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ABSTRACT

Attitudes are acquired views towards issues, ideas, objects, a specific behavior or entire social
groups. The influence of mere stimulus exposures has demonstrated that attitudes can be
formed without an accompanying awareness of the attitude formation process. The effects of
mere exposure on attitudes are stronger when the stimuli are presented subliminally
compared to when they are consciously perceived. The present study attempted to examine
the effect of repeated exposure to positively primed subliminal messages on attitude towards
homosexuality amongst young adults. A pre-post quasi-experimental research design has
been used to explore the aim of the study. A group of 30 participants (M=15, and F=15)
between the age range of 18 to 25 years were selected. The participants were selected as they
scored below the cutoff score of 64 in the Homosexuality Attitude Scale (HAS). Their score
indicated a negative attitude towards homosexuality. The participants were then repeatedly
exposed to videos masked with positive messages. After that the HAS was administered as a
post test measure. The results indicated a significant effect of repeated exposure to positively
primed subliminal messages on attitude towards homosexuality.
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through a process called social learning (Rosenthal & Zimmerman, 2014). The

human organism is remarkably tuned into its social world. This close tuning of
people to others is also revealed in just how powerful an influence others have on our
thoughts, feelings and behavior. Just the hint of the presence of another individual is enough
to significantly alter people’s behavior. People’s evaluation of virtually any aspect of their
social world is termed as attitudes. Attitudes as such are acquired views towards issues,
ideas, objects, a specific behavior or entire social groups (Vogel & Wanke, 2016).

I I uman beings acquire new information, form behavior or attitudes from other people

The way in which a person interprets, analyses, remembers and uses information about the
social world is called social cognition (Augoustinos et al., 2014). The basic component of
social thought is schema. Schemas are mental frameworks centering on a specific theme that
helps us to organize social information (Augoustinos et al., 2014). Schema influences three
basic processes: attention, encoding, and retrieval. Attention is the process through which
incoming information is selected and further processed. Through encoding, the selected
information is registered in the short-term memory and then stored in long-term memory.
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Retrieval refers to the process through which we recover information from memory, to use it
in some manner — making judgments about other people. The stronger and more organized
schemas are, the more likely they are to influence our thinking and especially our memory
for social information (Ostrom et al., 1981). Schemas can be temporarily activated by
priming — transitory increase in the case in which specific schemas can be activated by
experiences relevant to the stimulus (Sparrow & Wegner, 2006). In other words, recent
experiences make some schemas more active than they would otherwise be and as a result,
they exert stronger effects on current thinking.

Research on the influence of mere stimulus exposures have demonstrated that attitudes can
be formed without an accompanying awareness of the attitude formation process (Bornstein,
1989). The mere exposure paradigm makes a stimulus accessible to the individual’s sensory
registers. It does not require the individual to engage in any sort of behavior, nor is the
individual offered any reinforcement. Unreinforced mere exposure is sufficient to enhance
attitude towards a stimulus (Zajonc, 1968), implying that awareness of stimulus content is
not required for the production of mere exposure effects. The exposures are so degraded,
that the individual is not aware of the occurrence but develop a preference for the stimulus
and a sense of familiarity. The effects are measured by resulting changes in preferences or
attitudes towards the object. The effects of mere exposure on attitudes are stronger when the
stimuli are presented subliminally compared to when they are consciously perceived
(Bornstein & D’ Agustine, 1992).

Homosexuality is the inclination of an individual to engage in sexual acts with a person of
their own sex. Despite major changes in law both globally and in India a strong prejudice
still persists against homosexuality in India (Kole, 2007). The American Psychiatric
Association in 1973 (Drescher, 2015) and the Indian Psychiatric Society in 2018 removed
homosexuality from their list of mental disorders. Although Sec 377 which criminalized
homosexual acts in India was also read down in 2018 many still continue to view it in a
negative light. The objective of the current experiment is to find out the effect of mere
exposure on attitude change towards homosexuality.

METHOD

Sample

A total of 60 participants were screened on Homosexuality Attitude Scale (HAS).
Participants scoring below cut off score of 64 were selected. Finally, a group of 30
participants (m = 15, f = 15) between the age range of 18 — 25 years, Bengalee, and residing
in Kolkata were retained for the experiment. The participants had a minimum educational
qualification of being a graduate.

Study Design
A pre-post quasi-experimental research design has been used.

Instruments

1. Homosexuality Attitude Scale (Kite, & Deaux, 1986): The Homosexuality Attitude
Scale (HAS) is a Likert scale that assesses people's stereotypes, misconceptions, and
anxieties about homosexuals. The measure contains a unidimensional factor representing a
favourable or unfavourable evaluation of homosexuals. The scale’s internal consistency
ranges between alphas >.92. The test-retest reliability of the scale is r =.71. The scale has
moderate convergent validity. It correlates moderately (rs =.50) with the FEM Scale and the
Attitude Toward Women Scale.
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Setting up of Visual Stimuli

A video of neutral valence was selected for the experimental purpose. The video was first
masked with positive messages regarding homosexuality at a subliminal level. Then, the
video was masked separately with negative messages regarding homosexuality at a
subliminal level. Thus, there were two videos, one masked with positive messages and the
other with negative messages.

Figure 1: Visual stimuli masked with positive messages

Procedure

Participants were selected using the purposive sampling technique. The Homosexuality
Attitude Scale (Kite, & Deaux, 1986) was administered on the participants, and they were
instructed to read each item and rate the statements on a five-point scale. The obtained data
was scored following which a total score was acquired. The total score indicates a
participant's attitude, favourable or unfavourable, towards homosexuality. The computed
median was 64. Any participants’ score below 64 indicated unfavourable attitude towards
homosexuality. A total of 30 participants (15 male and 15 female) were selected with a HAS
score below 64, indicating unfavourable attitude towards homosexuality. The participants
were then exposed to a video masked with positive messages. After the presentation of the
video, the participants were asked to rate the video on a five-point scale indicating their
perceived valence of the video. Following which the HAS was administered as a post test
measure.

Participants” athtude
towards homosexuality

was assessed using HAS

TN Median cut off score of

Less than 64
Neaative Attitude
\ ) participants with
Negative Attitude
TN Ireatment Condition
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Possive Primes

Participants™ attitude
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Figure 2: Diagrammatic representation of the pre-post study design
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Statistical Analysis

Necessary statistical analysis was carried out using R version 4.4.0 (Ritz & Streibig, 2005).
The Shapiro-Wilks test of normality was carried out to guide further statistical decision-

making.

RESULTS

Table 1: Shapiro-Willks Test of Normality

D

w

p-value

Before-After

0.97372

0.6452

*Significant at 0.05 Level of Significance, ** Significant at 0.01 Level of Significance

Since, the study design follows a single group pre-post study design, the difference (D)
between each of the paired value were tested for normality. The r function shapiro.test() runs
the Shapiro-Willks Test of Normality. The test yielded a p-value of 0.6452 which is greater
than the 0.05 level of significance. Hence, it can be concluded that the data points assume a

normal distribution.

Normal Q-Q plot for paired differences

Figure 3: Q-Q Plot of the paired differences

Q-Q Plot allows for visualizing the data distribution. The r function ggnorm() compares the
current data points with a theoretical normal distribution. The r function qgline() represents
the perfect quantile distribution. Since the data points are normally distributed, majority of
the data points lie along the red line (figure 3a). On further examining the Q-Q plot it can be
observed that a small number of data points in the highest and lowest quantiles are deviated
from the normal distribution. It implies that there is a possibility of fluctuation at the

extreme ends.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics

Condition Mean SD
Before 27.1 7.40
After 72.6 5.96
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The r functions mean() and sd() calculates the average and standard deviation. The obtained
mean attitude score towards homosexuality before the subliminal exposure is 27.1 with a
standard deviation of 7.40. Conversely, the obtained mean attitude score towards
homosexuality after the subliminal exposure is 72.6 with a standard deviation of 5.96.

Plotting of paired data

Qroup before after

60

Altitude

40 1

before after
Groups

Figure 4a-4b: Boxplot and Paired Boxplot representing attitude score before and after the
subliminal exposure

The r function boxplot() generates a boxplot of the data sets. It can be observed that the
participants’ scores increased after the subliminal exposure (figure 4a). It indicates that the
participant’s showed a positive attitude towards homosexuality post exposure. Since,
boxplot losses the paired information, a paired boxplot was generated (figure 4b). The paired
boxplot allows for tracking each individual progress across the treatment conditions.

Table 3: Paired Sample t-test

Condition df paired t p-value

Before-After 29 -29.028 <0.01**

*Significant at 0.05 Level of Significance, ** Significant at 0.01 Level of Significance

A paired samples t-test was performed to evaluate whether there was a difference between
the attitude scores before and after a positively primed subliminal exposure towards
homosexuality. The r function t.test(x, paired) calculates the paired t test. The results
indicated that there was a significant difference between the before (M=27.1, SD=7.40.)
and after (M=72.6, SD=5.96) a positively primed subliminal exposure towards
homosexuality, t (29) = 29.028, p = <0.01.

DISCUSSION

Attitude is not innate rather a learned evaluative response that determines the appraisal of
favorability or unfavorability of various stimulus. Thus, one’s attitudinal evaluation ranges
from positive to negative (Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994). A positive attitude may yield a high
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positive reaction and low negative reaction, whereas a negative attitude will yield a low
positive reaction and high negative reaction (Priester & Petty, 1996). However, an
indifferent attitude produces a low positive and low negative reaction and ambivalent
attitude produces a high positive and negative reaction (Conner & Sparks, 2002). People
form attitude through experiences, social comparison, classical and instrumental
conditioning or simply being influenced by others.

Since, attitude is learned, attitudes are subject to change; this change can be brought usually
through - compliance, identification, internalization, and by means of persuasion or by
exposure to different situations (Wood, 2000). The intervention to change one's attitude is
usually contingent on the conscious effort of the individual. Persuasion, a well established
method of attitude change is dependent on a few factors such as the source, the message and
the audience and the audiences’ ability to accurately decode the message (Wood, 2000).

However, the mere exposure effect offers an alternative approach to attitude change. This
technique does not require for the individual to engage in any conscious sensory registration
nor is the participant provided any positive or negative reinforcement for their contemporary
attitude. Even a stimulus presented subliminally that remains at the sub-threshold level of

one’s consciousness, can result in attitude change through mere exposure effect (Zajonc,
1968).

The participants’ HAS score indicated their negative view towards homosexuality. The
reason of such attitude might be several factors including early negative experiences which
create negative schematic formation. This schematic formation could be a result of learning,
or other socio-developmental factors. The participants were then exposed to video
subliminally primed with positive message. The paired samples t test was conducted to
compare the pre and post intervention condition. The results indicated a significant
difference in HAS score in pre and post exposure to subliminally primed video with positive
message (Table 3). Further, it can be observed that the mean HAS score of the pre-condition
was 27.1 and in the post-condition after exposure to the positively primed video the median
score changed to be 72.6. It indicates a positive change in attitude.

Thus, by employing a repeated exposure paradigm of attitude change the participants were
neither consciously persuaded nor were they suggested to explicitly producing ‘liking’
towards homosexuality. Hence, the change in attitude can be attributed to the repeated
exposure of the stimuli that made the stimuli more familiar to the participant, and thus
developing a feeling of liking towards the stimuli (here, positive message towards
homosexuality). This change in attitude through mere exposure occurs below one’s
consciousness. Zajonc (2001) argues that mere-repeated exposure paradigm only makes the
stimulus accessible to the individual’s sensory receptors without having the individual to
exactly engage in any form of behaviour nor are they offered any reinforcement. Since, the
encoded message of attitude change towards homosexuality was presented subliminally but
repeatedly, the message was sufficient to impinge an impression on the receptors. Since the
participants were not aware of this persuasive message of attitude change they could not
remember ‘being suggested’ to produce positive attitudes which in turn generated the feeling
of familiarity and led to the interpretation of ‘liking’ the stimulus.

CONCLUSION

The societal acceptance of homosexuality still remains sharply differentiated by country,
region and economic growth. Research has shown that people of Asia-Pacific region express
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a mixed opinion with an increasing trend towards accepting homosexuality (Author, 2013).
Over a period of 17 years the acceptance rate of homosexuality in India rose from 15% to
37% (Author, 2013). The results of the present study indicate a significant effect of repeated
exposure to positively primed subliminal messages on attitude change towards
homosexuality. It implies that visibility leads to familiarity which in turn leads to
favourability.
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