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Chapter 2

From Intentions to Actions:
A Theory of Planned Behavior

Icek Ajzen

There appears to be general agreement among social psychologists that most hu-
man behavior is goal-directed (e. g., Heider, 1958; Lewin, 1951). Being neither ca-
pricious nor frivolous, human social behavior can best be described as following
along lines of more orless well-formulated plans. Before attendinga concert, forex-
ample, a person may extend an invitation to a date, purchase tickets, change into
proper attire, call a cab, collect the date, and proceed to the concert hall. Most, if not
all, of these activities will have been designed in advance; their execution occurs as
the plan unfolds. To be sure, a certain sequence of actions can become so habitual or
routine that it is performed almost automatically, as in the case of driving from
home to work or playing the piano. Highly developed skills of this kind typically no
longer require conscious formulation of a behavioral plan. Nevertheless, at leastin
general outline, we are normally well aware of the actions required to attain a cer-
tain goal. Considersucharelatively routinebehavior astyping aletter. When setting
this activity as a goal, we anticipate the need to locate a typewriter, insert a sheet of
paper, adjust the margins, formulate words and sentences, strike the appropriate
keys, and so forth. Some parts of the plan are more routine, and require less con-
scious thought than others, but without an explicit or implicit planto guide the re-
quired sequence of acts, no letter would get typed.

Actions, then, are controlled by intentions, but not all intentions are carried
out; some are abandoned altogether while others are revised to fit changing cir-
cumstances. The present chapter examines the relations between intentions and
actions: the ways in which goals and plans guide behavior, and the factors that
induce people to change their intentions, or prevent successful execution of the
behavior. The first part of the chapter deals with prediction and explanation of
behavior that is largely under a person’s volitional control. A theory of reasoned
action is decribed which traces the causal links from beliefs, through attitudes
and intentions, to actual behavior. Relevant empirical research is reviewed, with
particular emphasis on the intention-behavior link and the factors that may pro-
duce changes in behavioral intentions. The chapter’s second part deals with a be-
havioral domain about which much less is known. There, an attempt is made to
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extend the theory of reasoned action to goal-directed behaviors over whichanindi-
vidual has only limited volitional control. First, internal and external factors that
may influence volitional control are identified. Next, a behavior-goal unit is de-
fined, and the theory of reasoned action is modified to enable it to predict and ex-
plainsuch goal-directed behavior. The modified theory, called “atheory of planned
behavior,” differs from the theory of reasoned action, in that it takes into account
perceived as well as actual control over the behavior under consideration.

Predicting and Explaining Volitional Behavior:
A Theory of Reasoned Action

A great many behaviors of everyday life may be considered under volitional con-
trol in the sense that people can easily perform these behaviors if they are in-
clined to do so. To illustrate, under normal circumstances most people can, if
they so desire, watch the evening news on television, vote for the candidate of
their choice in an election, buy toothpaste at a drug store, pray before going to
bed, or donate blood to the Red Cross. The theory of reasoned action (Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) is designed to predict volitional behav-
jors of this kind and to help us understand their psychological determinants.

As its name implies, the theory of reasoned action is based on the assumption
that human beings usually behave in a sensible manner; that they take account
of available information and implicitly or explicitly consider the implications of
their actions. Consistent with its focus on volitional behaviors, the theory postu-
lates that a person’s intention to perform (or not to perform) a behavior is the im-
mediate determinant of that action. Barring unforeseen events, people are ex-
pected to act in accordance with their intentions. Clearly, however, intentions
can change over time; the longer the time interval, the greater the likelihood that
unforeseen events will produce changes in intentions. It follows that accuracy of
prediction will usually be an inverse function of the time interval between mea-
surement of intention and observation of behavior.

Since we are interested in understanding human behavior, not merely in pre-
dicting it, we must next identify the determinants of intentions. According to the
theory of reasoned action, a person’s intention is a function of two basic determi-
nants; one personal in nature and the other reflecting social influence. The per-
sonal factor is the individual’s positive or negative evaluation of performing the
behavior; this factor is termed attitude toward the behavior. Note that the theory
of reasoned action is concerned with attitudes toward behaviors and not with the
more traditional attitudes toward objects, people, or institutions. The second de-
terminant of intention is the person’s perception of the social pressures put on
him to perform or not perform the behavior in question. Since it deals with per-
ceived prescriptions, this factor is termed subjective norm. Generally speaking,
people intend to perform a behavior when they evaluate it positively and when
they believe that important others think they should perform it.

The theory assumes that the relative importance of these factors depends in part
on the intention under investigation. For some intentions, attitudinal considera-
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tions may be more important than normative considerations, while for other inten-
tions normative considerations may predominate. Frequently, both factors are im-
portant determinants of the intention. In addition, the relative weights of the atti-
tudinal and normative factors may vary from one person to another. The discussion
of the theory up to this point can be summarized symbolically as follows:

B~Icc [W1A3+ W2SM (1)

In Equation 1, Bis the behavior of interest, I is the person’s intention to perform
behavior B, Apis the person’s attitude toward performing behavior B, SN is the
person’s subjective norm concerning performance of behavior B, and wy and w,
are empirically determined weighting parameters that reflect the relative impor-
tance of Ap and SN. The wavy line (~) in Equation 1 is inserted to suggest that
intention is expected to predict behavior only if the intention has not changed
prior to performance of the behavior!; and the intention itself is shown to be di-
rectly proportional to the weighted sum of attitude toward the behavior and sub-
jective norm,

For many practical purposes, this level of explanation may be sufficient. How-
ever, for a more complete understanding of intentions it is necessary to explain
why people hold certain attitudes and subjective norms. According to the theory
of reasoned action, the attitude toward a behavior is determined by salient be-
liefs about that behavior. Each salient belief links the behavior with some valued
outcome or other attribute. For example, a person may believe that “going on a
low sodium diet” (behavior) “reduces blood pressure,” “leads to a change in life
style,” “severely restricts the range of approved foods,” and so forth (outcomes).
The attitude toward the behavior is determined by the person’s evaluation of the
outcomes associated with the behavior and by the strength of these associations.
Specifically, the evaluation of each salient outcome contributes to the attitude in
proportion to the person’s subjective probability that the behavior will produce
the outcome in question. By multiplying belief strength and outcome evaluation,
and summing the resulting products, we obtain an estimate of attitude toward
the behavior based on the person’s salient beliefs about that behavior.? This in-
formation-processing theory of attitude is presented symbolically in Equation 2,
where Ap stands for attitude toward behavior B, b; is the belief (subjective prob-

Apex _21 bie; )]

ability) that performing behavior B will lead to outcome i, ¢; is the evaluation of
outcome i, and the sum is over the n salient behavioral beliefs.
It can be seen that, generally speaking, a person who believes that performing

! Inaddition, the theory of reasoned action requires that intention and behavior be operationally

defined so that they correspond in their target, action, context, and time elements (see Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1977).

2 Theories of a similar nature have been proposed by Edwards (1954), Rosenberg (1956), and ot-
hers (see Feather, 1959).
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a given behavior will lead to mostly positive outcomes will hold a favorable atti-
tude toward performing the behavior while a person who believes that perform-
ing the behavior will lead to mostly negative outcomes will hold an unfavorable
attitude. The beliefs that underlie a person’s attitude toward the behavior are
termed behavioral beliefs.

Subjective norms are also assumed to be a function of beliefs, but beliefs of a
different kind, namely the person’s beliefs that specific individuals or groups
think he should or should not perform the behavior. These beliefs underlying the
subjective norm are termed normative beliefs. Generally speaking, a person who
believes that most referents with whom he ist motivated to comply think he
should perform the behavior will perceive social pressure to do so. Conversely, a
person who believes that most referents with whom he is motivated to comply
think he should not perform the behavior will have a subjective norm that puts
pressure on him to avoid performing the behavior. The relation between norma-
tive beliefs and subjective norm is expressed symbolically in Equation 3. Here,

SN 3, bym; 3)
j=1

SN is the subjective norm, b; is the normative belief concerning referent j, m; is
the person’s motivation to comply with referent j, and »n is the number of salient
normative beliefs.

The above discussion of the theory of reasond action shows how volitional be-
havior can be explained in terms of a limited number of concepts. Through a se-
ries of intervening processes the theory traces the causes of behavior to the per-
son’s salient beliefs. Each successive step in this sequence from behavior to
beliefs provides a more comprehensive account of the factors determining the
behavior. At the initial level, behavior is assumed to be determined by intention.
At the next level, these intentions are themselves explained in terms of attitudes
toward the behavior and subjective norms. The third level explains these atti-
tudes and subjective norms in terms of beliefs about the consequences of per-
forming the behavior and about the normative expectations of relevant referents.
In the final analysis, then, a person’s behavior is explained by reference to his or
her beliefs. Since people’s beliefs represent the information (be it correct or in-
correct) they have about their worlds, it follows that their behavior is ultimately
determined by this information. Other, more distal factors, such as demographic
characterictics or personality traits, are assumed to have no direct effects on be-
havior. According to the theory of reasond action, variables of this kind will be
related to behavior if, and only if, they influence the beliefs that underlie the be-
havior’s attitudinal or normative determinants.

Empirical Support

A considerable amont of evidence in support of the theory of reasoned action
has accumulated in a variety of experimental and naturalistic settings. To pro-

From Intentions to Actions: A Theory of Planned Behavior 15

vide a complete test of the relationships specified by the theory, it is necessary to
elicit salient behavioral and normative beliefs in a pilot study, and use these be-
liefs, among other things, to construct a standard questionnaire. This question-
naire would contain measures of the following variables: (1) behavioral beliefs
and outcome evaluations which are assumed to determine attitude toward the
behavior (see Equation 2) and can be used to compute a belief-based estimate of
this attitude; (2) normative beliefs and motivations to comply which underlie
subjective norm (Equation 3) and can be used to compute an indirect measure of
the normative component; (3) direct measures of attitude toward the behavior
and subjective norm; and (4) intention to perform the behavior. Although var-
ious measurement procedures could be developed, in most applications of the
theory, evaluative (e.g., “good — bad”) and probablistic (e. g., “likely — unlikely”)
semantic differential scales have been employed. (See Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980,
Appendices A and B, for detailed descriptions of measurement procedures used
in tests of the theory.) The questionnaire thus constructed is administered to a
sample of respondents whose actual behavior is subsequently recorded either by
means of observation or, if direct observation is impractical, by means of self-re-
ports.

Although complete applications of the theory require assessment of all vari-
ables from beliefs to overt behavior, many questions can be answered by investi-
gating a more limited set of relationships. Thus, it is often sufficient to obtain di-
rect measures of attitudes and subjective norms without assessing the underlying
beliefs. In other cases, the intention-behavior relation is of little immediate con-
cern; instead, the theory’s ability to predict and explain intentions is at issue. In
these instances, it is unnecessary to secure a measure of actual behavior. Viewed
in combination, however, the available data span the whole range of relations
from beliefs through attitudes, subjective norms, and intentions, to overt behav-
ior.

Selected Research Findings

The extent to which the theory of reasoned action predicts behavioral intentions
is usually evaluated by means of linear multiple regression analyses; the regres-
sion coefficients produced by these analyses serve as estimates of wy and w», the
weights of the attitudinal and normative predictors (see Equation 1). In addition,
whenever possible the intention-behavior correlation is reported, as are correla-
tions between direct (4g, SN) and indirect (3'b;e;, 2 bym;) measures of attitudes
and subjective norms. Finally, the sample of respondents can be divided into
those who did (or intented to) perform the behavior and those who did not. Dif-
ferences in behavior (or intentions) can then be explained by examining patterns
of differences in behavioral beliefs, outcome evaluations, normative beliefs, and
motivations to comply. (See Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, for examples.)

Table 2.1 presents a sample of research findings on the major relationships
specified by the theory of reasoned action. It can be seen that the theory permits
highly accurate prediction in a wide variety of behavioral domains. Generally
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speaking, people were found to act in accordance with their intentions. Strong
intention-behavior correspondence was expected, given the largely volitional na-
ture of the behaviors that served as criteria in these investigations. With one ex-
ception, all intention-behavior correlations exceeded 0.70. Interestingly, the ex-
ception ocurred in the prediction of having another child where the intention-be-
havior correlation, although significant, was only 0.55. Having another child is,
of course, only partially under volitional control since fecundity, miscarriage,
and other factors also mediate attainment of the goal. We shall return to this is-
sue below.

The second column in Table 2.1 shows that, in each case, a linear combination
of attitudes and subjective norms permitted highly accurate prediction of inten-
tions. The relative importance of the two components is revealed by inspecting
the next four columns. Except for reenlisting in the military, where the regression
coefficient of subjective norm did not attain significance, both attitudes and sub-
jective norms made significant contributions to the prediction of intentions. In
seven of the nine studies listed in Table 2.1, the relative contribution of attitudes
exceeded that of subjective norms; but in two cases, the pattern was reversed.
Not surprisingly, women’s decisions to have an abortion, and a couple’s decision
to have another child, were strongly affected by perceived expectations of im-
portant others.

Finally, the last two columns of Table 2.1 report relations between direct and
belief-based measures of attitudes and subjective norms. It can be seen that the
results tend to support Equations 2 and 3: Behavioral beliefs and outcome evalu-
ations can be used to estimate attitudes toward a behavior (Column 7), while
normative beliefs and motivations to comply provide estimates of subjective
norms (Column 8).

Clearly then, the theory of reasoned action can afford highly accurate predic-
tion of intentions and behaviors that are under volitional control. By examining
closely the underlying belief structure, one can also gain a good understanding
of the factors that ultimately determine a person’s decision to perform or not to
perform a given behavior. To illustrate, consider women’s use of birth control
pills. With respect to behavioral beliefs Ajzen and Fishbein (1980, pp.141-142)
summarized the important research findings as follows. “The major considera-
tions that entered into the women’s decisions to use or to not use the pill re-
volved around questions of physiological side effects, morality, and effective-
ness. Although all women believed that using the pill leads to minor side effects
(such as weight gain), they differed in their beliefs about severe consequences.
The more certain a woman was that using the pill would not lead to such nega-
tive outcomes as blood clots and birth defects, the more likely she was to intend
using the pill. Also associated with intentions to use the pill were beliefs that this
was the best available method for preventing pregnancy.” In addition, it was
found that women intended to use the pill only if they had no strong moral ob-
jections. “On the normative side, the women’s major concerns centered on the
prescriptions of their husbands or boyfriends and doctors. They were highly
motivated to comply with these referents, and women who believed that their
husbands or boyfriends and doctors thought they should use the pill intended to

From Intentions to Actions: A Theory of Planned Behavior 17

Table 2.1. Theory of reasoned action - sample of research findings

Criterion

Corre-
lation

I-B

Multiple
corre-
lation

I—AB; SN

Correlations

I-Ag I-SN

Regression
coefficients

I—AB

I-SN

Correlations

Ag-2bie; SN-Ybim;

Cooperation in
prisoner’s di-
lemma game®
(Ajzen, 1971)

Having another
child® (Vinokur-
Kaplan, 1978)

Choice of career
orientation® (Aj-
zen & Fishbein,
1980)

Use of birth
control pills (Aj-
zen & Fishbein,
1980)

Voting choice in
1976 presiden-
tial election (Aj-
zen & Fishbein,
1980)

Having an abor-
tion® (Smetana
& Adler, 1980)

Infant feeding®

(Manstead,
Proffitt, &
Smart, 1983)

Smoking mari-
juana?® (Ajzen,
Timko, &
White, 1982)

Reenlisting in
the military
(Shtilerman,
1982)

0.82

0.55

0.85

0.80

0.96

0.82

0.72

0.87

0.82

0.85

0.86

0.89

0.83

0.76

0.78

0.80

0.77

0.75

0.65

0.83

0.81

0.81

0.50

0.73

0.79

0.77

0.69

0.83

0.64

0.68

0.71

0.69

0.60

0.45

0.43

0.53

0.19

0.67

0.64

0.61

0.21

0.61

0.74

0.73

0.40

0.70

0.29

0.41

0.27

0.46

0.22

0.13

0.08*

0.81

0.79

0.79

0.58

0.64

0.83

0.60

0.73

0.41

# No beliefs were elicited or assessed in these studies.
® Only indirect (belief-based) measures of A and SN were obtained in these studies.

¢ Behavior was not assessed in this study.

¢ Only a belief-based measure of SN was obtained in this study.

* Not significant; all other coefficients p < 0.05.
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do so. By the same token, women who believed that these two reﬁerents opposed
their use of birth control pills formed intentions to not use t.hem (p. 142)..

To summarize briefly, many behaviors of interest to sqmal p§ychologlsts ap-
pear to be under volitional control and can be prgdicted \leth ahigh Fiegreg of ac-
curacy from intentions to perform the behgviors in question. These }nten_tlczins, in
turn, appear to be based on personal attitudes tov&{ard the beh'av1ors an ‘pef-
ceived social norms. Attitudes are influenced by beliefs concerning a behavuzir s
likely outcomes and evaluations of those outcomes, whlle‘sub]ectlve n_orrr‘\s.de-
rive from normative beliefs regarding expectations of specific referent }n.leI u-
als or groups and motivations to comply with these refer‘ents. By examining dif-
ferences in behavioral and normative beliefs (and in assopla}ted outcome
evaluations and motivations to comply) we can go beyond prediction to provide

a detailed explanation of volitional behavior.

The Intention-Behavior Relation

In light of the success achieved by the tl}eor}f of reasoned action, it 1s 1mﬁortar,1t
to keep its boundary conditions clearly in mind. For the most part, the theory’s

limitations have to do with the transition from verba} responses to.actua‘l behav-
ior. The relations of beliefs, attitudes, and subjective norms to intentions age
more clearly delineated than are the factors th{it determine whether or not the
behavioral intention will be carried out. According to the the.:ory of rea§oned ac-
tion, intention is the immediate antecedent of behavior. Strictly speaking, 'h.ow-
ever, intentions can be expected to predict behavior on}y wh;n two conditions
are met. First, the measure of intention available to the investigator must ref.lecf
respondents’ intentions as they exist just prioY to performance of thfe behav1olr‘,
and, second, the behavior must be under volitional contrql. As mennon?d earli-
er, intentions may change over time, and any measure of intention pbtalned .be-
fore the change took place cannot be expectgd accurately to .pred1c‘t l.)ehavg)r.
This is largely a technical problem, however, since low predlctl_ve validity un e;
such conditions merely reflects the reduced accuracy of the avall‘able measure o

intention; it poses no challenge to the assumption that (current‘) intentions det:ier-
mine behavior. By way of contrast, the stipulation that behavior must bfe un er‘
volitional control imposes strict limitations on.the tl_leory’s range of apphcatkl‘on,
its ability to predict and explain human behavior will be greatly m.lpalred when-
ever nonvolitional factors exert a strong influence on the behavior in question.

Changes in Intention

Many factors have been found to influence the stability of behavioral 1pteqt10ns.
Examination of these factors sheds light on the ways and means by which it may
be possible to prevent changes in intentions or modify predictions to take antic-
ipated readjustments into account.
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Effects in Time

Intentions change as time goes by. Some changes arguably occur simply as a
function of time while others depend on the emergence of new information.

Salience of Beliefs. A goal’s attractions and repulsions tend to be inversely pro-
portional to psychological distance from the goal, and the avoidance gradient
tends to be steeper than the approach gradient (Brown, 1948; Lewin, 1946, 1951;
Miller, 1944). In a similar fashion, beliefs regarding a behavior’s negative fea-
tures, more so than its positive features, may become increasingly salient as the
time of the behavior draws near. Thus, a person who is about to invest his hard-
earned money in stocks may become increasingly concerned about the possibili-
ty that stock prices will decline in the future. If these shifts in evaluation reach
the point at which the behavior’s perceived disadvantages outweigh its perceived
advantages, the individual is likely to reverse his intention and refrain from per-
forming the behavior.

A different possibility was suggested by Semmer (personal communication):
The conflicting behavioral tendencies produced by a goal’s attractive and repul-
sive features may be resolved in favor of the more routinized responses. As the
time for action approaches, people may fall back on familiar response patterns,
that is, the probability of routine responses may increase, and the probability of
novel responses may decline with the passage of time. Changes of this kind
could help explain the difficulty of carring out a decision to refrain from such
habitual behaviors as drinking or smoking.

New Information. Many changes in intentions, however, are the result of factors
other than the mere passage of time. In fact, changes that appear at first glance to
occur automatically may actually be mediated by internal processes (see Beck-
mann & Kuhl, 1984) or external factors. A multitude of unanticipated, and
sometimes unforeseeable, events can disrupt the intention-behavior relation. A
person’s behavioral and normative beliefs are subject to change as events unfold
and new information becomes available. Such changes may influence the per-
son’s attitude toward the behavior or his subjective norm and, as a result, pro-
duce a revised intention. To illustrate, consider a woman who intends to vote for
the Democratic candidate in the forthcoming senate race. After her intention is
assessed, she learns — by watching a television interview with the candidate a few
days before the election — that he opposes abortion and equal rights for women.
As a result, she “changes her mind”: she forms new beliefs concerning the conse-
quences of voting for the Democratic candidate, modifies her attitude toward
this behavior, decides to vote for the Republican candidate instead, and actually
does so in the election. Her voting choice corresponds to her most recent inten-
tion, but it could not have been predicted from the measure of intention obtained
at an earlier point in time.

Several studies have demonstrated the disruptive effects of unforeseen events.
For example, Songer-Nocks (1976a, 1976b) assessed intentions to choose the
noncompetitive alternative at the beginning of a 20-trial, two-person experimen-
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tal game. Half of the pairs of players were given feedback after each trial which
informed them about the choices made by their partners and of the payoffs to
each player. The other pairs were given no such information. Feedback concern-
ing the partner’s competitive or noncompetitive behavior may, of course, influ-
ence a player’s own intentions regarding future moves. Consistent with this argu-
ment, Songer-Nocks reported that providing feedback significantly reduced the
accuracy with which initial intentions predicted actual game behavior.
Somewhat more indirect evidence regarding the disruptive potential of unan-
ticipated events is available from studies that have varied the amount of time be-
tween assessment of intention and observation of behavior. Since the probability
of unforeseen events will tend to increase as time passes, wWe would expect to find
stronger intention-behavior relations with short rather than long periods of de-
lay. Sejwacz, Ajzen, and Fishbein (1980) obtained support for this prediction ina
study of weight loss. A subsample of 24 college women indicated their intentions
to perform eight weight-reducing behaviors (avoid snacking between meals, par-
ticipate in sports on a regular basis, etc.) at the beginning of a two-month period,
and again one month later. Correlations were computed between initial inten-
tions and actual behavior over the two-month period, and between subsequent in-
tentions and actual behavior during the final month. As expected, the intention-
behavior correlations were stronger for the one-month period than for the two-
month period. For example, the correlation between intention to avoid long peri-
ods of inactivity and actual performance of this behavior (as recorded by the wom-
en) was higher when the time period was one month (r=0.72) than when it was
two months (r=0.47). Considering all eight behaviors, the average correlation
increased from 0.51 for the two-month period to 0.67 for the one-month period.
Temporal delay between assessment of intention and observation of behavior
thus tends to have a detrimental effect on behavioral prediction (see Hornik,
1970 and Fishbein & Coombs, 1974 for additional evidence in support of this
conclusion). As time passes, there is an increase in the likelihood of unanticipat-
ed events and of concomitant changes in intentions. The result is a decline in the
correlation between observed behavior and intentions assessed before the
changes took place.

Confidence and Commitment

The discussion up to this point has dealt with rather drastic changes in intentions
that lead to a reversal of behavioral plans. Intentions, however, vary in strength
as well as direction, and changes can occur that would not be reflected in behav-
ior. Consider, for example, a voter who assigns a probability of 0.85 to his inten-
tion to vote for the Republican candidate, and a probability of 0.15 to his inten-
tion to cast his vote for the Democratic candidate. Exposure to new information
during the election compaign might reduce the perceived advantage of the Re-
publican candidate, changing the strength of these intentions to 0.63 and 0.35, re-
spectively; even so, the person would still be expected to vote for the Republican
candidate.

From Intentions to Actions: A Theory of Planned Behavior 21

A§ a geperal rule, when an intention is held with great confidence (i.e., when
the intention is highly polarized), changes produced by new information will of-
ten !)e insufficient to reverse the planned course of action. In contrast, weak in-
tentions to perform (or not to perform) a behavior carry less of a commitment;
gnantlcipated events of relatively minor importance may influence such inten:
tions enpugh to bring about a change of mind. It follows that intention-behavior
correlations will usually be stronger when intentions are held with great, rather
than little, confidence. ’

Sample and Warland (1973, Warland & Sample, 1973) as well as Fazio and
Zanna (1978) have shown that attitudes held with high confidence are better
predictors of behavior than are attitudes held with low confidence. Ajzen, White
a.nd Timko (1982) examined more directly the effect of confidence on th,e intenj
tion-behavior relation. College students expressed their intentions to become
merpbers of a psychology subject pool (on a 7-point “likely-unlikely” scale), and
indicated their confidence in their intentions on a 7-point scale that ranged ,from
“extrerpely certain” to “not at all certain.” At a later point in the experiment, they
were given an opportunity to actually sign up for the subject pool. Using the me-
Q1an score on the certainty scale as a dividing point, respondents were parti-
tioned into low and high confidence groups. As expected, the intention-behavior
correla_t1on was significantly stronger among respondents who had high confi-
dence in their intentions (r=0.73) than among respondents with low confidence
(r=0.47).

. It is interesting to note that the very act of stating an intention may induce
hightened commitment to the behavior. In a series of experiments conducted by
Sherman (1980), respondents who, in response to a question, predicted that they
WOL_lld act in a socially desirable manner were more likely to do so on a later oc-
casion than were respondents who were not asked to predict their own behavior.
Note, howt_a\_/er, that the behaviors in question were of relatively little conse-
quence: writing a counter-attitudinal essay, singing the national anthem over the
telephone, and voluntering 3 hours to collect money for the American Cancer
Society. Merely stating an intention may have much less of an effect on such per-

sonally significant behaviors as having an abortion or reenlisting in s
th
(see Table 2.1). g e military

3 1In addmor} to greater stability, confident intentions (being more extreme) will tend to exhibit
greater variance than intentions held with less confidence. Greater variability would also tend
to increase the predictive validity of confident intentions. The standard deviation of intentions
was, in fact, found to be significantly greater in the high (SD = 2.24) than in the low (SD = 1.36)
confidence group. Itis thus not clear whether improved prediction in the high confidence r(.)u
was due to greater stability of intentions or whether it was simply a statistical artifact proguceg
by a restriction of range in the low confidence condition.
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Individual Differences

Some people change- their intentions more readily than qthers. Accordlr}g to
Snyder (1974, 1982), individuals differ in the: extent to Wthl:l the{r. behalflllozi is
susceptible to situational cues as opposed to inner states or dlSpOSlthn,S. i eh e-
veloped the “self-monitoring scale” to assess t‘h‘e tendency for a person’s be a}:/—
ior to be guided by principle or inner disposition (low s.elf-m(?mtonng) on't e
one extreme, and by situational contingencies or pragmatism (hlgh self—rpomto;—
ing) on the other extreme. It stands to reason that the 1nteqt10ns qf hlgh. s;:ll -
monitoring individuals, who are sensitive to external cues, will rt?adlly be influ-
enced by unanticipated events. The intentions of low self-momtor‘s, however,
should be less affected by external events, and should thus be relatively stable,
since these individuals are sensitive primarily to internal states. We would tf‘lu}s1
expect stronger intention-be4havior correlations among low as compared to hig
-monitoring individuals. . o
Sel[f)l;g collectged by Ajzen, Timko, and White (1982) support this p.redl'ctlon.
The study was conducted at the time of the 1980 presidential election 1n'the
United States. Shortly before the election, college students com.pleFed question-
naires that, among other questions, included Snyder’s'self-momtormg s.<.:ale aqd
measures of intention to vote in the election and intention tp §moke marijuana in
the next 3 or 4 weeks. About 2 weeks after the election, participants were contact-
ed by telephone and asked to report their behavi.or. As expectejdz 1nd1Yldgals who
scored below the median on the self-monitoqng sc_alg exhibited significantly
stronger intention-behavior correlations than did 1nd1y1duals who scqred al.>ove
the median on the scale. The intention to vote predicted acfual voting with a
correlation of 0.59 for high self-monitors, and with a correlation of 0.82 for low
self-monitors. The corresponding correlations with respect to thf number of oc-
casions on which the respondents reported to have smoked marijuana were 0.42

and 0.70.

Long-Range Prediction

It should be clear by now that many factors can influence tl_le stabil.ity of inten-
tions and hence the strength of the observed intentiqn-behaYlor relation. Ope sO-
lution to this problem is to assess intentions immed¥ately prior to observation of
the behavior. Clearly, the shorter the delay, the less tlmt? and the fewer the oppor-
tunities for change. In practice, however, it may be neither feasﬂ')le'nor of much
practical value to measure the intention in close tempqral prox1pnty of the bel;
havior. Imagine, for example, that we are trying to predict behgwor during sucl
natural disasters as floods, tornados, earthquakes, or fires burning out of control.

4 Snyder and Swann (1976) and Zanna, Olson, and Fazio (1989) have repor.ted stronger attitude-
behavior correlations for low self-monitors as compared to high self-monitors; but Zuckerman

and Reis (1978) failed to obtain similar resulits.
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It would be very difficult indeed to approach individuals fighting to save their
lives or their posessions and ask them to state their intentions.

Even when possihle, however, short-range predictions are often of little inter-
est. Manufacturers of various consumer goods, from video games to automo-
biles, need to be able to anticipate buying behavior months or even years in ad-
vance; and banks, airlines, television companies, and other service organizations
must predict the reactions of consumers long before offering a new type of ser-
vice. Fortunately, long-range predictions of this kind are usually not concerned
with the behavior of any given individual but rather with behavioral trends in rel-
atively large segments of the population: how many people will buy a certain
type of automobile in the course of a model year, the number of individuals who
will volunteer for the various branches of the military by a certain target date, or
the number of air travelers to be expected between two cities during a given time
period. Aggregate intentions of this kind are apt to be much more stable than in-
dividual intentions. As we saw earlier, a multitude of unanticipated events can
produce changes in the intentions of individuals: sudden illness or injury, a
death in the family, a fortuitous win in the lottery, loss of one’s job, an unexpect-
ed visit by a friend, and so forth. Of course, these are more or less random events
that affect only some individuals at any given time. Their effects on intentions of
different people are therefore likely to balance out, leaving the aggregate inten-
tion relatively unchanged. A young man who intends to enlist in the Navy may
have a serious accident and make different plans for the future, but another man
who had not considered joining the Navy may now intend to do so after apply-
ing unsuccessfully for a job in the civilian sector. On balance, the number of men
intending to enlist in the Navy would remain unchanged.

Given that accuracy of behavioral prediction is influenced by the stability of
intentions, the above discussion implies closer intention-behavior correspon-
dence at the aggregate than at the individual level, especially in the case of long-
range predictions. A good example is provided by research on family planning.
In a study by Bumpass and Westoff (1969), women with two children were asked
how many children they intended to have in their completed families. Six to ten
years later (near the end of their reproductive periods) they were reinterviewed
to obtain information about the number of children they actually had. Only 41%
of the women had exactly the number of children they had planned; the remain-
der had more or fewer children than intended. On the average, however, the
women’s actual family size (3.3 children) was found to correspond precisely to
the intended family size (also 3.3 children). Clearly, then, predictions at the
aggregate level can be highly accurate even when the behavior of many individu-
als fails to correspond to their intentions.’

’ The reason that Bumpass and Westoff (1969) found such close intention-behavior correspon-
dence at the aggregate level is that the proportion of women who overproduced was almost ex-
actly the same as the proportion of women who underproduced. Had there been a bias toward

having more or fewer children than intended, the aggregate-level prediction would have been
less accurate.
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Plans, Goals, and Actions

The fact that intentions can change over time forces us to recognize their provi-
sional nature. Strictly speaking, all an individual can say ‘is that, as of now, he in-
tends to perform a given behavior, and can assigq a certain degfee Qf conﬁdenqe
(subjective probability) to that intention. Assuming the behavior is under voli-

tional control (and the person is prepared to exert maximum effort), failure to
act in accordance with the intention would indicate that the person had a change

of mind.

The Question of Volitional Control

Further complications enter the picture as we turn to behgviprs that are not fully
under volitional control. Failure to enact a behavior of this kind may occur el.ther
because of a change in intention or because performange of the behgwor fa'lled.
A clear example is provided by the many smokers whq mtend.to quit but either
change their intentions or, when they do try, fajl to acl'_neve their goal..A numbe.r
of investigators have in recent years turned their attention to the question of voli-
tional control (e.g., Bandura, 1977, 1982; Kuhl, 1981, 1982; Semmer & Frese,
1979), and at least one attempt has been made to extf:nd the theory of reasoned
action to the prediction of partly nonvolitional behavior (Warshaw, Sheppard, &
Hartwick, in press). The present discussion will draw on some of these gnz'ilyse.s.
At first glance, the problem of volitional control may appear rather limited in
scope. Its relevance is readily apparent whenever people try tc_> overcome suc_:h
powerful habits as smoking or drinking, or when they set their S}ghts on such dif-
ficult to attain goals as marrying a millionaire or r‘ed.u_cmg ngght. Closer scru-
tiny reveals, however, that even very mundane ‘flCtIVItleS,. which can usually be
performed (or not performed) at will, are sometimes subject to the mﬂuence of
factors beyond one’s control. Consider, for example, a person who intends to
spend the evening at home watching a movie on t_elevmon. A§ she turns on the
set, a puff of smoke indicates that its useful life is over, putting an end to her
plans for the evening. Some behaviors are more likely to present prqblem§ of
control than others, but we can never be absolutely certain that we will be ina
position to carry our intentions. Viewed in this light it b‘ecomesiclear ‘that, strictly
speaking, every intended behavior is a goal whose aFtamment is subject to some
degree of uncertainty. We can thus speak of a behav1or.-goa1 unit; and the mte:n-
tion constitutes a plan of action in pursuit of the behavioral goal. We shall return
to these issues. First, however, we must briefly consider some of the factors that
influence volitional control over a behavioral goal.
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Internal Factors

Many characteristics of an individual can influence successful performance of
an intended behavior. Some of these internal factors are readily modified by
training and experience while others are more resistant to change.

Individual Differences. At the most global level, we can conceive of differences
among individuals in terms of their general ability to exercise control over their
own actions. To assess such individual differences, one would have to collect in-
formation about the extent to which people manage to overcome difficulties of
various kinds when attempting to perform different behaviors in a variety of set-
tings. A person’s volitional control over any given behavior may be related to this
general control dimension.

To the best of my knowledge, no attempt has been made to define and assess
actual behavioral control at a global level. The popular alternative is to consider
people’s perceptions of the extent to which they (as opposed to environmental
factors) control events in their lives. Rotter (1966) has developed an internal-ex-
ternal locus of control scale designed to measure this generalized expectancy,
and attempts have been made to relate scores on the scale to a variety of different
behaviors (see, Lefcourt, 1982; Strickland, 1978).

Discussion of this research is beyond the scope of the present chapter but
several related issues are worth considering. Generalized expectancies regarding
locus of control are likely to influence behavior only to the extent that they have
an impact on perceived control over the specific behavior in question. The gener-
al belief that external factors control most events in my life will have little effect
on my decision to learn flying an airplane if I believe that I have control over
success at this particular task.

Attribution of control (over the specific behavioral goal) to internal factors
should, as a general rule, encourage attempts to perform the behavior. Whether
such attempts actually succeed will, of course, depend on how realistic the per-
son’s attribution of control is. When people attribute control to internal factors,
decide to perform the behavior, and proceed to implement their plans, they are
likely to succeed only if they in fact have control over the behavior under consid-
eration (see also Kuhl, 1982).

Beliefs in personal control, or lack of control, over behaviors and events
should be related to perceived possession of various personal attributes and
characteristics needed no perform the behaviors in question. We now turn to
these more specific internal factors.

Information, Skills, and Abilities. A person who intends to perform a behavior
may, upon trying to do so, discover that he lacks the needed information, skills,
or abilities. Everyday life is replete with examples. We may intend to convert an-
other person to our own political views, to help a child with his mathematics, or
to repair a malfunctioning record player but fail in our attempts because we lack
the required verbal and social skills, knowledge of mathematics, or mechanical
aptitudes. To be sure, with experience we tend to acquire some appreciation of
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our abilities; yet new situations arise frequently, and failure to achieve our goals
due to lack of requisite skills is the order of the day.

The idea that behavioral achievement is a function not only of intention (or
motivation) but also of ability is of course not very original. Heider (1958) made
it a cornerstone of his “naive analysis of action,” and Jones and Davis (1965) in-
corporated it into their theory of correspondent inferences. According to Heider,
a person is viewed as responsible for his action (i.e., the action is attributed to the
person) if he is believed to have tried and to have had the ability to produce the
observed effects. Evidence for this analysis in the context of achievement-related
attributions has been provided by Weiner (1974) and his associates (e.g., Weiner,
Frieze, Kukla, Reed, Rest, & Rosenbaum, 1971), as well as by other investigators
(e.g., Anderson, 1974).

It seems self-evident that successful performance of an intended behavior is
contingent on the presence of required information, skills, and abilities; and per-
haps it is for this reason that few investigators have bothered to demonstrate em-
pirically the interactive effect of intention and ability on actual behavioral per-

formance.

Power of Will. Attainment of some behavioral goals requires what is commonly
known as “will power” or “strength of character”. Maintaining reduced weight,
abstaining from alcohol or tobacco, and resisting temptations, such as goingto a
party instead of studying for an exam, are all familiar examples. People are often
motivated to attain goals of this kind; their personal attitudes and intentions,
however, may be less important than the degree to which they have control over
their actions in the form of will power.

Ajzen, Averill, and Tirrell® collected some data of relevance in a preliminary
study of temptation in several hypothetical situations. College students rated as
particularly tempting the case of going to a party instead of studying. A brief par-
agraph outlined a scenario in which the respondents were studying on the night
before an important exam and were invited to join a small party where they
could get to know an attractive person they had wanted to meet for some time.
Among other items, the questionnaire assessed (on a 7-point probability scale)
the likelihood that the respondent would join the party (expected behavior), atti-
tudes toward this behavior (on four evaluative semantic differential scales), and
perceived control, that is, the perceived difficulty of declining the invitation (on a
7-point scale ranging from “very difficult” to “not at all difficult”).

Perceived control was found to predict expected behavior significantly better
r=0.69) than was the attitude toward the behavior (r=0.25).7 Although this
study used a hypothetical situation, its results suggest that people’s ability to res-
ist temptation (their willpower) may be an important determinant of certain
types of behavior, over and above the influence of attitudes or intentions.

In his analysis of action control, Kuhl (1981, 1982) has introduced the some-

¢ Unpublished study, University of Massachusetts, 1982.
7 The correlation of expected behavior with a measure of subjective norm (r=0.24) was also sig-
nificantly lower than its correlation with perceived control.
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wl}at re{ated concept of state versus action orientation. A person’s state or action
onentatl.on is viewed both as a relatively stable predisposition and as dependent
on a variety of situational factors. Action-oriented individuals are assumed to fo-
cus Fheir attention on action alternatives and to make use of their knowledge and
abilities to control their performance. In contrast, state-oriented persons are like-
ly to focus their attention on their thoughts and feelings (their present, past, or
future state) rather than taking action consistent with their intentions. Kuhl
(1982) has developed a scale to assess action orientation and, using this scale, has
found higher intention-behavior correlations among action-oriented as opp(’)sed
to state-oriented individuals. He has also investigated a variety of situational fac-
tors (e. g., a failure experience) that may result in state or action orientations, and
thus influence execution of intended behavior (see also Mischel’s, 1974, work on
situational determinants of delay of gratification).

Emotions and Compulsions. Skills, abilities, and will power may present prob-
lems of control, but it is usually assumed that , at least in principle, these prob-
lems can be overcome. In contrast, some types of behavior are often viewed as
controlled by forces that are largely beyond our control. People sometimes ap-
pear unable to cease thinking or dreaming about certain events, to stop stutter-
ing, or to hold a tick in check. These compulsive behaviors are performed despite
intentions and concerted efforts to the contrary.

Emotional behaviors seem to share some of the same characteristics. Individu-
als are often not held responsible for behaviors performed under stress or in the
presence of strong emotions. We usually attribute little control to a person who is
“overcome by emotion”. Violent acts and poor performance are expected under
such conditions, and there seems to be little a person can do about it. Some, how-
ever, have argued that emotional behaviors are not all that different from other
types of behavior, and that their antecedents are very similar to those of nonemo-
tional acts (e.g., Averill, 1980; Solomon, 1976). If this view is correct, then we
§hould find relatively strong relations between intentions and emotional behav-
ior, although problems of control may well prevail, especially in the case of in-
tense emotional experiences.

In conclusion, as we move beyond intentions, various internal factors influ-
ence successful performance of an intended behavior. It may be fairly easy to
gain control over some of these factors, as when we acquire the information or
skills needed to perform a behavior. Other factors, such as intense emotions
stress, or compulsions, are more difficult to neutralize. Whatever the nature ot’"

Fhe internal factor, however, it will tend to influence our control over the behav-
toral goal.

External Factors

Also impinging on a person’s control over behavioral goals are external or situa-
tional fagtors. These factors will be discussed under two headings: (1) time and
opportunity and (2) dependence on other people.
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Time and Opportunity. It takes little imagination to appreciate the importance of
circumstantial factors or opportunity. An intention to see a movie on a particular
night, for example, cannot be carried through if tickets are sold out or the person
is involved in a serious accident on the way to the theater. At first glance, lack of
opportunity may appear equivalent to occurrence of unanticipated events that
bring about changes in intentions, as discussed in an earlier section. While it is
true that in the absence of appropriate circumstances people may come to
change their intentions, there is an important difference between the two cases.
When new information becomes available after a person has stated his intention,
the new information may affect his salient beliefs about the behavior and thus
lead to changes in attitudes, subjective norms, and intentions; at the end of this
process the person is no longer interested in carrying out his original intention.
By way of contrast, lack of opportunity disrupts an attempted behavior. Here,
the person tries to carry out his intention but fails because circumstances prevent
performance of the behavior. Although the immediate intention will be affected,
the basic underlying determinants need not have changed.

Consider again the intention to see a particular movie on a given night. Read-
ing a negative review or being told by a friend that the movie is not worth seeing
may influence the person’s beliefs such as to produce a more negative attitude
toward the intended behavior and perhaps also a more negative subjective norm.
As a result, the person may no longer intend to see the movie on the night in
question or on any other night unless and until other events again cause him to
change his mind.

Contrast this with the person who intends to see the movie, drives to the thea-
ter, but is told that there are no more tickets available. The environmental obsta-
cle to performance of the behavior will force a change of plan; but it need not
change the person’s attitude toward seeing the movie or his subjective norm. In-
stead, it may merely cause the person to try again on a different night.

The question of time involves very similar considerations. A person who, on a
given occasion, is unable to find the time required to plan and perform a behav-
ior need not change his attitude, subjective norm, or intention; he can simply de-
cide to perform the behavior an another occasion.

Dependence on Others. Whenever performance of a behavior depends on the ac-
tions of other people, there exists the potential for incomplete control over be-
havioral goals. A good example of behavioral interdependence is the case of
cooperation. On can cooperate with another person only if that person is also
willing to cooperate. Experimental studies of cooperation and competition in
two-person games have provided ample evidence for this interdependence (see
Rapoport & Chammah, 1965). For example, Ajzen and Fishbein (1970) reported
correlations of 0.92 and 0.89 between cooperative strategy choices of the players
in two prisoner’s dilemma games. These high correlations suggest that a person’s
tendency to make cooperative choices depends on reciprocation by the other
player.

A different example is provided by Fishbein’s (1966) study of premarital sexu-
al intercourse among undergraduate students. In this study it was found that in-

From Intentions to Actions: A Theory of Planned Behavior 29

tentions were significantly better predictors of behavior for females (r=0.68)
than for males (r=0.39). Clearly, females in our society find it relatively easy to
obtain the cooperation of males when they attempt to execute their intentions to
engage in premarital sexual intercourse. By comparison, males often have great-
er difficulties in finding willing partners.

As in the case of time and opportunity, inability to carry out an intention be-
cause of dependence on others may have little effect on the underlying motiva-
tion. Often a person who encounters difficulties related to interpersonal depen-
dence may be able to perform the desired behavior in cooperation with a
different individual. Sometimes, however, this may not be possible as in the case
of dependence on one’s spouse. A wife’s adamant refusal to have more children,
for example, will usually cause the husband eventually to abandon his plan to
enlarge the family, rather than shift his efforts to a different partner.

I have tried to show that time, opportunity, and dependence on others often
lead only to temporary changes in intentions. When time is the constraining fac-
tor, the behavior may simply be delayed; when circumstances prevent perfor-
mance of a behavior, the person may wait for a better opportunity; and when an-
other person fails to cooperate, a more compliant partner may be sought.
However, when repeated efforts to perform the behavior fail, more fundamental
changes in intentions can be expected.

A Theory of Planned Behavior

The above discussion makes clear that many factors can obstruct the intention-
behavior relation. Although volitional control is more likely to present a problem
for some behaviors than for others, personal deficiencies and external obstacles
can interfere with the performance of any behavior. Given the problem’s ubiqui-
Fy, a behavioral intention can best be interpreted as an intention to try perform-
ing a certain behavior. A father’s plan to take his children fishing on the forth-
coming weekend, for example, is best viewed as an intention to try to make time
for this activity, to prepare the required equipment, secure a fishing license, and
so forth. Successful performance of the intended behavior is contingent on the
pgrson’s control over the various factors that may prevent it. Of course, the con-
scious realization that we can only try to perform a given behavior will arise pri-
marily when questions of control over the behavior are salient. Thus, people say
that they will try to quit smoking or lose weight, but that they intend to g0 to
chur_ch on Sunday. Nevertheless, even the intention to attend Sunday worship
services must be viewed as an intention to try since factors beyond the individu-
al’s control can prevent its successful execution.

The;se observations have important implications for the prediction of behavior
from intentions. Strictly speaking, intentions can only be expected to predict a
person’s attempt to perform a behavior, not necessarily its actual performance. If
our measure of intention fails to predict attempted behavior, it is possible that
tf.1e 3ntention changed after it was assessed (see the earlier discussion of the pre-
diction of volitional behavior). However, if the intention does predict whether or
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not a person attempts to perform the behavior, but fails to predict attainment of
the behavioral goal, it is likely that factors beyond the person’s control prevented
the person from carrying out his intention.?

Consider, for example, the study of weight reduction mentioned earlier (Sej-
wacz, Ajzen, & Fishbein, 1980). The college women in this study expressed their
intentions to lose weight over a two-month period, and reported on their perfor-
mance of various dietary behaviors and physical activities during that same peri-
od. The intention to lose weight was found to have a nonsignificant correlation
of 0.16 with actual weight lost, but a significant correlation of 0.49 with an aggre-
gate measure of behavior. It seems reasonable to argue that engaging in dietary
behaviors and physical activities constitute attempts to reduce weight. Intentions
were thus better predictors of attempts to reduce weight, than of actual changes
in body weight. Clearly, losing weight depends not only on one’s intention to do
so, but also on other factors, such as will power and physiological variables that
are only partly under volitional control. That the correlation between intentions
and attempted behavior was no higher than 0.49 can perhaps be attributed to
changes in intentions that may have occurred over the two-month period. Alter-
natively, it may have been due to a lack of will power, or to a state (as opposed to
action) orientation (Kubl, 1982).

Additional support for the present argument can be found in a study by Poma-
zal and Jaccard (1976). The intentions of college students to “donate blood at the
upcoming blood drive” had a correlation of 0.46 with actual blood donations.
However, it was noted that several participants in the study who came to donate
blood were rejected for medical reasons or because of overcrowding. As expect-
ed, when showing up to donate blood (i.e., attempted behavior) was used as the
behavioral criterion, the correlation with intentions increased to 0.59.

In short, behavioral intentions will often be better predictors of attempted
than actual behavior. To insure accurate prediction in such instances, we would
not only have to assess intentions but also obtain some estimate of the extent to
which individuals are apt to exercise control over the behavior in question.

We are now ready to consider a possible expansion of the theory of reasoned
action that will allow us to include consideration of nonvolitional factors as de-
terminants of behavior. Equation 4 shows how the strength of a person’s attempt
to perform a behavior (B,) interacts with the degree of his control (C) to deter-

B« B,-C 4

mine the likelihood of actual performance of the behavior (B). The harder the
person tries, and the greater his control over personal and external factors that
may interfere, the greater the likelihood that he will attain his behavioral goal.®
For some behaviors, a low level of effort (B,)is sufficient, and successful perfor-

8 Another possibility which cannot be discounted is that the person changed his intention while
trying to perform the behavior.

9 The notion of control is used here quite similar to Triandis’s (1977) concept of “facilitative con-
ditions” (F) in his model of interpersonal behavior. However, in Triandis’s model, Finteracts
with intentions and habits to determine the likelihood of a behavior.
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mance of the behavior depends largely on the level of control. Good examples
are highly skilled activities such as typing or driving a race car. Increased effort
on such tasks is less important than a high level of skill. For other behaviors, a
minimal level of control is enough, and successful performance of the behavior
varies with degree of effort. For instance, jogging 10 or 15 minutes every day re-
quires only low levels of control; for most people, achievement of this behavioral
goal depends largely on their willingness to try.

The question of control is often tied up with development of an adequate plan
that will enable performance of the behavior. A plan usually consists of a set of
intentions which, if carried out, are expected to result in the desired behavioral
goal. It may also contain contingency plans; that is, alternative plans of action in
case the intended sequence of behaviors is blocked. Often, plans are developed
only in general outline: The initial behaviors may be clearly specified and later
parts of the plan are to be developed, depending in part on the success of earlier
actions (see Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 1960). The behavioral attempt (B,) con-
stitutes the initiation of the plan; it is designed to overcome a perceived discrep-
ancy between the present state and the desired goal. Successful execution de-
pends on the adequacy of the plan itself, and on the various personal and
external factors discussed earlier that may influence control over the behavior.

Consistent with the theory of reasoned action, the immediate determinant of a
person’s attempt to perform a behavior is his intention to try doing so (1,); and
this intention is in turn a function of attitude toward trying (4,) and subjective
norm with regard to trying (SN,). These relations are expressed symbolically in
Equation 5.

B ~ILeclwy A;+wy SN %)

Here, as in Equation 1, the wavy line between B, and 7, indicates that expressed
intentions to try performing a behavior can change before the behavioral attempt
is observed, and wy and w, are empirically determined weights for the two pre-
dictors of I,. Thus, the more favorable a person’s attitude toward trying to per-
form a behavior, and the more he believes that important others think he should
try, the stronger his intention to try.

We must go beyond the theory of reasoned action, however, when we consider
the determinants of A, the attitude toward trying to perform a behavior. Clearly,
the attitude toward trying and succeeding (i.e., the attitude toward the behavior)
will usually differ from the attitude toward trying and failing. Whenever the pos-
sibility of failure is contemplated, therefore, the attitude toward trying will be de-
Fermined not only by the attitude toward (successful) performance of the behav-
ior (A,) but also by the attitude toward a failed attempt (4,). This idea is
expressed in Equation 6, where the attitudes toward behavioral success and

A< [psAs + pAy); ps+pr=1.0 ®)

failure are weighted by the respective subjective probabilities of these events (p,
and py). The subjective probabilities of success and failure should be related to
beliefs about the presence or absence of personal and external factors discussed
earlier that may facilitate or inhibit behavioral performance. This formulation is
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structurally similar to Lewin’s treatment of level of aspiration (Lewin, Dembo,
Festinger, & Sears, 1944). According to Lewin’s analysis, a goal’s valence is equal
to the product of the valence of achieving success times the subjective probabili-
ty of success, minus the product of the valence of failure times the subjective
probability of failure. If we substitute “behavioral attempt” for “goal” and “atti-
tude” for “valence,” then Equation 6 is equivalent to Lewin’s formulation.!®

Inspection of Equation 6 shows that the attitude toward trying to perform a
behavior is equal to the attitude toward the behavior (4,) when success is certain
(ps=1and p,=0); that is, when the possibility of failure does not enter a person’s
considerations.

As was true of attitude toward a behavior, attitudes toward successful and un-
successful behavioral attempts can be viewed as determined by underlying be-
liefs. Thus, 4, should be a function of salient beliefs concerning the likely conse-
quences of successfully performing the behavior; these beliefs will be much the
same as the beliefs about performing a volitional behavior where success is im-
plicitly assumed. In contrast, A;should be determined by salient beliefs concern-
ing the likely outcomes of a failed behavioral attempt; these beliefs would nor-
mally not enter a person’s considerations in the case of a behavior viewed as
volitional.

It is possible to extend a similar analysis to the determinants of subjective
norms. Thus, a person’s belief that most important referents would approve or
disapprove of his attempting to perform a given behavior might be viewed as a
function of two prior subjective norms: one applying to a successful attempt, the
other to an unsuccessful attempt. However, this distinction appears less relevant
in the case of subjective norms than in the case of attitudes toward trying. When
a person believes that important referents think he should try to perform a be-
havior, this subjective norm will in most cases be independent of success or fail-
ure; it has to do more with the social desirability of trying than with the likeli-
hood of success. To be sure, the person may believe that, after the fact, his
important others will react very differently to success and failure, but these are
behavioral beliefs regarding the consequences of a successful or unsuccessful at-
tempt, not normative beliefs. They should thus influence the attitude toward try-
ing, but not the subjective norm with respect to a behavioral attempt.

In the case of subjective norm, a simpler model is proposed. The subjective
norm for trying to perform a behavior (SN,) is viewed as a function of the subjec-
tive norm concerning (successful) performance of the behavior (SN), multiplied
by the subjective probability of success attributed to the referents (p,), as shown
in Equation 7.

SN« p,SN (7)

Warshaw, Sheppard, and Hartwick (in press) have also proposed a similar formulation. In
their analysis, attitude toward pursuing a goal is determined by attitude toward pursuit with
success and attitude toward pursuit with failure, each weighted by the expectancy (probabili-
ty) of success or failure, respectively. In addition, they proposed that attitudes toward actions
involved in pursuit of the goal also be considered. The present analysis assumes that these lat-
ter attitudes are reflected in attitudes toward successful and unsuccessful behavioral attempts.
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In other words, important referents are viewed as recommending an attempt
when they approve of the behavior and believe the attempt is likely to sugceed.
For example, a woman may believe that her husband, children, and best friends
think she should get a job. If she also believes that, according to these important
referents she has a good chance of finding a job, she will come to form the belief
that her important others think she should try to get a job.

As to the beliefs that underlie subjective norms toward trying to perform a be-
havior, two possible approaches can be suggested. One is to consider the per-
ceived normative expectations of specific referents with respect to a behavioral
attempt. A second approach would be to follow Equations 7 and 3. That is, one
would assess subjective norm regarding the behavior (SN), and multiply this
variable by the referents’ perceived probability of success (p,), as suggested in
Equation 7. To understand the determinants of SN, one would elicit salient nor-
mative beliefs regarding specific referents, multiply each by the corresponding
motivation to comply, and sum the products. This analysis was described earlier
and is summarized in Equation 3.

The discussion of the theory of planned behavior up to this point is presented
schematically in Fig.2.1. The one new feature in Fig.2.1 is the introduction of
BE, behavioral expectation. In their extension of the theory of reasoned action,
Warshaw, Sheppard, and Hartwick (in press) stressed the distinction between
what a person intends to do (I) and what he expects he actually will do (BE). Be-
havioral expectation thus refers to a person’s estimate of the likelihood that he
actually will perform a certain behavior. Generally speaking, people will expf:ct
to perform a behavior if they intend to try it (1) and if they believe (have a high
subjective probability) that they can control it (b), as shown in Equation 8.

BE« bl (8)

Behavioral intentions and expectations will tend to differ whenever respon-
dents anticipate that their intentions might change or when they believe that at-
tainment of their behavioral goal is not completely under their volitional control.
According to Warshaw, Sheppard, and Hartwick (in press), behavioral expecta-
tions are therefore likely to predict actual behavior more accurately than are be-
havioral intentions.

Inspection of Fig.2.1 shows that, according to the present analysis, BE would
be expected to correlate with attempted behavior (B,) since these two variables
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Fig.2.1. Schematic presentation of the theory of planned behavior
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are influenced by some of the same factors. The correlation between behavioral
expectation and actual behavior (B), however, will depend on correspondence
between the person’s belief in his control over the behavior (b.) and the degree of
his actual control (C). To the extent that the person’s assessment of his skills, will-
power, and other requisite personal factors, and of the presence of favorable or
unfavorable external factors is realistic, his behavioral expectation will predict
his actual behavior. However, when his assessment fails to accurately reflect real-
ity, prediction of behavior from behavioral expectation will suffer. In any case, it
must be kept in mind that unlike behavioral intentions, behavioral expectations
may have no causal effect on actual behavior.

From a practical point of view, it will be very important to identify factors that
correlate with realistic perception of behavioral control. In addition to past expe-
rience, these factors may include confidence in one’s subjective judgment of
control, availability of a detailed plan of action, and general self-knowledge. To
the extent that perceived control is likely to be realistic, it can serve as an esti-
mate of actual control and, together with intention to try, it can be used to predict
the probability of a successful behavioral attempt.

Subjective perceptions of control may, of course, influence attempts to per-
form behavior regardless of their accuracy. A person who has a pessimistic view
of his control over the behavior may never try and may thus fail to find out that
he was wrong. As a result, perceived control will usually correlate with behavior-
al performance. Again, however, this correlation will tend to be strong only when
perceived control corresponds reasonably well to actual control.

Bandura’s (1977, 1982) work on “self-efficacy” provides support for the rela-
tion between perceived control and behavioral performance, usually in the form
of overcoming certain phobias or strong habits. For example, in one study (Ban-
dura, Adams, & Beyer, 1977), adult snake phobics following a period of treat-
ment rated the strength of their expectations that they could perform various
behaviors in relation to snakes. Correlations between these estimates of self-effi-
cacy (behavioral control) and subsequent behavior toward a snake were 0.83 and
0.84 for two groups of participants who had received performance-based as op-
posed to vicarious treatment, respectively. Experiences during treatment (and
perhaps prior to treatment) seemed to have created quite accurate perceptions of
self-efficacy. Since all participants were there to try to overcome their phobias,
attainment of the behavioral goal was dependent primarily on their (perceived)
control over the behavior involved.

Another issue worth considering at this point is the influence of past behavior
on present performance. Some investigators have suggested that past perfor-
mance of a behavior exerts an influence on present behavior that is independent
of behavioral intentions, attitudes, or subjective norms. For example, Bentler
and Speckart (1979) reported a study in which college students’ use of alcohol,
marijuana, and hard drugs at one point in time made a significant contribution
independent of intentions to the prediction of the performance of these behav-
iors two weeks later. According to the present analysis, past performance of a be-
havior may be correlated with control over the behavior (C). In the case of addic-
tive behaviors, such as drinking alcohol or using drugs, frequent past behavior is
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likely to be associated with lack of control. A person who is addicted may intend
not to take hard drugs or drink excessively, but lacks the control to achieve his
behavioral goal. As a result of its correlation with control, past behavior would in
fact be expected to influence present behavior over and above the effect of inten-
tion (see Equation 4). According to the theory of planned behavior, past perfor-
mance should have no independent effect on present behavior only when a per-
son has complete control, that is, when dealing with a volitional behavior.
Drinking and use of drugs clearly do not qualify.

Examination of Equations 4 through 8 and Fig.2.1 shows that the theory of
reasoned action discussed at the beginning of this chapter is a special case of the
theory of planned behavior. The special case occurs when the subjective proba-
bility of success or perceived control (p, or b,) and actual degree of control over
the behavioral goal (C) are at their maxima. This can be seen clearly if both are
scaled from 0 to 1. When p, and Cequal 1, the likelihood of a behavioral attempt
is equivalent to the likelihood of performing the behavior (see Equation 4), atti-
tud(la toward trying reduces to attitude toward the behavior (Equation 6), and
subjective norm with respect to trying is the same as subjective norm regarding
performance of the behavior (Equation 7). In addition, when b, equals 1, behav-
ioral expectation becomes equivalent to behavioral intention (Equation 8). Of
course, when p; or b, are equal to 1 (failure is not even considered as a possibili-
t_y) and when actual control (C)is perfect, the behavior is under complete voli-
tional control and the theory of reasoned action applies. However, when the pos-
sibility of failure is salient and actual control is limited, then it becomes
necessary to go beyond the theory of reasoned action. It is here that the theory of
planned behavior will prove most useful.

Summary and Conclusions

Successful performance of social behavior was shown to depend on the degree
of control a person has over internal and external factors that may interfere with
Fhe execution of an intended action. The extent to which attainment of a behav-
1oral goal depends on skills, abilities, will power, or opportunity varies, however,
from behavior to behavior. When factors of this kind exert a negligible influence
on successful performance of a behavior and the possibility of failure is not a sa-
}lent consideration, the behavior may be said to be under volitional control ; the
immediate and only determinant of such a behavior is the intention to perform it.
A measure of intention is thus expected to permit accurate prediction of volition-
fil bf:havior, unless the intention changes after it is assessed but before the behay-
101 is observed. Evidence for strong intention-behavior relations has been ob-
ta.med in numerous applications of Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975; Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1980) theory of reasoned action. In addition, this research has shown
that it is possible to explain differences in intentions and behavior in terms of at-
titudes toward the behavior and subjective norms, and then to trace the determi-
nants of these variables to the underlying behavioral and normative beliefs.

The theory of reasoned action applies to behaviors that are under volitional
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control. Tts predictive accuracy diminishes when the behavior is influenced by
factor over which at least some people have only limited control. A theory of
planned behavior was proposed which expands the theory of reasoned action
and permits it to deal with behaviors of this kind. According to the proposed the-
ory, social behavior follows more or less well developed plans. The success of an
attempt to execute the behavioral plan depends not only on the effort invested
(the strength of the attempt) but also on the person’s control over other factors,
such as requisite information, skills, and abilities, including possession of a
workable plan, willpower, presence of mind, time, opportunity, and so forth.

Whether or not an attempt is made to perform a given behavior and the
strength of that attempt are determined in an immediate sense by the intention to
try performing the behavior. This intention is in turn a function of two factors:
the attitude toward trying and the subjective norm with regard to trying. The atti-
tude toward trying is based on two separate attitudes, one toward a successful
behavioral attempt and one toward an unsuccessful attempt, each weighted by
the subjective probability of the event in question. Finally, these two attitudes are
determined by salient beliefs regarding the consequences of a successful or un-
successful behavioral attempt and by evaluations of these consequences.

In a somewhat similar manner, the subjective norm with respect to a behavior-
al attempt is viewed as based on the subjective norm regarding (successful) per-
formance of the behavior, weighted by judgments of the likelihood of success as
attributed to important social referents.

According to the theory of planned behavior, therefore, the considerations
that, in the final analyses, enter into the determination of a behavioral attempt
include beliefs about the likely consequences of success and failure, the per-
ceived probabilities of success and failure, normative beliefs regarding impor-
tant referents, and motivations to comply with these referents. Generally speak-
ing, a person will attempt to perform a behavior if he believes that the
advantages of success (weighted by the likelihood of success) outweigh the dis-
advantages of failure (weighted by the likelihood of failure), and if he believes
that referents with whom he is motivated to comply think he should try to per-
form the behavior. He will be successful in his attempt if he has sufficient control
over internal and external factors which, in addition to effort, also influence at-
tainment of the behavioral goal.

The theory of reasoned action was shown to represent a special case of the
proposed theory of planned behavior. The two theories are identical when the
subjective probability of success and the degree of control over internal and ex-
ternal factors reach their maximal values. When this is the case, we are dealing
with purely volitional behavior to which the theory of reasoned action can be di-
rectly applied. When subjective probabilities of success and actual control are
less than perfect, however, we enter the domain of the theory of planned behav-
jor.
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