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Most people believe that our attitudes, once formed, are relatively stable over time. How-
ever, research reveals that attitudes can be impacted in a number of ways; and individuals
may not always be consciously aware of their attitude shifts or the influences that may
have triggered a change. A longitudina study of police cadets demonstrates this phe-
nomenon in areal-world setting. A survey assessing individual’s attitudes towards polic-
ing and their distinctive impact or effectivenessin law enforcement was administered to a
group of academy cadets. The same individuals were again assessed one year post train-
ing. Their expressed attitudes on key issues had undergone considerable change, although
most believed that their attitudes had remained stable.

An attitude—a term originally borrowed from the nautical
world—is merely a psychological predisposition to evaluate some-
one or something in either a favorable or unfavorable light (Eagly
& Chaiken, 1993). Attitudes can be formed in several ways includ-
ing personal experience, information received through a variety of
means, or accepting the statements or beliefs of others. Attitudes
are socia constructs that provide individuals with an efficient way
to summarize their impressions of the attitude object (Olson &
Zanna, 1993). However, when people are asked about their atti-
tudes, the expressions they offer are self-reported, evaluative reac-
tions; thus, subject to many potential biasing influences or contex-
tual considerations (Schwarz, 1998).
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Most individuals believe that there is strong correspon-
dence between a person’s expressed attitude and behavior, and an-
ticipate that others will act in ways consistent with their attitude
expressions (Wood, 1982). Researchers, however, have found sig-
nificant discrepancies in the attitude-behavior relationship (Ajzen
& Fishbien 1977; Batson, Early, & Salvarani, 1997; Eagly &
Chaiken, 1993; Wicker, 1969). That is, expressed attitudes may
bear little resemblance to actual behavioral actions. For example,
public opinion polls suggest that, as a collective, individuals report
they are eating healthier and are exercising more frequently. How-
ever, these reports of changing lifestyles are inconsistent with other
empirical evidence; as a nation we are more obese than ever in his-
tory and disorders associated with poor diet are at record levels
(US Department of Health and Human Services, 2000, 2001).

Additionally, individuals often report that their own atti-
tudes are consistent and stable; that is, they act in accordance with
their expressed beliefs and are not subject to changing influences
that may persuade others (Myers, 2004). However, several studies
have shown that expressed attitudes can change over time, al-
though individuals may not realize that a transformation has oc-
curred. Attitude reports from couples and steady dating partners
find, as compared to attitudinal measures taken weeks earlier,
those who were still together recalled having said that their partner
was even more caring and positive than they earlier indicated.
Those couples who were now apart recalled having identified signs
that their partner was exhibiting signals of selfishness, distance,
and so forth—something not revealed in the actual previous sur-
veys (e.g., Holmberg & Holmes, 1994; McFarland & Ross, 1985).
In other words, they “remembered” holding the attitude that they
currently possessed. Bem and McConnell (1970) found that peo-
ple whose attitudes had changed often insisted that they had always
felt as they currently expressed and denied any impact of other in-
fluences. In other words, individuals have a tendency to recall
prior attitudes as similar to their current reports, even when their
attitudes have shifted (Bem & McConnell, 1970). If we are unclear
or unsure about our past attitude toward something, we will usually
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indicate that the way we currently feel is the way we have always
felt about the issue, topic, or person (Myers 2004). A metaphorical
example is that of the caterpillar that became a butterfly, but re-
ported that it had aways been a butterfly, just a bit smaller; thus,
failing to recollect that it was ever a caterpillar.

It is often assumed that reported attitudes are derived from
relatively constant, stable sources of information that essentially do
not change with the situation. However, if relevant internal datais
not easily accessed (or remembered), attitudes are more responsive
to current cues and influences (Wood, 1982). Many attitude theo-
ries suggest that individuals base their stated attitudes on selective
memories of their past behavior (e.g. Bem, 1972; Festinger, 1957;
Lord & Lepper, 1999). Attitude reports by individuals can change
simply because the context is different—even if no additional in-
formation about the attitude object has been received. The current
context may provide for differing salience and cognitive accessibil-
ity of information regarding the attitude object (Eagly, & Chaiken,
1993; McGuire & McGuire, 1991; Petty & Wegener, 1998; Ross,
Insko, & Ross, 1971; Tesser, 1978). “People often have a large
and conflicting ‘data base’ relevant to their attitudes on any given
topic, and the attitude they have at any given time depends on the
subset of these data to which they attend” (Wilson & Hodges,
1992, p. 38).

The response an individual offers to an attitude question
can vary from one time to the next depending on the salience of
one's thoughts, feelings, or remembered actions at the time. Peo-
ple are influenced by the memories—accurate or not—of their own
past actions of the attitude object or issue (Miller, McHoskey,
Bane & Dowd, 1993). However, when attitudes are less well
formed or recollections are hazy, current feeling or perceptions
may guide attitude reports.

Much of the previous research that examined attitude
change and perceptions of change has focused on contrived cir-
cumstances involving undergraduate college students and utilized
methodologies that collected assessments after only a few days or
weeks. Additionally, previous research frequently addressed topics
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that may have been of marginal interest to the participants. The
present longitudinal field study examines attitudinal change among
a group of individuals commencing with their attendance in a re-
gional academy as cadets, to service as municipal police officers.
These participants are career professionals (rather than college un-
dergraduates) and the study assesses potential attitude change over
the course of a full year on job-related issues of interest to police
officers. The goal isto determine if the previously reported general
findings of other studies will hold in a career sample of police pro-
fessionals in which the attitudes of interest involve salient criminal
justice issues. Additionally, whereas many studies address only
transient attitude change and comparison assessments are separated
by only afew days or weeks, the present study involves collection
of independent attitudinal data at two points, ayear apart.

Finally, the present study explores the influencing factors
affecting attitude change. The impact of police training—involving
unique experiences, new skills, and potentially important new
group influences—can have a powerful impact on attitudes.
Turner (1991) suggests that attitudes can assimilate to a group’s
standards, especialy if there is a high degree of identification. In
the present context, the indoctrination of cadets into the world of
policing by fellow officers and Field Training Officers (FTOs) has
the potential for significant attitudinal influence. It is hypothesized
that there will be significant differences in attitudinal measures
from Time 1 to Time 2, however, many participants will be rela-
tively unaware of their attitude shift. Asaresult of the training and
experience, it is expected that officers will be less sanguine about
their individual ability to positively impact criminal justice issues
and may reflect greater attitudinal tolerance of behavior that was
previoudly identified less favorably. Further, attitudinal shifts that
may be identified will be substantially attributable to the direct ex-
perience and strong group influences that can be present in the po-
lice culture.
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METHOD

Participants

Forty-one individuals attending a regional police academy
participated in this study. Each person was a cadet in training to
become a licensed police officer. Of the 41 participants, 12 were
female and 29 were male.

Materials

Derived from a number of divergent sources and subject-
matter experts, a survey was created that assessed strength-of-
attitude on 35 items relating to academy training, the criminal jus-
tice system, ethics, society, and one's individual ability to influ-
ence or impact issues related to the police function (crime, disor-
der, societal ills, etc.). The survey contained additional demo-
graphic information and a number of “filler” items; however, for
the purpose of this study the focus was on those items that assessed
attitudes regarding an individual’s ability to influence crime and
social disorder, and issues relating to acceptable police behavior.
(See Appendix for complete list of attitudinal questions.) The par-
ticipants completed the questionnaire using a Likert-type rating
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Design and Procedure

A version of the questions identified in the Appendix was
provided to 46 participants of a police cadet class midway through
their 18 week academy training program. Of the 46 who received
the questionnaire, 41 were available for follow-up administration
of the same questionnaire 12 months after graduation of their acad-
emy session. Arrangements for survey administration and comple-
tion at both Time 1 and Time 2 were coordinated through the re-
gional police academy. Although this was clearly a convenience
sample, the regional academy serves police agencies of various
sizes and geography throughout the state. The Time 2 administra-
tion was conducted as a component of a prearranged post-
academy, in-service training class; thus, all participants were avail-
able at one time and location for assessment, follow-up, and de-
briefing. A brief, one-page post assessment follow-up survey was
administered prior to providing participants with their results and
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debriefing. This survey assessed individuals' perceptions of their
own attitude change on criminal justice related topics since the
prior questionnaire (Time 1). Additional issues were discussed
with participants after they received their results and debriefing to
assess potential sources of influence for any attitudinal change that
may have occurred.

RESULTS

Demographics

The participants possessed similar educational background.
There were no identified response differences as a result of age,
education, race, or gender.

Attitude Measures

A subsample of questions was utilized to assess attitudinal
change in the two main areas of interest: (a) individuals percep-
tion of influence in addressing criminal justice issues and (b) mat-
tersrelating to acceptable conduct.

Individual Perceptions of Influence

The 4 questions used to assess perceptions of influence on
criminal justice issues are identified in Table 1. A paired t-test
analysis revealed significant changes in 3 of the 4 items. As a
whole, participants reported they were less able to significantly
influence crime and community issues than they had believed at
Time 1.

Tablel.

Mean Comparisonsin Attitudinal Responses on |ssues Related to Individual Influence
Question Timel Time2 T Statistic
Policing is a personally rewarding 6.29 6.12 0.88, ns
occupation.

Asapolice officer, | will beableto 6.44 4.98 7.64**
significantly influence crime.

Police officers are well respected in 6.29 5.83 212 **
the community.

My individua effortsin policing 6.43 5.90 2.76*
will make the community a much

better place.

SignificanceLevel: * p<.05 **p<.01
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Per ceptions of Acceptable Conduct

The 4 questions used to assess this issue are identified in
Table 2. A paired t-test analysis revealed significant changes in
each of these questions. As a group, participants were less strin-
gent in their attitudes toward absolute veracity and adherence to
regulations.

Table2.

Mean Comparison in Attitudinal Responses on | ssues Related to Acceptable Police Conduct
Question Timel Time2 T Statistic
Asapolice officer, | may occasionally 3.44 5.56 -10.10**
‘bend’ therulesif the outcomeis

justified.

Police officers must be held to a higher 6.37 5.82 3.52%*

level of accountability and ethical
conduct by virtue of their position and
authority.

Asapolice officer, it is almost always 6.48 5.66 4.86**
wrong to lie, even if the end result is
justified.

Effective policing requires strictly 6.46 531 6.49**
following the rules, guidelines, and
procedures.

Significance Level: ** p<.01

General Attitude Sability

An additional question relating specifically to stability of
the participants attitudes on criminal justice issues was asked.
There were no differences from Time 1 to Time 2 on the item:
“My attitudes regarding crimina justice issues and policing are
relatively consistent over time.” This suggests that participants did
not perceive a change in attitudinal responses had occurred. This
view is bolstered by the follow-up procedure.

Post Assessment Follow-up

Upon completion of the Time 2 survey, all participants re-
sponded to a brief one-page questionnaire assessing the partici-
pants perceptions of any change in their attitudes (related to the
survey issues) since their last survey. Of the 41 participants, only
2 indicated that they believed their individual attitudes had
changed substantially. The remaining 39 subjects indicated that
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thelir attitudes had “not changed” or “changed very little if at all.”
Participants were provided with their individual results and the ag-
gregate findings. Additional issues were discussed with partici-
pants after they received their results and debriefing. Interestingly,
the majority of participants expressed doubt in the accuracy of the
Time 1 measures, as they were sure that their individual attitudes
had not significantly changed. As a result, the researchers were
compelled to provide participants with copies of their Time 1 sur-
veys for comparison to bolster the confidence among the partici-
pants that the results were accurate. After this assurance, a group
discussion was conducted to explore possible influence that could
account for the attitudinal changes. Strong agreement was reached
in determining that their actual on-the-job experiences were central
to any change. In particular the influence of their FTO, as well as
fellow officers, and their increasing identification with the police
culture was identified.

DISCUSSION

As expected, there were significant attitudinal changes that
occurred among the participants in the two issues of interest in this
study. In general, the results suggest that, after academy training
and field experience, participants were less likely to rate highly
their individual ability to impact crime and became less stringent in
their attitudes toward strict compliance with regulations. Post train-
ing, officers were more likely to be tolerant of ‘bending the rules
than when occupying the role of a pre-service cadet. Additionaly,
the general attitude-stability survey question and the post assess-
ment follow-up dramatically demonstrated the tendency for par-
ticipants to recall their past behaviors and attitudes selectively to
ensure correspondence with what they believed to be their previous
and current position. The intensity of the participants assertion
that their attitudes had not changed was surprising; compelling the
research staff to provide each individual with their pre and post
survey materials. Clearly, people can become revisionist self-
historians who frequently misremember what their current attitudes
used to be (Bem & McConnell, 1970; Goethals & Reckman, 1973;
Mclintyre, Lord, Lewis, & Frye, 2004; Ross & Shulman, 1973).
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People are influenced by the memories—accurate or not—
of their own past actions and attitudes. However, when attitudes
are less well formed or recollections are hazy, current feelings or
perceptions may guide attitude reports. That is, the response an in-
dividual offers to an attitude question can vary from one time to
the next depending on the salience of one’'s thoughts, feelings, or
remembered actions at the time. “People so often remain unaware
that their attitudes and their actions might not have been quite as
consistent as they appear in the rear-view mirror of life (Nisbett &
Wilson, 1977; Ross, 1989)” (Mclntyre, et al., 2004, p. 415).

Post analysis follow-up revealed important influences on a
participants’ attitude change—once they acknowledged that such a
change occurred—involved direct experience by virtue of their po-
lice training and the indoctrination into the police culture. Direct
behavioral experience can have a strong impact on attitude change.
Attitudes formed through direct action, such as during the FTO
process, have been found to predict later attitudes and behavior
better than attitudes formed with less direct experience with an atti-
tude object (Fazio, Zanna, & Cooper, 1978). Additionally, atti-
tudes tend to assimilate to a group’s standards (Turner, 1991) and
are moderated by the degree of identification people have with a
particular group (Hogg & Hardie, 1991; Terry & Hogg, 1996).
Becoming an accepted member of the police in-group is a critical
matter for new officers and this collective can wield both direct
and indirect power and influence.

In the post analysis discussion, participants recalled (with
prompting) that they had observed actions by others in policing
that were originally inconsistent with their naive beliefs. That is,
many suggested that seeing how things really worked was eye
opening and any attitude change may have been based on their bet-
ter understanding of the situations that were common to policing.
Research has demonstrated that greater in-group consonance can
be achieved by adopting the perspectives of important in-group
members. Although this can lead to potential negative conse-
guences, it provides a means for staying in sync with changing
group norms and inner group harmony (Norton, Monin, Cooper, &
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Hogg, 2003). Counter-attitudinal in-group behavior can lead other
group members—including new cadets—to change individual atti-
tudes even if they do not realize such a change is occurring.

When reported attitudes or actions are inconsistent, indi-
viduals may change their attitude to be consonant with recent be-
havioral actions (for a review see Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999).
Vicarious dissonance may occur when others are observed in ac-
tions or behaviors that may initialy be at odds with their private
attitudes. In order to reconcile their beliefs with the behavior—
especially behavior of a person of importance—individuals will
change their own attitude in the direction of the actions observed
(Norton, et a., 2003). Because people cannot change the behavior
of others, they must change what they can control—namely, their
own attitudes about the behavior. Altering one’'s own attitudes can
be the most effective means of dealing with the inconsistencies or
uncertainties of others. If rookie officers observe fellow officers
and their FTOs engaging in an organizationally-normative ac-
cepted behavior, they may be influenced to alter their attitude to fit
the circumstance. “When individuals are induced to behave con-
trary to their beliefs, they tend to change these beliefs so that they
become more consistent with their behavior” (Snyder & Ebbesen,
1972, p. 502).

CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrates that attitudinal shifts can occur on
topics of direct importance and salience to a cadre of professional
police participants who may be generally unaware that such atti-
tude changes have occurred. Although it is often assumed that re-
ported attitudes are derived from relatively constant, stable sources
of information that essentially do not change with the situation, the
empirical evidence suggests otherwise. When thoughts and feeling
are discrepant about something for which we have formed an atti-
tude, change is likely (Norman, 1975). This is especialy true if
the prior attitude is weak (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993), is not forged
through direct experience (Fazio, et a., 1978), not readily recalled
(Mcintyre et a., 2004) and can occur even when individuals are
unaware that a change has taken place (Bem & McConnell, 1970).
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The influence of direct experience, such as intensive police train-
ing, and a desire for acceptance by the normative police in-group
can be a potent force in effecting attitude change. This suggests
that occasional attitudinal monitoring by individuals and policing
organizations could be useful. Officers may unknowingly develop
attitude shifts of acceptance toward previously undesirable behav-
ior without clear awareness. Monitoring and greater self-awareness
of previously held attitudes and beliefs has been shown to decrease
the susceptibility to errant attitudinal and behaviora change; par-
ticularly if the previously held attitude is specific, potent, and
formed as a result of direct experience (Myers, 2004) . That is, an
occasional reminder of the beliefs that one may hold can reduce
biasing influences.

Additionally, individuals, agencies, and training personnel
could focus on modeling more positive, prosocial behavior and at-
titudinal cues. Rookie officers may have few well-formed attitudes
regarding the experiences encountered during training. As a resullt,
police agencies and training professionals have the opportunity to
forge positive associations through specific, compelling, and direct
experiences that occur during the formative training period; thus,
fostering affirmative attitudinal associations.

Although the present study identifies that attitudes of offi-
cers changed in the direction of asserting less individual impact in
transforming the complicated dynamic of crimina justice issues,
this did not diminish their enthusiasm for their career choice.
Based on the follow-up interviews, it is likely that this reflects an
attitudinal recalibration toward more realistic expectations, based
on newly realized information and experiences. Prior attitudes re-
garding police service and the expectations of this new role had not
been based on the post-training understanding they now possess.
Additionally, officers with little time on the force will likely re-
main cognitively committed to their career decision. That is, hav-
ing dedicated considerable time and resources to this new career, it
would be psychologically incompatible to suggest that a poor ca
reer decision had been made. As aresult, the desire to remain cog-
nitively consistent can positively influence their attitudes toward
their career decision.
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Attitudes best predict behavior when other social influences
are minimized, when the attitude is specific to the behavior, and
when the attitude is compelling (Myers, 2004). Through attention
to these formative issues, police organizations and training person-
nel can play a substantial role in the attitudinal development and
shifts that may be experienced by those beginning their profes-
sional police service.
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Appendix
Survey Questions used in Study

Academy training is useful to better understand the role of a police officer.
Academy courses address the important aspects of law enforcement.
The training curriculum in the academy prepares individuals for police service.
A sense of community isimportant to a strong society.
Thefirst line of communication with our government is with city officials.
Immigration is an important issue for policing.
Asmuch as possible, police officers should be free from palitical influence.
Strong citizen support is helpful for the policing effort.
Police, courts, and corrections provide the backbone of the criminal justice sys-
tem.

. The courts deal with criminals effectively.

. Technology can improve policing.

Education isimportant.

Police officers must stick together.

Early intervention can reduce later crime problems.

Enforcement of drug lawsis an effective deterrence.

. Thefear of capital punishment serves as deterrence to crime commission.

Effective supervision in policing is essential.

Policing is a personally rewarding occupation.

Professional integrity requiresthat officers be truthful in al circumstances.

The American justice system is the best in the world.

. Defense lawyersfairly work to assert their clientsinnocence.

. Asapoalice officer | may occasionally ‘bend’ the rules if the outcome is justi-
fied.

. The constitution provides clear guidance for effective law enforcement.

Asapoalice officer, | will be able to significantly influence crime.

Police officers are well respected in the community.

. Police departments work effectively to deal with crime issues.

. Any disorder that may be experienced in the community is significantly im-

proved by better regulation and law enforcement.

My individual effortsin policing will make the community a much better place.

Effective policing requires strictly following the rules, guidelines, and proce-

dures.

Police agencies are effective at crime fighting.

. My attitudes regarding criminal justice issues and policing are relative consis-
tent over time.

. Asapolice officer, it isalmost awayswrong to lie, even if the end result isjus-
tified.

. All individuals must be treated with respect and courtesy, even if that is not re-

turned.

Police officers must be held to a higher level of accountability and ethical con-

duct by virtue of their position and authority.

. In order for society to better function, all laws should be rigorously upheld and
enforced.
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