very
important” and “not important.”

Samples

A total of 1,694 respondents were interviewed in the
1970 CPS survey. The full sample constitutes a repre-
sentative cross section of persons 18 years old and older
in the United States. Of these 1,694 respondents, 1,088
had complete data on the nine attitude questions. This
sample with complete data was divided into three groups
depending upon the responses to the five importance-of-
issue questions. Of the 1,088, 291 respondents indicated
that all five issues were very important to them; 650
respondents said at least two issues but not all five were
very important; and 147 respondents reported that at
most one of the issues was very important. Because we
wanted to contrast the attitude structures of groups that
differed decisively on centrality, analyses were con-
ducted initially on the data from the first and third
groups of respondents. These two groups are subse-
quently referred to as the “high importance” and *low
importance” groups, respectively. Once the structural
differences between these two groups were identified,
an analysis of the middle group (the “moderate impor-
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Figure 1. Second-order confirmatory factor model.

tance” group) was conducted to confirm that this sample
“fell between™ the two extreme groups.

The Model

To tease apart the hypothesized effects of perceived
attitude importance, a confirmatory second-order factor
analysis model was used. The mode!l is portrayed in
Figure 1 and is defined by the following equations:

Yi=Am+Tg+e¢ (1)
n = 6io770 + g‘l (2)

The first equation specifies what is called the first-order
measurement model: how measured variables load on
the first-order latent factors. The second equation spec-
ifies the second-order measurement model.

In Equation 1, ¥;; is an attitude measure on the i*"
issue using the j" questlon on that issue. Subcript i thus
varies from one to five, and subscript j has a maximum
value of three (i.c., on the first issue). Variation in any
Y, is assumed to be due to three components:

1 n;, a latent factor rcpresentmg the respondent’s
attitude on the i*" issue. Each Y is assumed to be an
indicator of one of these five latcnt constructs.

2. ¢, a latent factor representing shared variance due
to method in the six measures using the 7-point self-
rating scale format.! This method factor is assumed to
be uncorrelated with all n, and with the ¥s that were
not measured using the 7-point scale format.

3. ¢y, residual or error variance that is assumed to
be uncorrelated across measures and is also uncorrelated
with 7, and £.

The coefficients A;; and T'; are structural coefficients
or factor-loading coefficients of Y,s on the 7, and ¢ fac-

tors, respectively. When any. given Y; does not use the
7-point scale format, I'; is assumed to equal zero.

Equation 2 speciﬁes the second-order measurement
model. Variance in each latent attitude construct (m)
is decomposed into two sources: a single second-order
latent construct n,, and residual variation ¢ Since ¢; is
assumed to be issue-specific variance (i.e., uncorrelated
across issues), it is assumed that 7, explains all of the
covariance between issues. In other words, the model
assumes that all of the latent attitude constructs, 7,
exhibit a single second-order factor structure. This sin-
gle second-order factor, 7,, represents an underlying
ideological predisposition or value, much like the single
first-order latent construct in Judd and Milburn’s 1980)
model, where each attitude was only measured once.>
The 8, coefficients are structural coefficients or second-
order factor loadings.

To examine whether attitude organization differs in
the high- and low-importance groups, different coeffi-
cients in the model are compared. Differences in the
consistency or ideological base of the attitudes should
be found by examining the 8;, coefficients. Differences

' No method factor was included for the two ther-
mometer scales because loadings on it are not identified
in the present model. See our later discussion of iden-
tification.

? This second-order model is a distinct advance over
the first-order model of Judd and Milburn (1980), since
here method variance in the indicators is not confounded
with true score or “‘trait” variance. In Judd and Milburn
(1980), the first-order latent ideology incorporates com-
mon method variance, since common methods were used
for the single measures of each of the five attitudes.



ATTITUDE CENTRALITY 440

in random measurement error should be found by ex-
amining the variances of the residuals to the Yj; (i.e.,
awz)_ Differences in systematic measurement error or
method variance should be found by examining the T';
structural coefficients. Finally, differences in the polar-
ization of attitudes should be indicated by differences
in the variances of the latent constructs: both the secoad-
order ideological construct (7,), and the residual or is-
sue-specific variances of the first-order latent constructs.

Estimation

The unknown parameters of the model were estimated
in the samples simultaneously using the LISREL proce-
dure (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1978; Version 4).” This pro-
cedure generates maximum likelihood parameter esti-
mates under the assumption of multivariate normality.
The following unknown parameters were estimated: (2)
the structural coefficients of the first-order latent atti-
tude constructs on the Y, (A;); (b) the structural coef-
ficients of the latent method factor on the Y;; (T;); (¢)
the disturbance or residual variances to the Y (u‘,.,z);
(d) the structural coefficients of the second-order latent
ideology construct on the n; (8i,); (¢) the disturbance
or residual variances to the ; (¢;,>); and (f) the variance
of the second-order latent ideology construct (a,,%).

Estimation of the coefficients of the model is possible
only if the model is identified. This means that sufficient
information must exist in the sample variance-covari-
ance matrices to solve for the unknown coefficients. The
present model is identified only if two assumptions are
made. First, to estimate the six coefficients from the
latent method factor (T';), the variance of that factor
was fixed at unity in both groups and all T; coefficients
were constrained to be equal within groups. In essence,
we are assuming that all six attitude measures employ-
ing the 7-point self-rating format reflect systematic error
variance to the same degree.

The second assumption that must be made for the
model to be identified involves fixing one structural coef-
ficient from each latent construct at unity in order to
derive the variances of the latent constructs (Kenny,
1979). In essence, this amounts to fixing the measure-
ment metrics of the latent constructs. For the first-order
latent attitude construct (), the structural coefficient
of the first measure of each attitude (Y;;) was so con-
strained. In all cases, this involved setting the metrics
of the latent attitude factors equivalent to that of a 7-
point self-rating measure. To estimate the variance of
the second-order ideological factor, one of its structural
coefficients to the first-order attitude factors (8;,) also
must be constrained at unity. The structural coefficient
to the first latent attitude construct (i.e., Bi,) was so
fixed.

Assuming that the model is identified, LISREL per-
forms an overall goodness-of-fit test (chi-square) to de-
termine whether the resulting model is consistent with
the sample variance-covariance matrix. A nonsignifi-
cant chi-square indicates that the model and the data
are consistent. This test can either be performed on each
group separately or simultaneously in two or more
groups. By using simultaneous estimation in our im-
portance groups and an overall chi-square test, we are

able to examine whether the parameters of the struc-
tural model differ between groups. Suppose we wanted
to ascertain whether the A; coefficients were invariant
across groups. The parameters in the groups would first
be estimated with no between-group equality con-
straints. Then the parameters would be re-estimated,
forcing all A;; to be equal between groups. Each of these
solutions has an associated chi-square statistic. The dif-
ference between these two chi-squares is itself a chi-
square and can be used to determine whether the model
without equality constraints fits significantly better than
the model in which parameters are forced to be equal
between groups.

Results

We start by examining the structural ef-
fects of centrality in the high- and low-im-
portance groups. Prior to estimating the
coefficients of the hypothesized model, we
examined the correlations among the nine
attitude measures in the two groups. These
correlations, along with the groups means
and standard deviations, are presented in
Table 1. If all five of the attitudes measured
by these nine variables share a single un-
derlying value or ideology, then we would
expect the correlations between measures of
different attitudes to be higher in the high-
importance group than in the low-impor-
tance group. For the high-importance group,
the average of the 31 correlations between
variables measuring different attitudes is
26. For the low-importance group, these
correlations average .15. Although these two
average correlations are not significantly
different, the trend toward higher correla-
tions in the high-importance group is quite
striking. Of the 31 correlations, 27 are
higher in the high group than in the low
group.* We turn to our model to understand

3 Others before us (Weeks, 1980) have estimated
higher order factor models using LISREL. However, they
have gone to considerable lengths in modifying LISREL
to perform the estimation. It turns out that second-order
models can be efficiently estimated simply by defining
one or more latent constructs having no indicators.
These second-order factors are then allowed to affect
whatever first-order factors are thought to load upon.
them. We thank David A. Kenny for confirming our
original hunches concerning this estimation procedure.

41f these 31 correlations were independent of each
other (which they are not), the probability of 27 of them
being larger in one group than in the other {given the
aull hypothesis of no difference) is extremely small
(p < .00005).
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Table 1
Variable Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations: High- and Low-Importance Groups
Variable and group M SD Y Y2 Yis Yo Yaa Y4 Yia Yoo Y,
Yi,
High 3.77 2.23
Low 3.68 1.80
YI.Z
High 5.09 2.09 .59
Low 5.20 1.83 48
Y,
High 10.54 20.80 .29 .39
Low 10.12 19.03 .29 .28
Yo
High 3.80 2.38 42 .48 .23
Low 3.96 2.09 31 .37 22
Y22
High 1.90 0.82 .36 .39 17 .70
Low 1.98 0.79 .28 .25 12 72
Y3.l
High 4.01 2.35 .56 .54 .30 33 .30
Low 4.19 1.97 .46 43 .20 .28 .18
YB.Z
High 65.58 25.50 .39 .39 .27 .18 17 .45
Low 60.47 22.88 .34 .35 .08 .15 .15 .36
Y
High 2.09 1.85 .08 .10 .05 .10 17 .09 .10
Low 2.75 1.85 -—.16 .08 .10 -.02 —.12 -.13 —.08
YS,I
High 3.20 2.39 .26 .30 A2 .20 .16 37 17 .15
Low 3.94 2.21 .06 21 .13 .18 11 17 .21 .18

the structural differences responsible for this
trend.

Table 2 presents the unstandardized pa-
rameter estimates generated by the LISREL
procedure separately for the two groups. For
both groups the goodness of fit chi-square
is nonsignificant, indicating that the model
is consistent with the data. This result sup-
ports the following two conclusions: First, on
the level of the first-order measurement
model, it appears that in each group the var-
ious indicators of any given attitude measure
that attitude and not a different one. Second,
on the level of the second-order measure-
ment model, it appears that in each group
the five attitude constructs derive from a
single underlying ideological value. The
presence of a single underlying ideology in
attitudes like these is consistent with earlier
research (Judd & Milburn, 1980).

There are a number of differences be-
tween groups in the parameters of Table 2
that deserve comment. First, the structural
coefficients from the latent-method factor in
the high-importance group are zero, while
in the low-importance group there appears
to be more substantial method variance in
the indicators employing the 7-point self-rat-
ing format. This difference in error variance
due to measurement method is consistent
with the theoretical notion that those for
whom the attitude is less central should be
more influenced by survey question format.

To test whether there is significant method
variance in the responses of the two groups,
we estimated the model in each case under
the respecification that all T'; equal zero. In
the case of the high-importance group, there
was absolutely no evidence that the model
fit better allowing for method variance, dif-
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Table 2

Maximum Likelihood Estimates of
Unstandardized Parameters: Second-Order
Latent Factor Structure (No Between-Group
Constraints)

High Low
Parameter importance importance

Ay 1.00° 1.00*
A 99 92
As 5.43 6.02
A,y 1.00° 1.00*
Az .29 .35
Asy 1.00* 1.00*
Aj, v 7.60 9.69
Ay 1.00°* 1.00*
As 1.00* 1.00*
Ly .00 .53
Gt 2.18 1.62
To 1.62 1.71
O 350.31 308.68
Ot .90 g1
0oyl .28 .20
Oos® 2.00 2.03
T 446.66 371.94
T .00 .00°
Oess .00* .00°
Bio 1.00* 1.00°
B0 74 .70
B30 .93 .93
Bao 15 -.37
Bs.o .50 .28
o’ -.23° .01
o’ 3.11 2.65
o’ 93 .33
art 3.36 2.86
a;l 4.93 4.46
O’ : 3.02 1.47
x¥23) 29.94* 31.56**

Note. n = 291 for the high-importance group; n = 147
for the low-importance group.

2 These coefficients are constrained for identification
purposes.

® This negative variance probably indicates a misspe-
cification in the model. However, the misspecification
appears to be slight, since the overall fit of the model
is good and since this negative residual variance was not
found to differ significantly from zero.
*p=_.151.**p =110

ference x2(1) = .00. However, in the low-im-
portance group, the respecified model was
marginally less consistent with the sample
data than the model that allowed errors of
measurement due to method, difference
x¥(1) = 3.65, p < .10. Hence, we have mar-

ginally significant evidence that attitude re-
sponses in groups with low centrality are
more susceptible to response-format errors.
In the remainder of the results we discuss,
where we examine differences between
groups in the coefficients of the model,
method variance in responses is allowed in
the low-importance group. However, in all
subsequent models, all T'; in the high group
are set at zero.

Another difference between groups in the
coefficients of Table 2 seems to be in the
B, coefficients. These coefficients are the
second-order factor loading coefficients and
represent the extent to which the attitude
constructs derive from or are consistent with
the underlying ideological value. While most
of these coefficients seem to be roughly equal
in the two groups, Bs, shows different signs.
As we have discussed, we might well expect
differences in the B, coefficients or in the
ideological consistency of individual atti-
tudes as a function of attitude centrality.

To test for differences in the §;, coeffi-
cients, it is first necessary to ascertain
whether the first-order factor loadings, the
Ay, are equivalent in the two groups. If they
are not, then the first-order attitude con-
structs (the n;) differ in the two groups, and
comparisons of their structure between
groups are exceedingly difficult to interpret.
Hence, the model was estimated under the
specification that each A, be equal across
the two groups. The difference in the good-
ness of fit between this respecified model and
the model with no between-group constraints
did not approach significance, difference
x4(4) = 1.60, p > .750. Hence, the first-order
attitude constructs in the two groups, the
n;, are equivalent.

With equivalent first-order loading coef-
ficients in the two groups, we can now ask
whether the loading coefficients of the atti-
tude constructs on the underlying ideological
value differ in the two groups.” To assess
this, the parameters of the model were re-

5 Unless the measurement models for the first-order
latent constructs are equivalent, comparisons of the
higher order loadings and variances will yield differing
results depending on the variable used to set the metric
of the first-order latent constructs. If equal loadings are
shown, the results of comparisons between groups are
invariant across different latent construct metrics (Judd,
Krosnick, & Milburn, 1981).
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estimated under the specification that each
B, be equal in the two groups. This model
was compared to the model in which be-
tween-group constraints were placed only
upon the A coefficients. Again, the more
constrained model did not fit less well than
the model in which the 8,, coefficients were
allowed to differ between groups, difference
x*(4) = 5.76, p>.250. Hence, it appears
that the effects of the underlying ideological
value on the individual attitudes are equal
in the high- and low-importance groups.
There is no evidence in these data that an
underlying value is more influential in
determining individual political attitudes
among those for whom the attitudes are
more central.

While the impact of the underlying ide-
ological value seems to be equivalent in the
two groups, it is possible that the residual
or disturbance variances to the first-order
attitude constructs differ. These disturbance
variances (o%) represent the extent to which
variance in the individual attitudes is issue-
specific. In other words, differences in them
would reflect differences in the degree to
which attitudes are independent of each
other.® Consistent with our findings that the
B:, do not differ between groups, there is no
evidence that the disturbances to the first-
order constructs differ between groups when
the model is respecified so that each o7 is
constrained to be invariant across groups,
difference x*(5) = 1.20, p > .900.

It may be helpful to summarize briefly the
results to this point. First, we have found
marginally significant evidence for errors
due to method in the low-importance group,
while none has been detected in the high
group. Second, the first-order attitude con-
structs are equivalent in the two groups,
since we have shown that the A;; coefficients
are invariant across groups. Third, the un-
standardized loadings of the attitude con-
structs on the second-order latent value are
equal in the two groups. Finally, issue-spe-
cific or residual variance to the various at-
titudes does not differ by group. The model
is at this point a relatively highly constrained
one. Only the variance of the second-order
construct (o, %) and the disturbances to the
indicators (o) differ between groups. Even
so, the'model 1s quite consistent with the data
from the two samples: simultaneous good-
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ness of fit in the two groups, x*(60) = 70.05,
p = .176.

Are there differences between the groups
in the extent to which attitude measures re-
flect random error? We have already seen
that centrality seems to be related to the
amount of method error in measures. Now
we wish to see if residual errors in the mea-
sures (o,,”) differ between groups. A model
in which between-group constraints are put
on all the ¢, * was found to fit equally as well
as one in which the residual variances to the
indicators were unconstrained, difference
x*(7) = 7.82, p > .300. Once again, the sec-
ond-order factor structures seem virtually
identical in the two groups.

Besides the difference in the method vari-
ances (the I';;), the only remaining difference
between the two groups is the difference in
the variances of the second-order latent
value (¢,.%). In Table 2, this variance was
almost twice as large in the high-importance
group as in the low group. With both the
first- and second-order measurement models
equal between groups, we are in a position
to evaluate whether the difference in these
variances is significant. A final estimation
was done, forcing the variance of the second-
order factor to be equal between groups.
This respecification was significantly less
consistent with the data from the two sam-
ples, difference x*(1) =9.69, p <.005. In
other words, the latent ideological value un-
derlying all the individual attitudes (that in
turn are reflected in the variables) is signif-
icantly more variable in the high-importance
group. Individuals whose attitudes are cen-
tral tend to be more polarized in the latent
ideological value that is expressed in their
attitudes.

In conclusion, the most parsimonious
model is one in which only ¢, 2 and T (the
second-order factor variances and the load-
ings of variables on the method factor) are
different between the two groups. The first-
and second-order loading coefficients of this
model and the variances of the second-order
factor are presented in Table 3. As can be

¢ It should be emphasized that these disturbance vari-
ances do not represent error in the usual sense of that
word. Because the ; represent error-free attitude con-
structs, disturbance variance in them is simply “true-
score” variance that is uncorrelated across attitude is-
sues.
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seen, the model is simultaneously consistent
with the data from the two samples,
x}¥(67) = 77.87, p = .171.

To be sure that both the variance of the
second-order factor and the loadings of vari-
ables on the method factor differ reliably
across various levels of attitude centrality,
the coefficients of the hypothesized model
were estimated on the data from the third
sample, that is, the moderate importance
group. For this group, the average correla-
tion between measures of different attitudes
is .22, which falls between the average cor-
relations from the high- and low-importance
groups, as we would expect.

While the hypothesized model was con-
sistent with the data from the two extreme
groups, there are significant discrepancies
between the model and the data from the
moderate group, x*(23) = 42.58, p = .008.
This apparent difference in the model’s qual-
ity of fit is due to the differences in sample
size among the three groups. The moderate
group is more than twice the size of either
of the extreme groups. Hence, discrepancies
between the data and the model are sub-
stantially easier to detect in the moderate-
importance group. Bentler and Bonett (1980)
have proposed an index of quality of fit in

Table 3
Maximum Likelihood Parameter Estimates:
Final Fully Constrained Model

High Low
Parameter importance importance

Ay 1.00 1.00
Az 1.01 1.01
Ars 5.52 5.52
A 1.00 1.00
Az .29 .29
Az, 1.00 1.00
As 7.83 7.83
Asy 1.00 1.00
As, 1.00 1.00
Bro 1.00 1.00
B0 75 .5
B30 93 93
Bao .10 .10
Bso .49 .49
0, 2.95 1.69
x(67) 77.87*

*p =171
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maximum likelihood models, p, that is rel-
atively unaffected by sample size. This index
varies between zero and one, with the latter
value indicating that the model explains all
of the covariance among the variables. For
our three samples, p equals .985 in the high-
importance group, .977 in the moderate-im-
portance group, and .950 in the low-impor-
tance group. Thus, in all three cases the fit
is quite good. Little justification exists for
rejecting the model in the moderate group
while accepting it in the extreme groups.
If the differences we found between the
two extreme groups are structural differ-
ences arising from differing degrees of cen-
trality, then the relevant coefficients from
this moderate group should lie between the
coefficients from the extreme groups. Table
4 presents the estimated structural coeffi-
cients from the moderate group with no con-
straints imposed between groups. Compar-
ing these coefficients with the unconstrained
coefficients from the extreme groups pre-
sented in Table 2, we see that both the vari-
ance of the second-order factor, ¢, and the
loadings on the method factor, I';, lie be-
tween the respective coefficients from the
extreme groups. Thus, the data from the
moderate group are consistent with the cen-
trality differences found between the ex-
treme groups. Method variance in attitude
measures decreases monotonically with in-
creasing centrality, while polarization in the
second-order factor increases monotoni- -
cally.’

Discussion

This article has examined differences in
attitude organization as a function of atti-
tude centrality. We have argued that more
central attitudes may differ from less central
ones in one or more of the following ways:

1. More central attitudes may be more
strongly based upon or determined by the
underlying values.

2. More central attitudes may tend to be
more extreme or polarized.

7 It may seem odd that a sample that included blacks
was asked about their attitudes toward “Negroes.” We
conducted one final set of analyses to examine differ-
ences in the model when blacks were excluded from the
samples. No differences relative to the hypotheses we
are examining emerged.
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Table 4

Maximum Likelihood Estimates of
Unstandardized Parameters: Moderate
Importance Group (No Between-Group
Constraints)

Moderate
Parameter importance

Ay 1.00*
A .98
1&|‘3 6.94
Ay 1.00*
A, .28
As, 1.00*
Az 6.93
A4.l 1.()0a
As, 1.00*
L, 31
Bi.o 1.00*
62.0 83
B0 _ 1.02
Bao .23
.35.0 67
oy’ 30
0';22 293
O’f’z 58
O'(-‘z 319
0'(32 4.63
L 1.63
x*(23) 42.58*

Note. ¥ = 650.

* These coefficients are constrained for identification

purposes.

*p = .008.

3. More central attitudes may be mea-
sured with more random error.

4. More central attitudes may be less sus-
ceptible to measurement error due to ques-
tionnaire format or method.

To tease apart these differences between
more and less central attitudes, a modified
multitrait-multimethod matrix was exam-
ined with a second-order confirmatory factor
analysis procedure. The results of this anal-
ysis are consistent with the second and
fourth of the above predictions. No evidence
for the first or third was found. More spe-
cifically, a highly significant difference was
found in the polarization of the ideological
value underlying the political attitudes we
examined. In addition, marginally signifi-
cant evidence was found to support the no-

tion that the measurement of less central
attitudes is more susceptible to question for-
mat than the measurement of more central
attitudes. Contrary to predictions, less cen-
tral attitudes did not seem to be measured
with greater random error. Nor was evidence
found to support the notion that more central
attitudes derive from or are linked to the
underlying ideological value to a greater de--
gree.

The polarization differences we found
may not be surprising, since the attitude
measures we used measure intensity as well
as evaluative direction. In a sense, asking
respondents how important an issue is to
them may be tantamount to asking them
how extremely they rate themselves on a rat-
ing scale that measures intensity.

The results that are perhaps more intrigu-
ing are those suggesting that more central
or important attitudes are not more closely
linked to underlying values. If this is a re-
liable finding, then cognitive consistency no-
tions concerning the increased resistance to
change of more important attitudes may
need refinement. In a strict sense, our results
suggest that a change in any given attitude
should not render it less consistent with the
underlying value in the case of more central
attitudes than in the case of less central ones.
A unit shift in an attitude is associated with
the same number of units of difference in
the underlying value, regardless of the cen-
trality of the attitude. What differs between
central and noncentral attitudes is their po-
larization or extremity rather than the extent
to which they reflect an underlying value.

Of course, it is likely that a unit difference
between two attitudes on some scale means
more occurring near the endpoints of the
scale than near the midpoint. In other words,
affective intensity may not be a linear func-
tion of scale extremity. Hence, while a unit
difference in the underlying value is asso-
ciated with equal differences in a specific
attitude regardless of its centrality, scale
units may mean different things for more
polarized or extreme positions. The attitudes
of two individuals who rate themselves 1 or
2 on a 9-point scale may seem less consistent
than the attitudes of two individuals who
rate themselves 3 and 4 on that scale. In-
consistency, then, may not be a linear func-
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tion of the discrepancy of two positions on
some attitude scale. Rather, phenomenolog-
ically, it may be a curvilinear function of
that discrepancy. This conclusion is, of
course, consistent with research indicating
that individuals with more extreme attitudes
have larger latitudes of rejection than indi-
viduals with less extreme attitudes (Sherif
& Hovland, 1961).

The results we have reported concerning
the magnitude of error due to method sug-
gest that attitude researchers need to be es-
pecially sensitive to instrumentation biases
when measuring less central attitudes. Mul-
tiple indicators or measurement procedures
seem to be especially important when as-
sessing attitudes that have been given little
thought (as perhaps is the case in most pub-
lic opinion polls).

While the results we have presented are
intriguing, they should be regarded as
suggestive rather than conclusive for a num-
ber of reasons. First, differences in respon-
dents have been confounded with differences
in attitude centrality. It would be informa-
tive to examine differences in attitude or-
ganization within respondents as a function
of centrality. Second, our measure of atti-
tude centrality is fairly crude. Nearly 20%
of the survey respondents indicated that all
five attitudes were central. Perhaps a more
discriminating measure of centrality would
yield different results. Schuman and Presser
(1981) present evidence to suggest that dif-
ferent centrality measures lead to different
results. Finally, attitudes on a relatively se-
lect set of national political issues were ex-
amined. Studies of more diverse issues, rep-
resenting more than a single underlying
ideological value, may result in different
conclusions.

In spite of these reservations, it seems to
us that our results have intriguing implica-
tions for attitude theories. Reliable struc-
tural differences have been demonstrated as
a function of attitude centrality, yet fewer
differences were found than expected or pre-
dicted. More research on centrality and on
attitude structure seems called for. We hope
to have suggested both some starting points
and some procedures for that research.
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Appendix

Attitude Measures Used in the Analysis

Variable Y]J

There is much discussion about the best way to
deal with the problem of urban unrest and rioting.
Some say it is more important to use all available
force to maintain law and order—no matter what
results. Others say it is more important to correct
the problems of poverty and unemployment that
give rise to the disturbances. Where would you
place yourself on this scale? (7-point scale)

Variable Y, ,

Some people are pretty upset about rioting and
disturbances on college campuses and in high
schools. Some feel sympathetic with the students
and faculty who take part in these disturbances.
Others think the schools should use police and the
national guard to prevent or stop disturbances.
Where would you place yourself on this scale?
(7-point scale)

Variable Y, ;

People who riot in cities. (rating of such people
on 100-point “feeling thermometer” scale)

Variable Y,,

There is much talk about “hawks” and *“‘doves”
in connection with Vietnam, and considerable dis-
agreement as to what action the United States
should take in Vietnam. Some people think we
should do everything necessary to win a complete
military victory, no matter what results. Some
people think we should withdraw completely from
Vietnam right now, no matter what results. Where
would you place yourself on this scale? (7-point
scale)

Variable YZ.Z

Which of the following do you think we should
do now in Vietnam? (Pull out of Vietnam entirely;

keep our soldiers in Vietnam but try to end the
fighting; take a stronger stand even if it means
invading North Vietnam.)

Variable Y,, f

Some people feel that the government in Wash-
ington should make every possible effort to im-
prove the social and economic position of Negroes
and other minority groups. Others feel that the
government should not make any special effort
to help minority peoples but they should be ex-
pected to help themselves. Where would you place
yourself on this scale? (7-point scale)

Variable Y5,

Negroes. (rating on 100-point “feeling thermom-
eter” scale)

Variable Y,

There are many sources of air and water pollution;
one of them is private industry. Some say the gov-
ernment should force private industry to stop its
polluting. Others believe industries should be left
alone to handle these matters in their own way.
Where would you place yourself on this scale?
(7-point scale)

Variable Y;J

There is much concern about the rapid rise in
medical and hospital costs. Some feel there should
be a government health insurance plan which
would cover all medical and hospital expenses.
Others feel that medical expenses should be paid
by individuals and through private insurance like
Blue Cross. Where would you place yourself on
this scale? (7-point scale)
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