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Conceptualizing Attitudes in International Relations

Attitudes toward international relations (IR) represent complex psychological orientations that

individuals and groups hold regarding foreign policies, global events, and interactions between

states. These attitudes are not merely fleeting opinions but structured, enduring evaluations--

comprised of cognitive, affective, and behavioral components--that guide how people perceive and

react to the international environment. The study of these attitudes is crucial because they form the

foundational context within which foreign policy decisions are made, supported, or opposed.

Understanding the psychological mechanisms underlying these evaluations allows researchers to

predict public support for interventions, trade agreements, or diplomatic initiatives. Furthermore,

these attitudes often serve as crucial mediating variables between external stimuli, such as a

geopolitical crisis or a treaty signing, and the resulting political behavior, including voting patterns

or protest participation.

The core definition of an attitude, adapted from social psychology, posits it as a psychological

tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor.

In the context of IR, this entity might be a specific foreign nation, an international organization like

the United Nations, or a broad concept such as globalization or multilateralism. The cognitive

component involves beliefs and knowledge about the attitude object--for instance, beliefs about the

intentions or capabilities of a rival state. The affective component encompasses the emotional

reactions, such as fear, anger, or sympathy, evoked by that object. Finally, the behavioral

component relates to past behaviors or intentions to act, such as supporting sanctions or

advocating for humanitarian aid. These three components rarely exist in isolation; instead, they

interact dynamically to form a stable, often highly resistant, evaluative structure that resists change

even in the face of contradictory evidence, a phenomenon critical to understanding persistent

international conflicts.

Differentiating between attitudes and mere opinions is vital in this domain. While an opinion is often

a specific judgment on a narrow, timely issue (e.g., "I support the current trade tariff"), an attitude is

a broader, more stable predisposition (e.g., "I generally believe in protectionist economic

policies"). Attitudes toward IR are often organized into larger belief systems, such as ideological

frameworks like isolationism or internationalism, which provide individuals with coherent,

systematic ways to interpret the complex and often ambiguous world of global politics. These

overarching frameworks help individuals process massive amounts of information efficiently,

filtering out irrelevant details and highlighting those that confirm existing biases. The structure and

organization of these belief systems significantly influence the strength and accessibility of specific

attitudes, determining how quickly and consistently an individual can articulate and act upon their

foreign policy preferences.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=25274
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


International Relations: Key Attitudes & Perspectives 3

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

The Cognitive Foundation of Foreign Policy Attitudes

The formation and maintenance of attitudes toward international relations are deeply rooted in

cognitive psychology, relying heavily on mental shortcuts, schemas, and heuristic processing. Due

to the high complexity and low personal salience of many foreign policy issues for the average

citizen, individuals rarely engage in deep, effortful processing (System 2 thinking). Instead, they

rely on cognitive heuristics--mental rules of thumb--to quickly form judgments. One prominent

heuristic is the availability heuristic, where judgments are based on information that is most readily

recalled, often due to recent media exposure or emotional impact, leading to disproportionate

concern over highly publicized, though statistically rare, international threats like terrorism.

Conversely, less dramatic but persistent issues, such as climate change or chronic poverty in

distant nations, often receive less attention because they are less available in immediate memory

or media cycles.

Central to the cognitive foundation are schemas, which are organized structures of knowledge

about the social world. In IR, individuals develop specific country schemas (e.g., schemas about

allies or adversaries) and event schemas (e.g., schemas about war or diplomacy). These schemas

act as powerful filtering mechanisms, influencing what information is noticed, how it is interpreted,

and what is subsequently remembered. For instance, if an individual holds a strong "adversary

schema" regarding a particular nation, any ambiguous action taken by that nation will likely be

interpreted through a hostile lens, reinforcing the existing negative attitude. This process is deeply

intertwined with confirmation bias, where individuals actively seek out and prioritize information

that confirms their existing attitudes and systematically ignore or discount contradictory evidence,

making attitude change difficult even when objective conditions shift significantly.

Furthermore, attribution theory plays a critical role in shaping attitudes toward international actors.

When evaluating the actions of other states, individuals commonly exhibit the fundamental

attribution error, overemphasizing dispositional or internal causes (e.g., the inherent

aggressiveness or wickedness of a foreign leader or nation) while underestimating situational or

external constraints (e.g., economic pressures or security dilemmas). This bias is often amplified in

intergroup contexts, leading to the "ultimate attribution error," where positive actions by out-groups

(adversaries) are attributed to external luck or coercion, while negative actions are attributed to

their inherent negative character. Conversely, positive actions by the in-group (one's own nation)

are seen as reflecting inherent goodness and strength. This asymmetric attribution process fuels

polarized attitudes and makes diplomatic reconciliation significantly challenging, as trust is

systematically undermined by biased interpretation of behavior.

Psychological Dimensions of Conflict and Cooperation

Attitudes are perhaps most intensely studied in the context of international conflict and
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cooperation, as they directly mediate the willingness of publics and leaders to support war, peace,

or negotiation. Attitudes toward conflict are heavily influenced by the perception of threat, which is

both an objective reality and a subjective psychological construct. The subjective perception of

threat--often amplified by rhetoric and media framing--can rapidly shift public attitudes toward

hawkish positions, increasing support for military spending, intervention, and even preemptive

strikes. Psychological research shows that when a perceived threat is framed as existential or

imminent, rational cost-benefit analyses often give way to emotional, defensive reactions,

overriding considerations of proportionality or long-term consequences.

The dynamics of intergroup hostility are crucial here. Attitudes toward rival nations are often

characterized by high levels of affective polarization, where the out-group is not just disliked but

actively dehumanized or viewed with moral contempt. This process of moral exclusion facilitates

aggressive action, as the moral constraints typically applied to interactions with in-group members

are suspended. The psychological necessity of justifying past conflicts also stabilizes negative

attitudes; cognitive dissonance theory suggests that once a nation has invested heavily (in lives or

resources) in a conflict, attitudes must shift to justify that investment, leading to the entrenchment

of hostile beliefs about the adversary to rationalize the sacrifices made. This self-justification

process makes exit from prolonged conflicts psychologically difficult, even when military or

diplomatic conditions suggest withdrawal is prudent.

Conversely, attitudes supporting international cooperation require psychological conditions that

emphasize shared identity, mutual benefit, and trust. The development of positive attitudes toward

international institutions, treaties, and alliances depends on citizens perceiving these structures as

legitimate, fair, and effective in addressing shared challenges like pandemics or economic

instability. When cooperation is successful, it can lead to a positive feedback loop: successful joint

action reinforces positive attitudes toward the partner state or institution, increasing the likelihood

of future cooperation. However, cooperative attitudes are fragile and highly susceptible to defection

or perceived betrayal. If a partner is seen as exploiting the arrangement, attitudes can rapidly

revert to suspicion and competitive orientations, often leveraging existing negative schemas about

the partner nation's trustworthiness.

The Role of National Identity and Group Dynamics

National identity serves as one of the most powerful determinants of attitudes toward international

relations. Social Identity Theory posits that individuals derive a significant portion of their self-

esteem and identity from their membership in social groups, most notably the nation-state.

Attitudes toward foreign policy issues are thus often filtered through the lens of protecting,

promoting, or defending this collective identity. Issues perceived as enhancing national prestige or

security garner strong positive support, while actions viewed as threatening national sovereignty or

honor elicit intense negative reactions, regardless of objective costs or benefits. This strong link
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ensures that foreign policy attitudes are often deeply moralized and resistant to purely utilitarian

arguments.

Group dynamics, specifically the in-group/out-group distinction, profoundly structure IR attitudes.

Individuals tend to exhibit in-group favoritism, viewing their own nation's policies and leaders

more favorably, and out-group derogation, holding more negative attitudes toward rival nations or

international bodies perceived as constraining national action. This dynamic is reinforced by media

and political rhetoric that often simplifies complex global issues into narratives of "us versus them."

The strength of this group polarization effect means that even highly sophisticated individuals may

adopt attitudes that align with their national group's perceived interests, sometimes overriding

personal moral convictions or complex factual knowledge. The pressure for conformity within the

national group can be immense, particularly during times of crisis, leading to the suppression of

dissenting attitudes and the consolidation of a unified, often aggressive, public stance.

Furthermore, the concept of nationalism--the intense belief in the superiority or uniqueness of

one's nation--is closely linked to specific IR attitudes. Individuals high in nationalism often display

strong ethnocentrism, which translates into isolationist or unilateralist attitudes, preferring policies

that prioritize domestic interests above international cooperation or global governance. They are

generally skeptical of international law and institutions, viewing them as encroachments on national

autonomy. Conversely, individuals who hold a more cosmopolitan or global identity tend to exhibit

more favorable attitudes toward multilateralism, humanitarian intervention, and free trade. The

interplay between these competing identities--national versus global--is a critical fault line in

contemporary debates over foreign policy, determining public support for everything from climate

treaties to refugee policies.

Elite Attitudes versus Mass Public Opinion

A significant dimension of study involves the divergence and convergence between the attitudes

held by foreign policy elites (policymakers, diplomats, military leaders) and those held by the mass

public. Elite attitudes are generally more structured, ideologically consistent, and stable, reflecting

higher levels of political information, greater personal stake, and more frequent engagement with

the subject matter. Elites often operate within specialized "attitudinal universes," where

professional norms, institutional roles, and established geopolitical paradigms strongly constrain

their evaluations and choices. For example, a military strategist's attitude toward intervention is

likely shaped by doctrines of deterrence and feasibility, while a humanitarian aid worker's attitude

toward the same event is shaped by norms of responsibility and suffering mitigation.

Mass public opinion, while often viewed as volatile and uninformed, is crucial because it sets the

permissive context--the "mood"--within which elites can act. While the public may lack detailed

knowledge on specific treaties, they often hold strong, core attitudes regarding fundamental
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principles, such as the use of force, the desirability of alliances, or the perception of specific

threats. These core attitudes create "policy boundaries" that elites hesitate to cross for fear of

losing political support. For instance, a strong public attitude against military casualties may limit a

leader's options in a conflict, even if expert attitudes suggest a more aggressive approach is

militarily necessary. This dynamic illustrates the "thermostatic" nature of public opinion, which often

reacts to and adjusts policy decisions, acting as a constraint rather than a detailed guide.

The relationship between elite and mass attitudes is often characterized by a "two-way street" of

influence. Elites attempt to shape mass attitudes through rhetoric, framing, and strategic

communication (often referred to as "rally around the flag" effects during crises), seeking to build

consensus for their chosen policies. Simultaneously, mass attitudes, when highly salient or

mobilized, can force elites to adapt their positions. The gap between elite and mass attitudes is

particularly pronounced on complex economic issues or distant humanitarian crises; elites are

often more internationalist and supportive of free trade, while the public may lean toward

protectionism or isolationism. Bridging this gap requires sophisticated psychological appeals that

connect abstract foreign policy goals to concrete, personally relevant outcomes for the average

citizen.

Measurement and Stability of IR Attitudes

Measuring attitudes toward international relations presents significant methodological challenges,

primarily relying on public opinion surveys, experimental designs, and content analysis of political

discourse. Survey research attempts to capture the direction (favorable/unfavorable), intensity

(strength), and salience (importance) of attitudes. However, IR attitudes are particularly susceptible

to measurement error due to the "non-attitude" problem, where respondents, lacking genuine

stable beliefs on complex foreign issues, may offer superficial or random responses simply to

satisfy the interviewer, leading to seemingly volatile results that do not reflect underlying

psychological structure.

To overcome these issues, researchers employ specific techniques to assess attitude stability and

structure. One key approach involves examining latent attitudes and belief systems rather than

isolated opinions. The concept of operational vs. philosophical attitudes is useful here: individuals

might express a philosophical commitment to peace and non-intervention (a stable, high-level

attitude) but simultaneously support specific, operational military interventions when framed as

necessary for security or justice. Longitudinal studies track the same individuals over time to

determine the consistency of their responses, often finding that while specific policy opinions

fluctuate widely, core ideological orientations--such as internationalism, militarism, or

isolationism--remain highly stable over decades, demonstrating the deep-seated nature of these

psychological predispositions.
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Attitude stability is also closely linked to attitude strength. Strong attitudes--those held with high

certainty, importance, and accessibility--are more stable over time, more resistant to counter-

persuasion, and more predictive of behavior. The processes that strengthen IR attitudes include

direct personal experience (e.g., serving in the military or living abroad), high levels of moral

conviction regarding the issue (e.g., attitudes toward genocide), and active elaboration or debate

about the topic. Weak attitudes, conversely, are easily swayed by minor informational shifts or

changes in political rhetoric. Understanding attitude strength is vital for policy implementation, as

strong public attitudes represent significant inertial forces that policymakers must either align with

or expend considerable effort to change.

Influence of Media and Framing Effects

The media plays a central and often decisive role in shaping attitudes toward international

relations, largely acting as the primary source of information and context for the mass public. Given

that most citizens have no direct experience with foreign events, their attitudes are highly

dependent on how issues are selected, presented, and framed by news organizations. Framing

refers to the selection of certain aspects of a perceived reality and making them more salient in a

communication, thereby promoting a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.

In the IR context, framing effects can dramatically alter public support for policy. For example,

framing a humanitarian crisis using an "empathy frame" (focusing on suffering victims) tends to

generate attitudes supportive of aid and intervention, appealing to universal humanistic values.

Conversely, framing the same crisis using a "national security frame" (focusing on potential

geopolitical instability or threat to domestic interests) generates attitudes supportive of cautious

non-intervention or even isolationism. The power of framing lies in its ability to activate specific

cognitive schemas and emotional responses, bypassing purely rational calculation. Media

organizations, whether intentionally or unintentionally, often reinforce dominant political narratives,

leading to a convergence of attitudes within a nation, particularly during high-stakes events like

wars or diplomatic summits.

Furthermore, the rise of digital and social media has introduced new complexities, facilitating both

fragmentation and polarization of IR attitudes. While traditional media often provided a shared, if

filtered, reality, algorithmic curation on social platforms creates echo chambers where individuals

are primarily exposed to information that confirms their existing attitudes and group identity. This

selective exposure intensifies attitude polarization, leading to the formation of highly divergent and

often mutually hostile attitudinal camps regarding global issues. The rapid spread of misinformation

and disinformation, often strategically deployed by state and non-state actors, further complicates

the landscape, as fabricated narratives can quickly establish negative attitudes toward foreign

entities or international cooperation before factual counter-narratives can take hold.
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Attitudes and Policy Outcomes

Ultimately, the study of attitudes toward international relations seeks to understand how these

psychological constructs translate into concrete policy outcomes. Attitudes serve not only as

constraints on leaders but also as mobilizing forces for collective action. Strong, shared attitudes

are essential for sustaining long-term foreign policy commitments, whether they involve

maintaining costly alliances, enduring economic sanctions, or supporting prolonged military

deployments. Without sustained public support--rooted in favorable attitudes--policies risk

becoming politically untenable, leading to rapid reversals or failures of implementation.

The link between attitude and behavior is often mediated by political institutions and leadership.

While public attitudes may favor a certain outcome (e.g., withdrawal from a conflict), political

institutions--such as constitutional checks and balances or bureaucratic inertia--can slow the

translation of that attitude into action. Conversely, charismatic leadership can sometimes

temporarily override general public attitudes through powerful persuasive appeals, mobilizing

support for policies that might otherwise be unpopular. However, the effectiveness of such

leadership is usually temporary unless the new policy demonstrates tangible success that

reinforces new, favorable attitudes.

In conclusion, attitudes toward international relations are critical determinants of global politics,

functioning as stable psychological anchors that structure perception, guide behavior, and regulate

the relationship between the state and its citizenry regarding external affairs. They are complex

structures built upon cognitive shortcuts, emotional responses, and deep-seated national identities.

Recognizing the psychological depth of these attitudes--their susceptibility to framing, their

resistance to change, and their essential role in legitimizing state action--is paramount for scholars,

policymakers, and anyone seeking to understand the dynamics of the modern international system.
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