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Attitude measurement is pervasive. Social psychologists routinely measure attitudes when
studying their causes (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Tesser, Whitaker, Martin, & Ward, 1998;
Zajonc, 1968), how they change (e.g., Festinger, 1957; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986) and their impact on cognition and behavior (e.g., Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979).
Attitude measurement is also frequently done by political scientists, sociologists, economists,
and other academics. Commercial market researchers are constantly engaged in measuring
attitudes toward real and imagined consumer products and services. Beginning in the 1990s,
all agencies of the U.S. federal government initiated surveys to measure attitudes toward the
services they provided. And the news media regularly conduct and report surveys assessing
public attitudes toward a wide range of objects. One of the most consequential examples is the
routine measurement of Americans’ approval of their president.

To gauge people’s attitudes, researchers have used a wide variety of measurement tech-
niques. These techniques have varied across history, and they vary across professions today.
This variation is due both to varying philosophies of optimal measurement and varying avail-
ability of resources that limit assessment procedures. When attitude measurement was first
formalized, the pioneering scholars presumed that an attitude could be accurately assessed
only using a large set of questions that were selected via an elaborate procedure (e.g., Likert,
1932; Thurstone, 1928). But today, attitudes are most often assessed using single questions
with relatively simple wordings and structures, and the variability of the approaches is strik-
ing, suggesting that there is not necessarily one optimal way to achieve the goal of accurate
measurement.

Recently, however, scholars have begun to recognize that the accumulating literature points
to clear advantages and disadvantages of various assessment approaches, so there may in fact
be ways to optimize measurement by making good choices among the available tools. Fur-
thermore, some challenging puzzles have appeared in the literature on attitude measurement
that are stimulating a reevaluation of widely shared presumptions. This makes the present a
particularly exciting time for reconsidering the full range of issues relevant to attitude mea-
surement.
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