
 
Figure 1. The effects of deterrence magnitude 

(unknown vs. low vs. medium vs. high) on the 

intensity of cognitive vs. emotional attitudinal 

responses to deterrents, as predicted by EIT (Brehm, 

1999) and documented by Pantaleo et al. (2014) and 

Pantaleo & Contu (2021). 
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Attitudes entail emotional, cognitive, and behavioral components. Drawing on this 

tripartition, scholars have frequently tried to predict corresponding behavioral manifestations, and 

their strength. In research, however, the hypothesized link attitudes-behavior has seldom proven 

predictive of concrete behavioral expressions, and researchers have therefore mostly failed in their 

efforts to link attitudes to behavior. Yet, a new reading (Pantaleo & Contu, 2021; 2022) of emotion 

intensity theory (EIT, Brehm, 1999; Brehm & Brummett, 2008) suggests that investigators should 

theoretically be able to expect both points of convergence vs. dissociation in the intensity of people’s 

cognitive and emotional responses to various attitudinal objects (Figure 1), specifically with respect 

to the strength of those responses that simultaneously guide (the cognitive component) and fuel (the 

emotional component) behavior—with the emotional component varying as a cubic function of 

emotional deterrence, or obstacles, to emotions. As emotions can be considered outright 

motivational states (Brehm, 1999), the obvious implication is that researchers should also be able to 

predict exactly when emotional states will (motivationally) sustain the cognitive guidance of 

impending action. As shown by Pantaleo et al. (2014), and more recently by Pantaleo & Contu 

(2021; 2022), such an ‘affective boost’ of cognitive responses should occur only when deterrents are 

either ‘unknown’ or ‘moderate’ in magnitude (Figure 1). In all other cases, researchers should 

instead expect a dissociation between emotional and cognitive responses, with no ‘affective boost’ 

and concomitant cognitive and emotional control of behavior. 

 

 



Drawing on empirical tests of emotion intensity theory (EIT), successfully run in different yet 

converging research programs (e.g. Brehm et al., 1999; Brehm et al., 2009; Donato et al., 2018; 

Miron et al., 2007; Miron et al., 2008; Miron et al., 2010; Pantaleo et al., 2014; Pantaleo & Contu, 

2021; Pantaleo, 2011; Reysen & Katzarska-Miller, 2013; Schmitt et al., 2008; Sciara & Pantaleo, 

2018; Silvia & Brehm, 2001; Wright et al., 1985; see Sciara & Pantaleo, 2018; 2022, for recent 

reviews), the aim of this project is thus to establish exactly when and how attitudes actually convert 

into behavior, according to the ‘affective boost’ interpretation suggested by Pantaleo and Contu 

(2021, p. 47). 

Project organization and Experimental Plan. The project will be run in 3 years, and will 

entail a systematic succession of 6 studies to be run at the UniSR-Social.Lab: 2 exploratory field 

studies and 4 controlled experiments (1
st
 year = 1 field study + 1 true experiment; 2

nd
 year = 1 field 

study + 1 experiment; 3
rd

 year = 2 experiments). The exploratory field studies will take the form of 

‘quasi-experiments’, and will systematically precede the design  of true experiments to add ecological 

validity and credibility to the experimental investigations to follow. Both field studies will involve 

(a) prior assessment of strength of prejudice in (highly) prejudiced participants (e.g., prejudiced 

towards the ‘mentally ill’, ‘elderly patients’, or against specific target objects [e.g., specific 

prevention practices], persons [e.g., specific patients vs. health-care personnel], or groups [e.g., 

specific social categories] within the health care system; see Pantaleo & Contu, 2021), followed by 

(b) systematic assessment of strength of those cognitive vs. emotional prejudiced responses towards 

the specified target objects, persons, or groups when participants are brought to face either low vs. 

moderate vs. highly salient obstacles (i.e., deterrents) to their overt manifestations of prejudice—this 

resulting in a mixed 2 (cognitive vs. emotional responses) X 4 (deterrents: none vs. low vs. moderate 

vs. high) quasi-experimental plan, with (strong) initial manifested prejudice held constant. 

The experimental paradigms will involve, by contrast, (a) experimental instigation of both 

cognitive and emotional (i.e. motivational) attitudinal responses through appropriate (i.e., pretested) 

sets of prompting stimuli/situations, followed by  (b) experimentally-manipulated deterrence of those 

(experimentally induced) cognitive and motivational responses (e.g., Pantaleo et al., 2014; Pantaleo  

& Contu, 2021; 2022) ), and by (c) assessement of the corresponding behavioral intentions and 

concrete behavioral manifestations, on the side of the dependent variables—this resulting in a full 

factorial 2 (cognitive vs. emotional responses) X 4 (experimentally manipulated deterrents: none vs. 

low vs. moderate vs. high) true experimental plan, with strong initial (experimentally instigated) 

prejudiced responses to be predictably deterred (i.e., altered) in the course of the experiment. 

To render all of this concrete in terms of an example, in the course of a typical experimental 

procedure participants will firstly be exposed to bogus news (e.g. journal article; videos; etc.) 

presenting them with strong/credible reasons to be prejudiced towards specific social categories, 

such as for instance towards the selected target category of the ‘elderly patients’, ‘...who typically 

slow down and significantly impair the efficiency of our national health care system’. Specifically, 

participants will be exposed to such experimentally created news to instigate in them predictable 



prejudiced thoughts and emotions towards the selected target group. In a subsequent step, the 

experimenter will systematically manipulate deterrence strength (i.e., the magnitude of the reasons 

for not being prejudiced towards the chosen category of ‘elderly patients’) in a between-subjects 

factorial design, by experimentally varying the percentage (%) of ‘elderly patients’ who are 

(allegedly) able to follow, as any other patient, the prescriptions of our healthcare system without 

slowing it down and/or otherwise impairing the system at all (e.g., control = unknown deterrence 

condition vs. 8% = low deterrence condition vs. 45% = moderate deterrence condition vs. 81% = 

high deterrence condition). Finally, the experimenter will assess and measure the strength of all three 

attitudinal components of prejudice towards the selected target group: (1) the cognitive response 

(self-report measures); (2) the emotional response (self-report measures); and (3) the behavioral 

component (actual assessment of participants’ concrete actions and deeds implied by the 

convergence [‘affective boost’] or divergence [‘dissociation’] of both the cognitive and emotional 

attitudinal components, as predicted by Pantaleo & Contu [2021], e.g. by letting participants to sign 

a petition in favor of the ‘elderly patients’ with the aim of either limiting vs. encouraging their 

frequent access to the health care system, etc). Such behavioral measures will represent an 

unprecedented novelty in this specific field of research on the effects of deterrence strength on the 

intensity of (prejudiced) attitudes, and related behavioral manifestations. 

In addition, during the first of the 3 years allowed to implement the present project, the PhD 

student will be explicitly required to carefully review all of the relevant literature on emotional 

intensity theory, and related theories, and to bring that literature into relation to ‘prejudice’; 

moreover, the first year will also serve to fix any knowledge gap with respect to the scientific 

methodology and statistical analyses to be run for the project. The specific target categories of the 

six studies of this project will be identified on the basis of concrete arguments turning out to be 

socially relevant, and appropriate, at the time of the study—for instance, if run today (May 2022), 

forceful social themes would relate to prejudice towards Russians as ‘belligerent aggressors’, or 

towards Texans as potentially ‘psychopathic killers’. Not least, UniSR-Social.Lab will assist and 

support the PhD student with the systematic preparation, implementation, analyses, and reporting of 

all of the experimental outcomes of the 6 planned studies. 

Sample, statistical power analysis, and sample size determination for the studies. The above 

research plan will enroll people from the general adult population (i.e, not clinic), and systematically 

exclude from the studies those participants belonging to the very social categories chosen to 

represent, from time to time, our target of prejudice (see above). Required sample size will then be 

estimated on the basis of recent meta-analytical integrations of effects of deterrence on feelings of 

positive romantic affect (Sciara & Pantaleo, 2018; Pantaleo & Contu, 2021). Sciara and Pantaleo 

(2018), for instance, documented an average effect size (ES) of d = .85 in pairwise comparisons, a 

large effect according to Cohen (1988). Accordingly, with the aid of the computer program G*Power 

3.1 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007), a sample size of no less than 18 participants per cell of 

each (quasi-) experimental design will be required, to be able to detect effects at least of that 



magnitude (statistical power 80%; α = .05; one-tailed tests; non-centrality parameter δ = 2.55). This 

number of will be augmented, however, by recruiting 20 participants per cell, to be able to detect 

even smaller effects (ds > .80) of deterrence on cognitive vs. emotional attitudinal responses. In sum, 

each of the 6 planned studies will require no less than (n = 20 participants) X (4 deterrence 

conditions) = 80 research participants, to be sufficiently powered in a priori focused pairwise 

comparisons. 

Statistical analytic strategies for the 6 studies. The experimenter will first be trained to test 

the significance of the statistical main effects, and expected interaction, generated by each of the 2 

(cognitive vs. emotional responses) X 4 (deterrence strength: none vs. low vs. moderate vs. high) 

research designs. Then, the experimenter will be trained to examine the predicted overall cubic effect 

of deterrence on the strength of cognitive vs. emotional attitudinal components, separately. To this 

end, the candidate will be also properly trained to run polynomial contrasts with a pooled error term 

to test for the significance of the single legs of the cubic trend in planned pairwise comparisons for 

each of the two attitudinal components (cognitive vs. emotional), separately. Appropriate sets of 

contrast weights will be determined for each analysis (e.g., +1, -1, +1, -1, for testing the cubic trend; 

+1, -1, 0, 0, for contrasting the control vs. low deterrence condition, etc.). The ‘affective boost’ 

hypothesis will be tested, conceptually, by bringing into relation the strength of the cognitive and 

emotional responses with the expected concrete behavioral deeds (see above) and, statistically, by 

computing point biserial correlation coefficients and equivalent statistical indicators. 

Significance of the expected results. If confirmed, the expected results of the present research 

plan will open new avenues both for (1) basic research (e.g., on the core dynamics and properties of 

cognitive vs. emotional responses, and their relation to actual behavior) and (2) applied research 

(e.g., on how to empirically dissociate cognitive from emotional responses),   and (3) subsequent 

practical interventions (e.g., on how to convert passive attitudes into actual behaviors in case of 

desirable and/or most needed health-oriented conducts, etc). 

 

References (max 3) 

Pantaleo, G., & Contu, F. (2021). The dissociation between cognitive and emotional prejudiced 

responses to deterrents. Psychology Hub, 38(1), 39–50. doi: 10.13133/2724-2943/17436. 

Pantaleo, G., Miron, A., Ferguson, M., & Frankowski, S. (2014). Effects of deterrence on intensity 

of group identification and efforts to protect group identity. Motivation and Emotion, 38, 855– 

865. doi:10.1007/s11031-014-9440-3. 

Sciara, S., & Pantaleo, G. (2018). Relationships at risk: How the perceived risk of ending a romantic 

relationship influences the intensity of romantic affect and relationship commitment. 

Motivation and Emotion, 42, 137–148. doi:10.1007/s11031- 017-9650-6 

 

* * * 



Skills to be acquired by the student 

Proficiency in planning and conducting social research in cognitive and motivational 

behavioral psychology; good command of correlative, quasi-experimental, and experimental 

research designs and related methods, instruments, and techniques; demonstrable expertise in 

running and reporting quantitative process-based research; demonstrable competence in 

disseminating and communicating scientific findings both to (a) peers and (b) non-expert audiences; 

skills in drafting, authoring, and proficiently publishing scientific articles. 


