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Abstract
The subjective norm has been an inconsistent predictor of behavioral intention in the theory of reasoned action
model. This analysis examined an explanation found within health communication research, testing it in a
consumer behavioral context.
The current study examined whether confidence in perceptions influences the utility of the normative measure as
a predictor of purchase intention. Respondents were asked to consider two purchase decisions. Results
indicate that the level of confidence people have in their understanding of normative beliefs influences their use
of the subjective norm as a predictor of purchase intention. Differing from previous studies that suggest
behavior is either attitudinally or normatively directed, the subsequent analysis found purchase decisions to be
attitudinal when confidence in perceptions of relevant others is low, and normative when confidence in
perceptions of relevant others is high
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Introduction!

The goal of many social science experiments is to predict behavior. With this in mind, models have been
developed to organize potential behavioral predictors. Perhaps the most widely used model in this area in the
last thirty years is the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), which has
also provided the basis for other behavioral models such as the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), and
the technology acceptance model (Davis, 1989). The theory of reasoned action (TRA) is based on the idea that
one’s attitudes and subjective norm can predict a person’s behavioral intention, which, in turn, is posited to
forecast one’s behavior. Because researchers cannot have subjects physically carry out every behavior they
wish to research, intended behavior is measured.

Attitude considers the individual’s evaluation of a behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). When considered
in conjunction with the subjective norm, attitude is often a stronger predictor of behavioral intention, (e.g.,
Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Triandis, 1994), and the two predictors generally explain thirty to fifty percent of
behavioral intention (Sheeran & Taylor, 1999). Ajzen (1991) noted that the strength of attitude and the
subjective norm as predictors of behavioral intention will depend on the behavior in question and the situation.
The utility of attitudes and the subjective norm as predictors of behavioral intention will also vary by person,
with Trafimow and Finlay (1996) noting that some people’s decision making processes weigh their attitudes to a
greater extent, and other people consider decisions more normatively. While most people weigh their attitudes
more heavily than normative influences, Trafimow and Finlay found that a small percentage of the population in
non-collectivist cultures largely base their behaviors on normative influences. Cross-cultural analysis
conducted by Park (2000) suggests that subjective norms were considered more when the theory of reasoned
action was applied in collectivist cultures in Asia.

Normative social influence is defined as: "the influence of other people that leads us to conform in
order to be liked and accepted by them" (Aronson, et al., 2002, p. 264). The subjective norm measure has been
defined as “an individual’s beliefs about what significant others think s/he should do” (Cooke & Sheeran, 2004,
p. 159). Research on in-groups and out-groups (e.g., Wilder, 1990; Jetten, et al., 1996) has examined the
normative influences considered and those that are not. Not surprisingly, friends and family are considered the
most credible information sources when making purchase decisions (Loda, 2011). The work of Assael (1992)
explains this, noting that consumers fall into membership groups, and will attempt to make purchase decisions
that allow them to fit into these groups. Triandis (1980) noted that people internalize a reference group whose
opinions they consider when making behavioral decisions.

There is often a high correlation between the attitude and subjective norm measures. While studies have
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indicated that the two predictor variables influence each other (Oliver and Bearden, 1985; Shimp and Kavas,
1984), it has also been shown that attitudes can be manipulated without influencing the subjective norm
(Trafimow & Fishbein, 1994a; 1994b). An explanation for the high correlation was put forth by Terry and Hogg
(1996), who argued that social group membership often requires modification of individual standards and
behaviors to accommodate the group. In this way, the subjective norm acts as an influential force on one’s
attitudes and increases the correlation between normative beliefs and individual attitudes.

The present study examines how confidence in understanding one’s subjective norm impacts purchase
decisions. Within the context of consumer research, the TRA continues to be widely used, with recent research
areas including online purchase behavior (e.g., Sorce, et al., 2005; Njite & Parsa, 2005), green technology
(Rodriquez-Priego & Porcu, 2012), and adoption of consumption goods (Ngamkroeckjoti, et al., 2011), to name
a few areas. The ongoing use of the TRA model for prediction of diverse behaviors is a testament to its
flexibility and continued applicability.

Confidence in the Correctness of Perceptions.

The term “confidence in the correctness of their perceptions of normative pressure” (Trafimow, 2001 pg. 49)
considers the respondent’s understanding of the opinions of relevant others. Triandis (1980) noted that people
internalize reference groups. What occurs when consumers are confronted with a purchase decision in which
they do not know the attitudes of relevant others? If a person is unsure about the attitudes of relevant others
when making a purchase decision, he or she will either need to speculate on these beliefs or make a decision
without considering them. As previously noted, attitudes and subjective norms influence each other (Oliver and
Bearden, 1985; Shimp and Kavas, 1984). This study puts forth a new approach to measuring the normative
influence that may better distinguish the predictors of behavioral intent. It is believed that the subjective norm’s
strength as a predictor is dependent on the respondent’s confidence in their understanding of normative beliefs.
More formally,

H1: Confidence in understanding normative beliefs will improve the subjective norm’s utility as a predictor in
the TRA model.

Over many studies, the attitude has been established as the more significant predictor of behavioral
intent (e.g., Trafimow & Fishbein, 1994 ab; Terry & Hogg, 1996; Finlay & Trafimow, 1998). When
considering normative versus attitudinal influence on behavioral intent, in an analysis of 30 behavioral
decisions, Trafimow and Finlay (1996) found only one to be normatively controlled. When looking at
individual respondents, they found 21% of the respondents to weigh subjective norms more heavily than
attitudes when arriving at behavioral intent. The Trafimow and Finlay (1996; 2001) analyses suggest that
differences in the individual or the decision itself may cause a respondent to weigh decisions more normatively
or attitudinally.

Trafimow (1994; 2001) studied confidence in understanding the wishes of one’s sexual partner when
determining condom use intentions. For respondents expressing a high level of confidence in understanding his
or her partner’s wishes, the decision was largely normative. In contrast, for those who were not confident in
understanding his or her partner’s wishes, the decision was attitudinal. While one’s attitude is always available
when developing behavioral intent, an understanding of the attitudes of relevant others may not be. Because
purchase decisions are often visible to others, normative forces may influence purchase intent. With so many
potential purchase decisions however, the awareness of normative beliefs for all purchase scenarios is not
tenable. This study will distinguish respondents based on confidence in their understanding their subjective
norm, and questions:

RQ: Are attitudinal and normative decision making processes dependent on confidence in understanding
normative beliefs?

Methodology
Design
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To allow for comparison across studies, the current study was structured around the work of Trafimow (2001).
This study used a survey research design in which respondents were directed to an online research utility to fill
out a questionnaire. The subjects were recruited by an offer of extra credit.

Stimulus Materials

The TRA model has previously been used when studying purchase intentions. Favorable responses have been
recorded when the theory has been used in this context, as “not only does the model appear to predict consumer
intentions and behavior quite well, it also provides a relatively simple basis for identifying where and how to
target consumers” (Sheppard, et al., 1988, p. 325).

Several factors were weighed in the selection of the two purchase scenarios. A primary concern was the
process one goes through in the making of purchase decisions. Ray (1973) considered marketing
communication messages in terms of involvement and suggested that the decision making process will differ
depending on the situation. For low-risk purchase decisions such as soft drinks (Beatty & Kahle, 1988), soup
(Wansink & Ray, 1992) or fast food (Bagozzi et al., 2000), past behavior strongly predicted purchase intention.
In contrast, more expensive purchases elicit greater cognitive processing. With this in mind, the two purchase
decisions selected were thought to be both relevant to the intended audience and high in cognitive processing.

Participants

Participants were college students enrolled at a school in the northeastern United States and recruited from 100-
level communication courses. Two purchase decisions that were thought to be relevant to the study’s population
were provided. Students could select to answer questions on one or both purchase decisions. The first decision
regarded the purchase of a computer and returned 265 responses. The second decision pertained to taking a trip
and returned 309 responses. No restrictions were placed on who participated in the study, with survey links sent
by email to all students enrolled in the participating courses. Participants were 58.9% male and 41.1% female.

Measures

Attitude

The subject’s attitude towards the purchase decision was measured using six items. Participants responded on a
seven-point semantic differential scale. The six-item attitude scale provided an alpha reliability of .86 for the
attitude towards a trip measure and .89 for the attitude towards a computer purchase measure.

Subjective Norm

The subjective norm measure for each purchase decision was also measured using six items, and a seven-point
semantic differential scale. The subjective norm measure for the trip provided an alpha reliability of .82, while
the measure produced an alpha reliability of .87 for the computer purchase decision.

Behavioral Intention

Behavioral intention towards the two decisions was measured using a four-item seven-point semantic
differential scale. Behavioral intention towards taking a trip provided an alpha reliability of .85 while
behavioral intention towards purchasing a computer produced an alpha reliability of .86.

Confidence in Correctness of Perception of Normative Pressure

Friends and family members have been considered the best indicators of the subjective norm for purchase
decisions (Loda, 2011). In an effort to determine confidence in the understanding of the subjective norm, for
both purchase decisions, the respondents were asked via a seven-point Likert-style scale the level to which they
were confident in their understanding of the perceptions of their friends and family regarding this purchase
decision, with a variable created from their responses. The trip purchase decision returned an alpha reliability
of .71 while the computer purchase decision returned an alpha reliability of .80.
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Results

Hypothesis one predicted that the level of confidence in understanding normative beliefs would improve its
utility as a predictor of purchase intention. Interaction terms were created that included the confidence measure
and the subjective norm measure. A high score for the new term would suggest that the respondent had both a
strong understanding of the beliefs of significant others, and was factoring these beliefs into his or her
behavioral decision. Alternatively, a low score would suggest the respondent did not know the beliefs of
significant others and would thus not consider them when making a behavioral decision. Regression analysis
was used to test both purchase decisions.

The trip purchase decision proved to be normative, with attitude (B = .139, ns) not improving the
variance explained in the original model. While unexpected, this was illustrative when testing this hypothesis.
The first analysis examined the TRA model as it has been previously use, with an attitude not significant ( =
.139, ns) while the subjective norm (B = .364, p<.001) explained 23.2% of the variance. To test the hypothesis,
a second regression was conducted using the subjective norm*confidence term. In this analysis, both attitude (8
= .330, p<.001) and the subjective norm*confidence terms (B = .368, p<.001) were significant predictors of
behavioral intent, with the variance explained improving to 31.5%

In the computer purchase decision, a primary analysis examined the traditional TRA model with both
attitude (B = .375, p<.001) and the subjective norm ( = .311, p<.01) significant predictors of behavioral intent,
explaining 43.9% of the variance. A second regression using the subjective norm*confidence interaction term
found attitude (p = .526, p<.001) and the interaction term (B = .362, p<.001) to significantly predict behavior
intent and explained 53.5% of the variance. For both the trip and the computer purchase scenarios, the
subjective norm*confidence interaction term was a stronger predictor of behavioral intent than the traditional
normative measure, and also improved the variance explained in the overall model, supporting the hypothesis.

Research question one examined the influence of understanding of normative beliefs across four
quartiles. A reason for pursuing this inquiry the widespread use of linear regression modeling. A potential
problem with linear modeling is that significant predictors will go undetected unless they create a linear pattern
across the spectrum measured. For a predictor like the subjective norm, the variable may offer no predictive
power for people lacking confidence in their understanding, while maybe a very useful predictor if they are
confident. For this reason, linear models may not capture the extent of normative influence at high levels of
confidence.

To test research question one, respondents were sectioned into four quartiles representing those with a
low understanding of the beliefs of their subjective norm, a mid-low understanding, a mid-high understanding,
and a high understanding. For the computer purchase decision, when using these parameters, the subjective
norm only predicted purchase intention for those with a high understanding of normative beliefs (B =.690,
p<.001). The attitude was the significant predictor for the remaining three levels of understanding with
mid/high (B =.416, p<.05), mid/low (B =.484, p<.05), and low (B =.552, p<.01) all predicting behavioral
intention while the subjective norm variable was not significant. An overview of these results can be found as
table one in the appendices.

The trip purchase decision produced slightly different results when respondents were divided by their
confidence in understanding the subjective norm. While attitude was not a significant predictor of behavioral
intention for the overall model, it did predict behavioral intention for the low understanding of the subjective
norm group (B =.466, p<.05), suggesting that uncertainty about normative beliefs leads to attitudinal decision
making. Neither attitude nor the subjective norm measure predicted behavioral intention for the mid/low
understanding group, with the subjective norm measure positively predicting behavioral intention for the
mid/high (B =.491, p<.01), and high (p =.491, p<.01) understanding groups. An overview of these results can
be found as table two in the appendices.

Discussion
The result of this analysis offers insight as to why the subjective norm has been an inconsistent predictor of
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behavioral intention. Meta-analyses have suggested that the subjective norms are a weak predictor of
behavioral intention (e.g., Sheppard et al. 1988), yet other studies have detected behaviors that are distinctly
normative rather than attitudinal (Trafimow & Finlay, 1996). Furthering an explanation put forth by Trafimow
(1994; 2001), this study offers new insight on the normative measure.

As noted previously, attitudes and subjective norms influence each other (Oliver and Bearden, 1985;
Shimp and Kavas, 1984). This has been used to explain the often significant correlations between the two
predictors of behavioral intent. While it was not expected that the trip purchase scenario tested in hypothesis
one would be normative, it illustrates an issue with, and potential improvement in, the measurement the
subjective norm. When using the traditional subjective norm variable, the attitude (f =.139, ns) did not
significantly predict behavioral intent. The correlation between attitudes towards a trip and the subjective norm
measure was .849, a high enough level that it could be argued the two predictors were measuring the same
variance. In contrast, attitude towards the trip and the new variable which considered confidence returned a
correlation of .309. More importantly, the new variable appeared to better distinguish respondent’s attitudes,
which was significant (B = .330, p<.001) and the subjective norm (B = .368, p<.001) which was a stronger
predictor than when it alone predicted behavioral intent.  The computer purchase decision offered further
support for the hypothesis with the normative measure improving from 3 = .311 to § = .362 when considering
confidence. For both scenarios, the normative measure and the overall variance explained were improved.
While not hypothesized, it is noteworthy that, for both purchase decisions, the attitude measure was also a
stronger predictor of behavioral intent, likely due to the attitude and subjective norm measures being
appropriately distinguished.

Research question one examined the role of attitudes and subjective norms in purchase decisions depend
on an understanding of normative beliefs. The rationalization for this was the belief that linear models may not
detect the level of influence of the subjective norm at all levels of understanding. To illustrate, a low level of
understanding of the beliefs of your subjective norm would suggest that normative influence cannot impact your
intended behavior. In such a circumstance, your attitude is the only behavioral predictor in the TRA model able
to influence your decision. In contrast, a high level of understanding allows a person to factor in both attitudes
and normative beliefs to the extent of their choosing when making decisions. What is less clear is how people
may consider the subjective norm in instances of moderate understanding. Linear modeling would suggest they
would, in turn, factor in their subjective norm moderately. Alternatively, the influence of the subjective norm
may be binary, with normative influence only considered if it is believed to be understood.

The results of research question one offer an alternative explanation to the more general belief that
behavioral decisions are either normative or attitudinal. Results of this analysis suggest that when normative
beliefs are unknown or unclear, the behavioral intent of respondents was based on their attitudes. For both
purchase scenarios, the normative influence was evident when the respondent was confident in their
understanding of the beliefs of significant others.

With attitude and subjective norms influencing each other, and the two predictors traditionally have been
highly correlated. This study illustrates the benefit of distinguishing by normative understanding and suggests
that the predictive power of attitude and the subjective norm may not be best represented in a linear model.
While linear modeling provides information about the average predictive utility, normative forces will be under-
utilized when consumers are confident in their understanding and over-utilized as predictors of behavioral
intention when they do not. Results of the hypothesis and research question suggest that the findings regarding
the understanding of normative beliefs found in Trafimow (1994; 2001) can be extended beyond a health
behavior context.

Previous research has identified normative forces exerting stronger behavioral influence in collectivist
cultures when compared to those that embrace individualism (Park, 2000). Results of the current analysis may
suggest that people living in collectivist cultures are more aware of normative beliefs than individualist cultures.
Additional research using a sample from a collectivist society might test this hypothesis.

An overall limitation of the current study is its generalizability. The sample used was a convenience
sample and, as a student sample, factors including income, time commitments, and a need for computing
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equipment may suggest that these results may not reflect purchase decisions found in the general population.
Considered differently, because students are often required to make purchase decisions, and these product
categories were specifically selected for a student audience, they may be considered an appropriate sample for
these specific purchase scenarios.

The measurement of behavioral intention, rather than behavior, may limit the utility of the TRA model.
Research on how behavioral intention and actual behaviors relate is mixed, with Newberry, et al., (2003), and
Bemmaor (1995) finding strong relationships between behavioral intention and behavior, while Mullett and
Karson (1985) and Kalwani and Silk (1982) finding the relationship between the two less consistent. Ideally,
future research would pursue consumers in real-world purchase situations so that behavior, rather than
behavioral intention is measured.
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