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Reliability and Validity of the
Generalized Attitude Measure and
Generalized Belief Measure

James C. McCroskey

The reliability and validity of two generalized measures are evaluated based on research

reported over the past four decades. These measures have been used to record attitudes and
beliefs in a wide variety of communication research studies. Both the generalized attitude

measure (GAM) and the generalized belief measure (GBM) were designed to be used
across contexts—attitudes or beliefs concerning a wide variety topics rather than a single
topic. Results of the previous research indicate that the measures are highly reliable (alpha

estimates above .90) and have strong fuce, concurrent, and predictive validity.

Keywords: Attitude Measurement; Generalized Attitude Measure; Generalized Belief
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During the 1920s and 1930s, many researchers in psychology worked to develop a
variety of approaches to create instruments that could measure research participants’
attitudes. The two approaches that received the most acceptance were those
developed by Thurstone (1931), the method of Equal Appearing Intervals, and Likert
(1932), the method of Summated Ratings. Both of these were in common usage by the
1950s. Numerous measures had been developed using these methods and found to be
both reliable and valid, although there were those who were very critical of these
approaches (e.g., Guttman, 1944).

Some researchers early on were experimenting with an approach known as
“bipolar scaling” (McCroskey & Richmond, 1989). However, this approach was
not widely used, prior to the late 1950s, when Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum
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(GAM, determined this concern was not valid in important cases t McCroskev, 1968b;
McCroskey, Prichard, & Arnold, 1967). Of primary importance was the hinding that
single bipolar items tvpically do not produce interval data; however, it was found that
an instrument with six bipolar ttems (e, the GAM) does generate such data. In more
in-depth (though unpublished) analvses, it was also tound that hve-item bipolar
measures also consistently produced interval data. and that four-item bipelar mea-
sures did so in 75 percent of the cases studied. Hence, 1t is saie to assune that data

collected with the GAM will produce interval total scores.

Testing the Reliability of the GAM

Although the importance of reliability in measurement has been recognized since the
carliest history of social science research, it was not common for researchers 1n com-
munication tand most other social science disciplines) to report internal or test-retest
reliability estimates in journal articles unless they were reporting the development of
1 new instrument. When McCroskey became editor of Human Communication
Research in 1977, his call for papers was the tirst to mandate reports of reliability esti-
mates for all measures in papers submitted to that journal. Such requirements now
are comnmon in most communication journals that publish quantitative rescarch.
opment of the GAM, there were few reports

However, in the early vears after the deve
of the internal or test-retest reliability of the instrument (e.g., Arnold, McCroskey, &
Prichard, 1972; McCroskey, 1968b, 1969; McCroskey, Prichard. & Arnold, 19673
Prichard & McCroskev, 1967).

Although this tradition of non-reporting was strong in academic journals, that was
not the case in doctoral dissertations. As a result, a substantial number of reliability
estimates for the GAM were availlable in McCroskev's (1966) doctoral dissertation.
For a dozen internal reliability estumates, the range was from 93 to 98, lest-retest
reliability estimates tor one week ranged from .84 to .96; for six weeks, the range

was from .77 to .90; and tor seven weeks, the range was trom .72 to .39.

Testing the Validity of the GAM

-

The first test of validity for the GAM was examinations of tace validity. A group of
aine doctoral students who were well tratned and experienced in measurement were
asked to examine the GAM and estimate 1ts face validity on a scale of 1-10. All esty-
mates provided were 9 or 10. While this type of validity may not be as persuasive as
more quantitative methods, they were the first indication of the quality of the GAM.

The primary validity tests of the GAM were conducted by McCroskey (1966). In
his research program, Likert-tvpe measures tor attitude toward capital punishment
and federal control ol education were developed. A preliminary test of the concurrent
validitv involved Likert-tvpe measures compared 1o GAM measures. The results indi-
cated a concurrent validity corrclation between the measures tor capital punishment
of .93, and for the federal control of education measures, the concurrent validity
correlation obtained was .83. In the major study emploving these measures, the
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concurrent validity correlations obtained were .92 and .93 for the capital punishment
measures and .81 and .86 for the federal control of education measures. These results
provided very strong evidence of the concurrent validity of the measures.

Early tests of the predictive validity of the GAM yielded support for the instru-
ment. In an international debate, these measures tapped a major change in attitude
against school segregation. This was the position taken by the team identified as the
winner of the debate (Prichard & McCroskey, 1967). A study of the impact of evi-
dence as an inhibitor or facilitator of attitude change confirmed hypotheses involving
the interaction and main effects. Attitude changes as measured by the GAM were
consistent with those hypothesized (McCroskey, 1969). In addition to these studies,
the predictive validity of the GAM was tested numerous times in McCroskev's (1966)
major studies. These tests also supported the predictive validity of the GAM. Hence,
all evidence from the early studies pointed to the validity of the GAM.

Initial Development of the GBM

Because it was understood that “attitude”’ and “belief” are different kinds of con-
structs, it was recognized that the GAM was not appropriate for measurement of
beliefs. In addition, it was recognized that a simplified instrument that included only
a few items would be desirable tor circumstances where it was necessary to measure
multiple beliefs. Some scholars have used single-item measures under these circum-
stances. Scholarly lore suggests that single items are “notoriously unreliable,” even
though no internal reliability can be tested with a single item, and there are numerous
examples of satisfactory test-retest reliabilities for single items. However, since earlier
research (McCroskey, Prichard, & Arnold, 1967) also had determined that single
bipolar items did not measure equal intervals of intensitv—but that six item mea-
sures did meet that criterion—it was decided to attempt to develop a measure of
belief with six bipolar items.

The same basic approach to developing the GBM (also known as the Generalized
Belief Scale) was employed that had been previously used to develop the GAM. That
is, a large number of potentially useful items were generated and administered to
numerous participants, and a factor analysis was computed in search for the six items
desired. Twenty items were chosen for use and presented to more than 200 students
in required classes at a very large university in the Midwest. Twenty belief statements
(such as “There should be a guaranteed annual wage for all industrial employees’)
were randomly distributed, along with the belief items, to the student participants.
Each participant responded to only one belief item.

An unrotated factor analysis was conducted. Seventeen of the items had their high-
est loading on the first unrotated factor. The three “bad items” were omitted, and
a second factor analysis was conducted. The six ttems with the highest loadings
(I agree-1 disagree, bad idea-good idea, yes-no, false-true, right-wrong, incorrect-
correct) were chosen for the final measure. The internal reliability of the instrument,
based on the original data, was estimated to be .94. In subsequent research, it
was determined that “good idea-bad idea” could not be applied to all kinds of belief
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staterients and was subsequenth dropped trom the measure. The deleton ot this item
was tound to not reduce the internal rellabiliee of the measure. A follow v check also
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it snould be noted that no report of the above rescarch was ever presented ata con-
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conumunity in the febd ac that tme didin s believe ~ach masures could be e eloped,

the developer chose to simply use them hinselt and not enter o debate about whether
thes coutd be truly “;uncmi.'” 'I'hn: st e the General Aititude NMeasure and the

Ceneral Belier Measure were published with those names svas in 19900 Mot roskes
s Richmonds. During the mtervening vears, doszens ol DLnuscripls mciiding hose
Medsitres were submitted tor publication by this author, Tnone case did aay rovicwer
eoany oditor challenge the L:prw'upx'id{umm retability, o validiee o these measares,

wiich suggests they mayv have been totally anaware of thet Taenceral nature

Vore Recent Use of the GAM and GBM
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The most common use of the GAND in the carlier rosearch wis to measure attitnde”
o wide variety persuasion and message studies. Mehriev and MeCroskey 19707
reported the first study that used fewer than six items, usig oniv four. To measire

attitude toward Brazid, thev emploved beneticial-harmtul, ;nm_l—h;uL and wise-toolish

Hable-worthleoss, To measure attitude

Cthree items from the GANEL as well as va
oward the Ko Klux Klan, they emploved beneticial-harmtul, cood-had. farr-untar,
1id wise-toolish tall items rom the GANL Thev obtained internal rehabilite est-
Mates of .86 for Brazit and 90 tor Ku Koy Klan. This is the only instance where
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the internal reliability tor the measure has bheen found to be below s,
2 emploved all six GAN trems to measure attl--

MoeGroskey, Young, and Scott 197
tude. They measured a pretest and adelaved post-test. Istimated reliabilities obtamed
ot reported  were M3 and 920 Arnold, MeCroskevand Prichard <1972 used the
GAM  to measure attitude toward 23 different topics and obtained  relabilits
csUmiates averaging W93 cnot reported . Wheeloss and M roskey EOTA L used the
AN o measure attitude toward Brazil and obtained o r{:lmhrh{r estirmate of 94

ot reporteds. fnoall three cases, the hvpotheses were supported.
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In more recent research focused on organizational communication, the GAM has
been used to measure subordinates’ attitude (or affect) toward their supervisors and
the supervisors communication. Richmond and McCroskey (2000) obtained
reliability estimates of .96 for both uses, and McCroskey and Richmond (2000}
obtained reliability estimates ot .95 for attitude toward the supervisor and .97 for atti-
tude toward the supervisors’ communication. Cole and McCroskey (2003) used the
GAM to measure subordinates’ affect for their supervisor and obtained a reliability
estimate of .96. Walter, Anderson, and Martin (2005) used the six items of the
GAM to measure the subordinates’ “general attitude toward your communication
with your supervisor’ and the subordinates’ “general attitude toward your super-
visor.” They obtained a reliability estimate of .97 for a combined score of these
12 items. In all of these studies, the hypotheses were supported. Teven, McCroskey,
and Richmond (2006) used the GAM to measure subordinates’ attitudes toward
their supervisor and obtained a reliability estimate of .95. Again, the hypotheses
were supported.

Over a period of four decades, the GAM’s reliability estimates have been universally
strong. Similarly, for this period of time, hypotheses have regularly been supported by
data obtained through the use of the GAM. From this, it can be claimed that the GAM
is a reliable and valid measure for the purposes for which it was designed.

Use of the GBM

The GBM has generally been used to measure very specific beliefs. The first published
study using the GBM, for example, used as the belief to be measured “There should
be a guaranteed annual wage for all industrial employees” (McCroskey & Mehrley,
1969). They used the five basic items of the GBM and also included “good idea-
bad idea,” which subsequently was dropped from the measure. The internal reliability
estimate for the measure was .94 (with or without the sixth item). Hypotheses were
supported by the study.

In another early study (McCroskey & Wright, 1971), the items from the GBM

were employed to measure the belief that “appropriations for the United States space
program should be substantially reduced.” The obtained reliability was .94 (not
reported). In another early study, Luchok and McCroskey (1978) used the GBM
items to measure the belief that “the United States should adopt a new system for
financing health care for all citizens.” They obtained a reliability estimate of .94
(not reported). In both cases, hypotheses were supported.

One of the most extended uses of the items of the GBM was the result of their use
as a part of the original Generalized Teacher Immediacy scale (Andersen, 1978).
Andersen employed the GBM items as the base of her scale and added four other
items. Obtained internal reliabilities for this scale in her research were .96 and .97.
She also obtained a test-retest reliability of .81. This scale was used for a number
of vears, until researchers developed a preference for behavior-based measures of
immediacy. During its use, the reliabilities reported continued to be high, and

hypotheses were regularly supported in that research.
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(N more recent research. as was the case with the (GAM. the GBAL has been

emploved in organizational communication rescarch. Richmond and McCroskey

20000 and MceCroskew, Richmond. Johnson, and Smith 120040 have wsed the
GBM to measure the bedier that 7Fam very satisiied with my currentiob. Bstimated
internal reliability i the first paper was 97, The second paper reported two studies.
The estimated internal reliabilities in these studies were 96 ana 97, Mo rosken,
McCroskew, and Richmond 120051 also used the GBM to measure subordinate job
satisfaction and obtamed an internab rehabilite estimate ot Y950 and Teven,
MeCroskey, X Richmond 20000 also used it tor this purpose and obtaimed
refiability estimate of 97, Hvpotheses mail ot these studies were contirmed.

The GBAM has also been emploved in some interpersonal communication studies.
NcCroskev and Teven (19991 adapted the GBM to measure liking and believabiity.

The obtained internal reliability estimates were .95 lor both beliers. Cole and

NMeCroskey 120031 use the same procedure with the GBM and obtained a retrability
estimate of 96, Again, hvpotheses v all of these studies were contfirmed.

Over the period of almost four decades, the GBMs refiability estimates have been
universallv strong. Similarly, tor this period of time, hyvpotheses have regularhy been
supported by data obtained through the use of the GBM. From this it can be clamed
that the GBM is a reliable and valid measure tor the purposes for which 1t was

L{L‘higncd.

[Discussion

While the GANM and GBM can be used for a wide variety ot purposes, ditferent atti-
tudes, and beliet targets, it must be recognized that neither 1s a “universal measure.
For example, onhv single dimensional attitude or beliet targets are amenable to thew
use. Belief statemients such as 71 believe that Mary and Tom should be promoied’
would require that separate GBMs would need to be admunistered tor both Mary
and Tom. Similarly many constructs are multidimensional, such as source credibilioy,
interpersonal attraction, and homophily. The dimensions ot these constructs would

necd to be measured separately. Tt should also be recognized that attitude toward
“France” and “Germany’ would need to be measured separately by individual GAMs
tor the two countries.

It should also be recognized that the use of cither the GANM or GBM has hmited

utility for use in intercultural studies. Translating bipolar ttems trom bnglish to any
other language can be very ditficult, if not impossible. Terms that are bipolar i one
anguage or culture frequently are not bipolar in another. Rescarchers should con-
sder developing language- and - or culture-specitic bipolar instruments rather than
attempting to translate the English versions to any other fanguage. Similarty,
rescarchers need 1o be sensitive to differences in cultures between groups that speak
what generally is thought to be the same language. such as Spamish i Puerto Rico
and Mexico.

Contrary to traditional beliets, it is clear that generalizable measures of attitude

and belief, and possibly other constructs, can be developed. However, all such

-
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measures are limited to the specific construct being studied. Yet some constructs are
the product of a single or limited number of cultures. One should not attempt to
measure a construct in a culture that does not have that construct or where that con-
struct 1s very different between cultures. This is true for the GAM, the GBM, or any

other measure.
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