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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The assessment of public attitudes toward nuclear power and nuclear 

waste management raises the issue of the significance of those 

attitudes--particularly in terms of their relevance to behavior Ln 

support of or opposition to nuclear technology. This study reports the 

results of a further analysis of questionnaire data--parts of which have 

been previously reported by Lindell, Earle, H~bert and Perry (1978)--that 

are related to the issue of consistency of attitudes and behavior. Three 

factors are considered that might be expected to have a significant 

bearing on attitude-action consistency; social support, attitude object 

importance and past activism. Analysis of the data indicated that 

pronuclear respondents were more likely to show consistency of attitudes 

and actions (66%) than were antinuclear respondents (51%) although the 

difference in proportions is not statistically significant. Further 

analyses showed a strong positive relation between attitude-action 

consistency and perceived social support, measured by the degree to which 

the respondent believed that close friends and work associates agreed 

with his attitude. This relationship held up even when controls for 

attitude object importance and past activism were introduced. Attitude 

object importance--the salience of the issue of energy shortage--had a 

statistically significant effect only when perceived social support was 

low. Past activism had no significant relation to attitude-action 

consistency. 

These data suggest that the level of active support for or opposition 

to nuclear technology will be affected by the distribution of favorable 

and unfavorable attitudes among residents of an area. Situations in 
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which pro- and antinuclear attitudes are concentrated among members of 

interacting groups, rather than distributed randomly, are more likely to 

produce high levels of polarization. 
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Public attention 1n the past several years has focused more and more 

directly on 1ssues of energy resource usage. As these issues become more 

critical, citizens have been demanding and creating enlarged roles in the 

energy policy-making. The public wants its views considered in the 

important decisions which must be made, and through var10US means 

including social movements, action groups and study groups, members of 

the public attempt to inject these views and beliefs into the 

policy-making process. This poses new challenges for policy makers and 

decision makers who must learn to incorporate such views and beliefs in 

their decision-making. The determination, however, of what these public 

V1ews or attitudes are 1S a complex and as yet not well-developed 

process. Two methods of obtaining data on public attitudes are public 

hearings and attitude surveys. These methods have distinctive features 

which differentially affect their usefulness for assessing public beliefs 

about and preferences for alternative policy options. Public hearings 

are open meetings; people who wish to express themselves may appear and 

present thei r comments. Although the hearing process 1S ostensibly 

democratic, the location, structure, time of day and length of the 

hearing can all significantly affect the actual ability of citizens to 

make their views known. It can, for example, be difficult to make very 

extensive comments in a restricted time period (often as short as five 

minutes) that may be found in hearings. 
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Attitude surveys, in contrast, are less open ln appearance. To 

produce a representative sample, respondents are selected by the survey 

research team--although in most cases the selection process is random. 

Moreover, the interviews themselves are typically highly structured. 

In most cases, the difference between a public he~ring and an 

attitude survey as a means of soliciting citizen input rests on the 

tradeoff between the somewhat higher cost of a survey and the greater 

representativeness characterizing survey samples. However, both sources 

of information on citizen attitudes--the public hearing and the attitude 

action survey--introduce the problem of understanding and interpreting 

expressed beliefs or expressed preferences. 

The use of attitudes as an indicator of the public's desires 

introduces the problem of understanding and interpreting the meaning of 

attitudes ln the context of public policy formation. Social scientists 

have long cautioned that peoples' attitudes are not necessarily reflected 

in their actions (Deutscher, 1966). Thus, especially when the design of 

policy is in question, one should consider not just individual attitudes 

toward the relevant issue, but peoples' willingness to engage ln actions 

consistent with those attitudes. Since attitudes alone are often an 

imperfect indicator of individual responses to and preferences for 

policies and events, it becomes necessary for decision makers to assess 

the strength of the relationship between attitudes and actions. 

The purpose of this paper is to examlne the problem of 

attitude-action consistency among individuals actively concerned with the 

future of nuclear power. Our principle interest is in the relationship 

between attitudes and behavior relate? to nuclear waste management. 
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However, the more general category, nuclear power, is addressed here 

because it affords us a better opportunity to study attitude-action 

consistency. Attitudes toward nuclear power can be expected to correlate 

highly with attitudes toward nuclear waste management. Thus the former 

can serve as a satisfactory proxy for the latter. Although actions in 

support of nuclear power would be expected to come from the same people 

as would actions in support of nuclear waste management, base rates of 

such actions would be expected to be higher for actions in support of 

nuclear power than the base rates for actions in support of nuclear waste 

management. Consequently, studying attitudes and behavior related to 

nuclear power rather than nuclear waste management provides a more 

appropriate method of studying consistency attitudes and actions related . 
to nuclear technology. 

Specifically, we will exam~ne two questions related to citizen 

participation in the policy-making process: (1) whether or not the level 

of attitude-behavior consistency varies with group ideology, and (2) what 

variables are associated with attitude-action consistency. In addressing 

the latter question we will examine the effects of social support, 

attitude object importance and ~ activism upon levels of 

attitude-action consistency. 

The question of the effect of ideology upon attitude-action 

consistency is of particular interest in the nuclear power debate. The 

literature on public perception of nuclear power suggests that there may 

be differential levels of attitude-action consistency for people with 

pro- versus antinuclear attitudes (Kasperson et al., 1976;26-29). 

Beckmann (1976:17), contends that those who support nuclear power: 
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II ••• have no political ambitions ••• are as yet unoresnizpd 

••• receive virtually no media exposure; they are far less 

vociferous •• " 

Those who oppose nuclear power, on the other hand, are characterized as 

more active and organized (Beckmann, 1976) or as zealots who "would take 

the future into their own arrogant, elitist and moralistic hands" 

(Grossman, 1976:3). In general, these writers are hypothesizing that 

group ideology, reflected in individuals' pro- or antinuclear attitudes, 

may affect the level of attitude-action consistency. Beckmann, in 

particular, seems to be arguing that antinuclear group members will 

exhibit a higher level of attitude-action consistency than pronuclear 

group members. This assertion is, however, not consistent with the 

theoretical literature on movements and action groups which suggests that 

the content of the ideology should not necessarily be related to 

membership participation in goal oriented activities. Indeed, Beckmann's 

position ~s contrary to the v~ew of Eric Hoffer (1951) who argued that 

ideology ~s independent of member participation altogether. A "true 

believer," Hoffer has suggested, needs a movement in which to become 

involved--the particular ideology of the movement is of secondary 

importance. 

In approaching the second question regarding variables associated 

with attitude-action consistency, social support, attitude object 

importance and past activism were selected from the theoretical 

literature (cf. Perry et al., 1976) a~ variables likely to mediate the 

relationship between peoples' attitudes and actions. Social support has 

been isolated in a number of theoretical formulations as crucial for 
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attitude-action consistency (cf. Perry and Gillespie, 1976; Liska, 1974a, 

1974b). It has been shown that social support--in the sense that the 

actor believes that his reference groups approve of or endorse his 

attitudes--qecreases cross pressures and hence increases the probability 

that an actor will engage in actions consonant with his attitudes. Thus, 

one can expect that as level of perceived social support 1ncreases, 

attitude-action consistency will also increase. 

Secondly, regarding attitude object importance~ Newcomb et ale 

(1965:58) observed that attitude objects differ in terms of the extent to 

which they "stay persistently 1n the forefront of the individual's 

co~sciousness, either because of external circumstances or because of 

internal motive states." Newcomb raised the question of the extent to 

which an object intrudes upon the individual's physical and symbolic 

world. We know, for example, that while an individual has attitudes 

toward a number of objects, these objects will not be of equal 

importance. This consideration is especially relevant when the objects 

in question are social issues such as alr pollution, civil rights and 

energy shortages. With regard to attitude-action consistency, it has 

been argued that individuals are less likely to take any action relative 

to an attitude object of low importance, without regard to the strength 

or direction of the attitude. Hence, this literature suggests that 

attitude-action consistency is positively correlated with the level of 

attitude object importance (Stouffer, 1955; Taylor, 1961; Aage, 1972; 

Moos, 1969). 

Finally, it has also been suggested that past history of 

participation in social movements and community action groups has a 
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positive impact upon attitude-action consistency. This reason1ng comes 

from behaviorists who suggest that past experience acquaints members with 

the general norms regarding goal-achievement related behaviors and the 

role of group members; this experience is translated into a propensity to 

engage 1n ideologically sanctioned actions (Scott, 1959; Kunkel, 1975). 

As a consequence, one would expect to find that the level of 

attitude-behavior consistency increases with the level of past experience 

with community action groups. 

METHOD 

The data to be presented here are derived from secondary analysis of 

survey data about attitudes and actions with regard to nuclear power and 

nuclear waste. These data were collected from six antinuclear and seven 

pronuclear groups and are a subset of a larger data set reported 

elsewhere (Lindell, Earle, Hebert and Perry, 1978). The antinuclear 

groups included members of chapters of the Sierra Club, a public interest 

action group and the Audubon Society. The pronuclear groups included 

members of a Rotary Club, local Chambers of Commerce, an electricians 

union local and a chapter of the American Nuclear Society. The portion 

of the data set used here 1S limited to 64 members of pronuclear groups 

and 68 members of antinuclear groups. 

From the questionnaire data, four measures were constructed; 

attitude-action consistency, social support, history of action group 

participation, and attitude object importance. The attitude-action 

consistency measure was constructed by comparing scores on the attitude 

scale with those on an action scale. Attitude toward nuclear power was 
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measured by a six item Likert type (summated ratings) scale (cf. Edwards, 

1956:139-169).1 Respondents were grouped into three scale categories; 

pronuclear, moderate and antinuclear. To measure actions regarding 

nuclear power, a list of activities consistent with the relevant pro- and 

antinuclear attitude was constructed. These possible actions included 

"writing letters to government agencies or officials," "writing letters 

to newspapers," "participation in boycotts," and "contributing money to 

support organization actions." Respondents were asked to indicate how 

many of these group sanctioned actions they had undertaken in the past 

year. This procedure yields a time bound measure of the range of 

activities supporting or opposing nuclear po~er in which individuals had 

engaged. The action scale yielded three categories: individuals who had 

undertaken no actions; one or two types of actions; and three or more 

types of actions. Attitude-action consistency was calculated by 

comparing respondent scores on the attitude scale with those on the 

action scale. When the attitude category matched the behavior category, 

the respondent was classified as consistent; other combinations were 

labeled inconsistent (cf. Campbell, 1964). The construction of this 

consistency measure serves a purpose quite analogous to a hierarchical 

regression analysis. In the regression analysis, the attitude variable 

would be entered first into the prediction of behavior and allowed to 

account for as much variance as possible. The incremental contribution 

to explained variance of the "other" explanatory variables (social 

support, attitude object importance and past activism) would be 

interpreted as ability of these variables to predict deviations from 

attitude-action consistency where consistency is defined by points 

falling on the regression line. 
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In the analysis presented here, the consistency measure codes as 

consistent those cases that would fallon the regression line; 

combinations labeled inconsistent are those that would deviate noticeably 

from the regression line. The advantage of the cross tabulation procedure 

over the hierarchical regression analysis--to which it is equivalent--is 

that it simplifies the test of equivalence of the consistency of the 

pro- and antinuclear respondents. It also clarifies the nature of the 

functional relationships between the "other" predictor variables--social 

support, attitude object importance, and past activism--and the dependent 

variable--behavior. 

A composite scale was designed to measure each respondent's perceived 

social support for his attitudes by combining two questionnaire items: 

(1) the extent to which the respondent believed his closest friends 

agreed with his attitude toward nuclear power; and (2) the extent to 

which the respondent felt his work associates agreed with his attitude. 

Each of these items were coded into three levels of perceived agreement: 

high, moderate and low. The two individual items were combined to yield 

a measure of perceived social support. Respondents were categorized as 

"high" if they rated agreement with both friends and work associates as 

high; they were classifed as "low" if perceived agreement with both 

friends and coworkers was low. Other combinations of perceived agreement 

were classified as "moderate." The social support index is therefore 

based upon the individual's rating of this position vis-a-vis two 

important reference groups (Bogardus, 1959; Liska, 1974; Siegel and 

Siegel, 1957; Ewens and Ehrlich, 1972). 
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Attitude object importance and past history of action group 

participation were measured by "single item polls" (Taylor and Parker, 

1964). For a measure of importance, respondents were asked to rate the 

problem of "energy shortages" on a seven point scale from very 

unimportant to very important. Respondents who checked the highest 

importance category were assigned a score of high attitude object 

importance. All other ratings were assigned a score of low importance. 

This dichotomous scale is based upon the discussion of operationalizing 

attitude object importance presented by Newcomb et al. (1965:58). Past 

history of involvement in community action groups was dichotomized into 

two categories: no previous involvement and some preV10US involvement. 

RESULTS 

Table 1 shows attitude-action consistency for subjects drawn from the 

pro- and antinuclear groups. It is interesting that 66 percent of 

pronuclear group members evidence consistency of attitudes with actions, 

as opposed to 51 percent of the antinuclear group members. This 

difference 1S in the opposite direction of that predicted in the 

literature on perceptions of nuclear power, and suggests that pronuclear 

people are more attitude-action consistent. However, a test for the 

significance of the difference of proportion consistent pro- and 

antinuclear groups indicates that observed differences of 15 percent 1S 

2 
not statistically significant (Z = 1.88, p < .05). These data sustain 

the theoretical notion that attitude-action consistency should not vary 

relative to ideological orientation of the action group or movement. The 

absence of a statistically reliable difference in attitude-action 
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TABLE 1 

Attitude Action Consistency for Subjects From 

Anti- and Pronuclear Action Groups 

Subjects From Subjects From 
Antinuclear Pronuclear 

Groups Groups 

N % N % 

Consistent 35 51.47 43 66.15 

Inconsistent 33 48.53 22 33.85 
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consistency between subjects drawn from pro- and antinuclear groups 

permits us to combine individuals' from the two types of groups rather 

than treating them separately. 

Table 2 shows attitude-action consistency by level of social 

support. This table shows a firm increase in the percentage of 

attitude-action consistency as social support increases. It ~s also 

interesting to note that the magnitude of differences in consistency 

between categories of social support is quite large; consistency varies 

by nearly 45 percent between low and high social support. Furthermore, 

difference of proportions tests for low versus moderate social support 

(Z = 2.45, p < .05) and moderate versus high categories <Z = 1.89, 

p < .05) indicate that the observed differences are statistically 

reliable. These data demonstrate that a strong direct correlation exists 

between attitude-action consistency and level of perceived social support. 

Table 3 shows attitude-action consistency by social support, 

controlling for attitude object importance. By comparing the percent 

consistency between levels of social support and importance, one can 

assess the relative contributions of each variable. The important 

observation in Table 3 is that within categories of attitude object 

importance, the percent consistency once again increases as the level of 

perceived social support increases. This progression holds true within 

both levels of attitude object importance. Therefore, a control for 

importance does not substantially change the positive relationship 

between perceived social support and attitude-action consistency. The 

one exception to this relation is that the proportion of consistent 

respondents in situations of low object importance and low social support 
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TABLE 2 

Social Support by Attitude-Action Consistency for 

Members of Pronuclear and Antinuclear Groups 

Low Moderate High 
,Social Social Social 
Support Support Support 

N % N % N % 

Inconsistent 65.5 19 38.0 10 20.8 

Consistent 10 35.5 31 62.0 38 79.2 



TABLE 3 

Social Support by Attitude-Action Consistency Controlling for 

Importance of Energy Issues for Pronuclear and Antinuclear Groups 

Energy = High Importance Energy = Low Importance 

Low Moderate High Low Moderate High 
Social Social Social Social Social Social 
Support Support Support Support Support Support 

,...... 

N % N % N % N % N % N % 
w 

Inconsistent 5 41. 7 10 35.7 7 24.1 14 82.4 8 31.1 4 20.0 

Consistent 7 58.3 18 64.3 22 75.9 3 17.6 13 61. 9 16 80.0 
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(17.6%) is substantially lower than the proportion of consistent 

respondents with high object importance, low social support (58.3%). 

Table 4 shows attitude-action consistency by social support 

controlling for whether or not one has any past experience with community 

action groups. It should be initially pointed out that most respondents 

in this sample (70%) reported some past experience. This small number of 

people with no past exper~ence requires a very cautious interpretation of 

these data. 

Table 4, once again, shows that the percent of consistency increases 

systematically with increase ~n level of perceived social support. 

Within the category of "some past experience," consistency r~ses as we 

move from low through high social support. Among those people with no 

past experience, the basic relationship between consistency and social 

support persists: as level of perceived social support increases, so 

does the level of attitude-action consistency. There are so few people 

with no past experience it is hard to meaningfully draw conclusions; the 

same pattern of consistency increasing with social support persists, 

however. There ~s enough evidence, then, to reasonably argue that the 

relationship between consistency and social support is largely unchanged 

by controlling for past experiences. 

DISCUSSION 

The data presented in this paper support two conclusions important 

for policy makers and students of the nuclear debate. First, these data 

lead one to reject the blanket characterizations of antinuclear groups as 

more zealous or committed. The data show no significant difference in 



TABLE 4 

Social Support by Attitude-Action Consistency Controlling 

for Past Experience for Pronuclear and Antinuclear Groups 

Some Past Experience No Past Experience 

Low Moderate High Low Moderate High 
Social Social Social Social Social Social 
Support Support Support Support Support Support 

N % N % N % N % N % N % ....... 
Ln 

Inconsistent 14 70.0 12 37.5 7 18.9 5 55.5 7 38.9 3 27.8 

Consistent 6 30.0 20 62.5 30 81.1 4 44.5 11 61.1 8 72.2 
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attitude-action consistency for pro- and antinuclear groups. There are 

other actions, such as marches, teach-ins, and site occupations that 

might have produced significant differences between pro- and antinuclear 

respondents. These activities, more commonly associated with antinuclear 

groups, are more visible and receive more attention ~n the mass media. 

The actions reported here are, for the most part, not particularly 

"newsworthy," although they may, in fact, not be any less politically 

effective. Activities such as marches and the like are, moreover, more 

appropriately characterized as collective behavior than as individual 

actions. Although collective behavior is not inconsistent with 

individual attitudes, neither is it strongly related to them. Rather, 

collective behavior is more strongly related to the nature of the group 

and the relationships among groups than to the attitudes of individuals 

within the groups. Further understanding of the antecedents of 

collective behavior must address issues such as the political 

effectiveness of pro- and antinuclear groups, the time and dollar 

resources available to the various groups, and perceptions of the groups' 

respective strength and committment. Of particular interest given our 

finding of no significant differences ~n attitude-action concistency for 

nuclear supporters and opponents, would be a further probe into the 

reasons why the groups are perceived as having very different levels of 

activity and committment. 

Secondly, "other" variables do have a strong relationship to attitude 

behavior consistency. One can expect to find high levels of 

attitude-action consistency when social support groups are strong, or, to 

a lesser extent, when attitude object importance is high but social 
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support 1S weak. This result 1S of particular relevance to policy makers 

trying to gauge the extent to which citizens may take action regarding a 

certain policy or event. If strong attitudes resulting in an action can 

be expected more often in those situations where an individual's social 

support for his/her belief is high, then it becomes difficult to 

anticipate the level of action in support or opposition to a policy or 

nrnject simply on the basis statements of attitude as they are expressed 

1n hp.arings or through attitude surveys. If decision maker's expectation 

of support or opposition is an important reason for soliciting public 

opinion, then it becomes important to identify the distribution of 

favorable and unfavorable attitudes. A situation 1n which 10 percent of 

the citizens were opposed to the siting of a nuclear power plant or waste 

repository might produce high levels of opposition if these individuals 

find that their attitudes are strongly supported by others with whom they 

interact. 

Past activism, on the other hand, was not significantly related to 

the level of attitude-action consistency. This is a rather interesting 

finding since it seems "obvious" that past activism would be related to 

consistency. The explanation for the discrepancy between the result that 

was expected and the result that was actually obtained may lie, not in 

accounting for the obtained result, but in probing the reasons why an 

effect was expected. In addition to the general behavioral principles 

proposed earlier, a more specific rationale for a strong relationship 

between past activism and consistency of attitudes and actions related to 

nuclear power could be developed from the characterization proposed by 

Beckman (1976) and Grossman (1976) which portrayed nuclear opponents as 
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highly organized and politically active individuals who have made a 

career out of political activism. This image, however, is not supported 

by the data presented here. Anyone assuming that those who are active 

participants in nuclear policy issues are "career activists" are quite 

mistaken. 
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FOOTNOTES 

IAttitude items used for the summated rating scale were: 

1. We should not build more> nuclear power plants until a highly 

effective waste disposal system has been developed. 

2. It is our generation's responsibility to void producing wastes from 

nuclear power plants which might endanger the health and safety of 

future generations. 

3. Wastes from nuclear power plants are no more of a risk to me than a 

lot of other modern hazards. 

4. The benefits of the electric power from nuclear plants are much less 

than the environmental and health hazards asociated with the waste 

materials that they produce. 

S. Based on past operating experience, nuclear energy has been 

demonstrated to be a clean and safe source of electrical power. 

6. To substitute for diminishing supplies of alternative sources, the 

United States will need additional nuclear plants even if there is no 

growth in the demand for electricity. 

7. The hazards associated with wastes from nuclear power plants are no 

greater than the hazards from pollutants from coal-burning power 

plants. 

2The logic behind difference of proportions tests is identical to 

the logic used in difference of means tests. See Blalock (1972:229) for 

specific pr;cedures. 
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