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1.1: What is Persuasion?

What does persuasion mean to you? Can you think of any times that you have tried to persuade someone to do something? Some
examples may include college students trying to persuade their instructors to provide them with an extension on an assignment, to
accept an already late project, or to change a poor grade. College students persuade their friends to take specific classes or
recommend specific instructors. They may even persuade one another to live in a specific part of town, attend a particular party, or
eat at a certain restaurant.

Persuasion is a facet of communication that is seen across many interpersonal and familial relationships. Parents may try to
persuade their children to clean up their room, pick a certain major, or abide by a curfew. Romantic partners persuade one another
to decorate their home in a particular way, apply to a new job, or move to a new city. Persuasion is also pervasive in professional
environments. Potential employees need to persuade future employers of their skills and abilities to secure a job offer. Conversely,
employers need to persuade potential employees of the benefits of working at their organization to ensure they accept the job.
Many professions, including advertising, sales, and politics are dependent on the ability to leverage persuasion to achieve desired
outcomes.

We also need to consider the channels of persuasion that are influencing our choices. The advent of print media (e.g., newspapers,
magazines), electronic media (e.g., radio, television, the Internet), and, more recently, social media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram,
TikTok) provide additional avenues through which persuasion occurs. These mediated sources of persuasion include specific
appeals to buy products or services (e.g., advertising), as well as the more nuanced persuasion to adopt and promote a particular
lifestyle, behavior, or popular opinion abounding on different platforms.

This all suggests that persuasion is utilized in almost all areas of our lives. However, most of us have never specifically thought
about how much time we spend persuading others and being persuaded ourselves. It is important to realize, however, that this does
not mean you are already persuasion experts. You have likely learned quite a bit about what works and what does not by trial and
error; however, there is a long, rich history of the academic study of persuasion. Scholars across philosophy, psychology,
communication, advertising, political science, health, and others have systematically studied persuasion for centuries. Aristotle, an
ancient Greek philosopher who lived nearly 2,400 years ago, wrote extensively about how to persuade others. Around 300 years
later, Cicero, a Roman statesman and philosopher, wrote several books on his beliefs about persuasion and rhetoric. Another 100
years after that, Quintilian, a Roman educator and rhetorician, opened a school on rhetoric and oral persuasion. More recently,
social scientists have conducted thousands of experiments over decades to study persuasion and have developed rich theories to
describe, explain, predict, and control persuasion phenomenon.

This open-educational resource is designed to survey the social-scientific approach to persuasive communication; thus, it will focus
on the social science theory, research, and application of persuasion. This study of persuasion naturally begins with a discussion of
the social scientific concept of persuasion itself.

Definitions are typically used to clarify a concept. These definitions provide distinctions about what is included in a concept and
what is not. Definitions, however, can be troublesome as it is always possible to provide objections to any given definition. Some
people may find a specific definition too broad, while others may find that same definition too narrow. This is because there are
always gray areas in which the application of the concept is arguable (see O’Keefe, 2016). For example, with any concept, there are
some cases that almost everyone agrees are cases of the concept (for example, ketchup is a condiment), and there are some cases
that almost everyone agrees are not cases of the concept (for example, a burger bun is not a condiment). There are also some cases
that fall into a gray area wherein many people disagree (for example, is hummus a condiment? or is it a dip?).

O’Keefe (2016) argues that, instead of definitions, focusing on the shared features of paradigm cases of a concept can be used to
clarify the concept. These paradigm cases are “the sorts of instances that nearly everyone would agree were instances of the
concept in question; they are straightforward, uncontroversial examples” (O’Keefe, 2016, p. 2). Identifying the common features of
paradigm cases provides the opportunity to understand a concept’s ordinary application without requiring the rigid distinctions
required in a definition.

A paradigm case of persuasion would therefore be shared features that are usually involved when we say that someone has
persuaded someone else. O’Keefe (2016) provides five common features of paradigm cases of persuasion:

#1: When we say that one person has persuaded someone else, we are usually referring to instances in which there was a
successful attempt to influence.
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The concept of persuasion inherently includes the notion of success. For example, it does not make sense to say, “I persuaded her,
but I failed.” It does make sense to say, “I tried to persuade her, but I failed.” This distinction indicates that simply saying “I
persuaded her” implies a successful attempt to influence her.

#2: When we say that one person has persuaded someone else, we are usually referring to instances in which one person
intends to persuade the other.

The concept of persuasion inherently includes the notion of intent. For example, if I say “I persuaded Casey to take Intercultural
Communication,” you will likely conclude that I intended to procure that outcome. If I instead said “I accidentally persuaded Casey
to take Intercultural Communication,” you would likely conclude that I did not intend to do so. The inclusion of the word
“accidentally” is necessary to negate intent, which implies that usual use of the term assumes that the persuasion was deliberate.

#3: When we say that one person has persuaded someone else, we are usually referring to cases in which the person being
persuaded has some measure of freedom (e.g., free will, free choice, and/or voluntary action).

The concept of persuasion inherently includes the notion of freedom of choice for the person being persuaded. For example, if I
steal my roommate’s textbook to study for an exam, one would not say that I “persuaded” my roommate to lend me their textbook.
By contrast, asking my roommate to borrow her textbook by convincing her that doing so was necessary for me to pass my exam is
ordinarily recognized as an instance of persuasion.

When the person being persuaded has minimal or questionable freedom, it becomes debatable whether it is an instance of
persuasion or not. For example, if I told my roommate that if she does not lend me her textbook I would evict her from the
apartment and she complies, is this an instance of persuasion? There is no simple answer to this question, but this is an example of
a borderline case of persuasion because the person’s freedom is not as obvious as the paradigm case example.

#4: When we say that one person has persuaded someone else, we are usually referring to instances in which the influence
was achieved through some mode of communication.

The concept of persuasion inherently includes the notion that communication was used to achieve the outcome. For example, if I
pushed my roommate down the stairs to get them to clean up a mess they left in the kitchen, this would not be an instance of
persuasion. If I talked to my roommate and convinced them to go downstairs to clean up the mess they left in the kitchen, this
would be considered persuasion. These two examples are distinct because the second uses communication, whereas the first does
not.

#5: When we say that one person has persuaded someone else, we are usually referring to instances in which the person
being persuaded has a change in mental state (that may or may not lead to a change in behavior).

The concept of persuasion inherently includes the notion that the person being persuaded has had a change in mental state. Some
paradigm cases may be described only as changes in a mental state. For example, I could say “I persuaded Alex that adding a
Communication Minor was helpful for his career goals.” This statement implies a change only in what Alex thinks about adding
the minor. Some paradigm cases may be described as behavioral changes, which imply an underlying change in a mental state. For
example, I could say “I persuaded Alex to add a Communication Minor.” This statement indicates that Alex changed his behavior,
which has an underlying assumption that Alex’s thoughts towards adding the Communication Minor also changed as a precursor to
the behavior change. This indicates that even when a persuader’s eventual goal is to influence what someone does, persuasion is
usually accomplished by first changing what someone thinks. Persuasion thus ordinarily means that one person has influenced
another by influencing their mental state, not directly influencing their behavior.

In persuasion theory and research, the relevant mental state has traditionally been an individual’s attitudes. Even when the ultimate
goal is to persuade someone to change their behavior, the presumption is that that goal will be achieved by changing the person’s
attitudes. As we will see later on when we examine individual persuasion theories, there are a wide variety of mental state
precursors to behavior change beyond just attitudes.

What is Persuasion?

O’Keefe (2016) connects these five paradigm cases of persuasion into something that looks roughly like a definition of persuasion:
“a successful intentional effort at influencing another’s mental state through communication in a circumstance in which the [person
being persuaded] has some measure of freedom” (p. 4). This definition does not eliminate the gray areas of the concept of
persuasion as it leaves open questions around how much success is needed or how intentional the effort needs to be. These shared
features of paradigm cases of persuasion can, however, clarify the concept of persuasion and thus center the study of persuasion on
instances that meet these criteria.
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1.2: Theoretical Frameworks for Persuasion

We use theories to interpret the complex and ambiguous world around us. For example, theories help us understand health and
illness, self-control, creativity, religion, spirituality, biology, physics, psychology, sociology, and, yes, persuasion. This chapter
distinguishes between three types of commonly used theories: lay theories, folk theories, and scientific theories.

Lay and folk theories are informal, common-sense explanations used to understand various phenomena. Lay theories tend to be
individual and idiosyncratic, whereas folk theories are shared by specific subgroups of people. Let’s start with an example that
illustrates lay theories: Obesity is a prevalent global public health concern. Each of you may have your own lay theory about what
causes obesity as well as how to treat obesity. You might believe that obesity is caused by a lack of knowledge, and therefore you
might believe it is necessary to educate individuals to treat obesity. Someone else might believe that obesity is caused by a lack of
access to healthy foods, and therefore might believe it is necessary to increase access to affordable healthy foods to treat obesity.
These are lay theories, as they are based on our individual experiences and beliefs.

Now, let’s use the same topic, obesity, to explore example scenarios of folk theories. Some groups of people in the United States
may believe that obesity is caused by individuals making poor choices and therefore would be solved by individuals making better
choices. Other groups of people in the United States believe that obesity is caused by environmental factors and therefore would be
solved by changing the environmental characteristics (e.g., unsafe neighborhoods, lack of access to healthy food) that promote
obesity. As these are beliefs held by subgroups of the larger population, they would be considered folk theories.

Conversely, scientific theories are derived and tested from empirical observations. They are used to produce hypotheses, generate
discoveries, and offer practical guidance. To continue with the above examples, there are many scientific theories used to
understand obesity. For example, the biomedical perspective focuses on the pathophysiology and other biological approaches to the
health condition. Examining obesity using this biomedical perspective would include observing the biological underpinnings of the
disease (e.g., metabolism, cholesterol levels, thyroid functioning). The biopsychosocial perspective emphasizes the importance of
understanding human health and wellness from a more holistic point of view that includes the biological, psychological, and social
determinants of health. Examining obesity using this biopsychosocial perspective would include observing various psychological
determinants of obesity (e.g., depression, anxiety) and/or social determinants of obesity (e.g., cultural food preferences, access to
healthy foods).

Now that we’ve introduced lay, folk, and scientific theories generally, let’s turn to looking specifically at the discipline of
persuasion. There are lay, folk, and scientific theories regarding how to best persuade someone to adopt a particular mental state or
behavior. For example, you might personally believe that people do not know enough about factors that cause obesity, and,
therefore, you may try to provide them with information in order to persuade them to adopt healthy behaviors (a lay theory of
persuasion). Many public health organizations (a subgroup of people) hold a similar folk theory and have disseminated public
health campaigns designed to increase knowledge about obesity and persuade people to adopt health behaviors (a folk theory of
persuasion); however, scholars who study persuasion from a scientific perspective recognize that persuading someone to change
their behaviors is not always as simple as these lay and folk theories suggest and instead apply scientific theories to understand
persuasion.

A scientific theory used in persuasion can be defined as an abstract system of concepts and their relationships that help us
understand a phenomenon. For instance, persuasion researchers have observed that many people know that exercise and healthy
foods would prevent and treat obesity, yet they still do not engage in those behaviors. Persuasion researchers therefore use these
observations, and others, to create scientific theories about persuasion. For example, the Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1980) is shown in the diagram below.

Behavior

P Subjective 3
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The Theory of Reasoned Action predicts that is directly determined by an individual’s to engage in the
behavior. The arrow that goes from intentions to behavior shows this relationship. Intentions, in turn, are directly predicted by (1)
an individual’s FYTIILIS towards the behavior (i.e., the individual’s evaluation of the behavior as positive or negative) and (2)
(i.e., an individual’s perceptions of whether or not important others think they should engage in the behavior).
The arrows that go from attitudes and subjective norms to intentions depict these relationships.

Let’s focus on one behavior related to obesity: exercising daily. The Theory of Reasoned Action suggests that an individual’s
exercising daily is directly predicted by their intentions to exercise daily ( ). These intentions, in turn, are
predicted by the individual’s HiLLIY towards exercising daily (e.g., “I think exercising daily is important/important”) and
(e.g., “I think my spouse thinks I should exercise daily). In order to persuade someone to start exercising daily,
the Theory of Reasoned Action suggests that you would need to change the individual’s attitudes and subjective norms about
exercising daily. This change in attitudes and subjective norms is predicted to positively influence intentions to exercise daily,
which then positively influence their performance of the behavior itself.

Remember that a scientific theory can be defined as an abstract system of concepts and their relationships that help us understand a
phenomenon. The Theory of Reasoned Action includes four concepts (attitudes, subjective norms, intentions, and behavior), as
well as the relationships between those concepts (behavior is predicted by intentions, and intentions are predicted by attitudes and
subjective norms). The Theory of Reasoned Action is just one example of the many different scientific theories used when studying
persuasion. More broadly, a scientific theory should meet five basic characteristics:

#1: Testable: Scientific theories are tested through a series of scientific studies. Sometimes the evidence supports the theory, and
sometimes the evidence fails to support the theory. The important thing is that it has to be possible to gather empirical evidence to
test the theory’s proposed relationships.

#2: Replicable: Scientific studies that examine scientific theories should be able to be copied or reproduced exactly. This means
that there must be enough information readily available about the theory so that others can test the theory as well.

#3: Stable: Scientific theories should stand the test of time. In other words, when other people test the theories, they should get the
same results. If they do not, the theory may need to be revised based on the newly acquired evidence.

#4: Simple (aka Parsimonious): Scientific theories should be as simple as possible. The principle of parsimony states that a
scientific theory should provide the simplest possible explanation for the phenomenon. As we will see later in this book, persuasion
researchers noticed that the Theory of Reasoned Action failed to explain several aspects of intentions and behaviors and therefore
added additional concepts to the theory, which later became the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1988, 1991). This made the
theory less simple, but it is now better able to predict behavior.

#5: Consistent: Scientific theories should agree with other scientific theories, meaning that a principle in one theory should not
directly contradict another. When inconsistencies do occur, scientific studies should be used to gather evidence to address and
amend the discrepancy.

What is Persuasion Theory?

Using this understanding of scientific theory, we can apply it to persuasion. “Persuasion theory” can be defined as an abstract
system of concepts and their relationships that help us understand persuasion. Additionally, considering our previously arrived
upon paradigm cases of persuasion in Chapter 1, persuasion theory is defined as an abstract system of concepts and their
relationships that help us understand a successful, intentional effort at influencing another’s mental state through
communication in a situation in which the person being influenced has some measure of freedom.
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1.3: Persuasion Research Articles

The study of persuasion requires you to read, understand, interpret, and synthesize persuasion research articles that have been
published in academic journals. Without extensive training in research methods and analysis, this can sometimes seem like a
daunting task. The goal of this chapter is therefore to provide you with some basic background information on key things to look
for when reading a scientific article. Research articles usually include the following components: (1) abstract, (2) introduction, (3)
literature review, (4) research methods, (5) results, (6) discussion, (7) conclusion, and (8) references. There are key pieces of
information to look for in each section, which are detailed below and summarized in the table at the end of this chapter. This
chapter uses this sample research article to provide an example:

Karnowski, V., Leonhard, L., & Kiimpel, A. S. (2018). Why users share the news: A theory of reasoned action-based study on the
antecedents of news-sharing behavior. Communication Research Reports, 35(2), 91-100.

Abstract

The abstract is the first part of the article you will see and is usually a very short paragraph. The abstract summarizes the topic and
purpose of the study, the scientific theory guiding the research, the methods (e.g., participants, research design), the main findings,
and the conclusions. The abstract is a great place to start to get a general sense of what the research article is about.

Karnowski et al., 2018 Example: The abstract is a freely accessible portion of the research article and is therefore provided below.
You will need to use your university access to read the remainder of the article.

Abstract

Social media have become an integral part of online news use, affecting how individuals
find, consume, and share news. By applying the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), this
study investigates the effects of motives, attitude, and intention on news-sharing behavior
among German social media users (n = 333). Findings show that news-sharing attitude and
subjective norms have a positive effect on news-sharing intention, which in turn has a
positive effect on actual news-sharing behavior. Taken together, we see that a new media
behavior in the early phases of its societal diffusion—like social media news sharing in
Germany in 2015—can mainly be explained by a rational choice logic and is rooted in the
motives of socializing and information seeking. This finding thus reflects the double nature
of social media as a means for both information retrieval and social grooming.

As you can see, this abstract provides information about the topic of the study (i.e., social media and news consumption). This
abstract also clearly states the scientific theory used to guide the research (i.e., the Theory of Reasoned Action). This abstract does
indicate that 333 German social media users were included in the study, but it does not include the study design. The abstract
provides information about the main findings (i.e., news-sharing attitudes and subjective norms influence intentions, which, in turn,
influence behavior). The abstract also includes the authors’ conclusions about the use of social media for information retrieval and
social grooming.

Introduction & Literature Review

The introduction section includes the main background information on the topic being investigated as well as the main goals for the
research study. The literature review section analyzes, synthesizes, and incorporates scholarly research that has previously been
done on the topic. The literature review also describes the scientific theory being used to guide the study (also referred to as the
theoretical framework), summarizes previous empirical work on the scientific theory, and includes any proposed extensions to the
scientific theory that the study examined. This section also includes the research questions and hypotheses, which should stem from
the relationships between the concepts articulated in the scientific theory. Sometimes, the introduction and literature review
sections are presented together, and other times they are presented as separate sections. They also may or may not be labeled
“Introduction” and/or “Literature Review.”

Karnowski et al., 2018 Example: This article does not label its sections “Introduction” or “Literature Review” and instead jumps
right into providing the introduction information. The authors introduce the topic of rising social media use and news sharing via
social media. The authors clearly state that they are using the Theory of Reasoned Action. They include a summary of the Theory of
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Reasoned Action as well as previous relevant research. There are three hypotheses that stem directly from the Theory of Reasoned
Action:

H2: Subjective norms will have a positive influence on news-sharing intentions.

H3: News-sharing attitudes will have a positive influence on news-sharing intentions.

H4: News-sharing intentions will have a positive influence on news-sharing behaviors.

The authors also propose some theoretical extensions, which are evident in the remaining hypothesis and research questions.
Research Methods

The research methods section may be called a variety of different things: “Methods,” “Methodology,” or “Materials and Methods™
are commonly used. The research methods section contains key information on the participants included in the study, the design
of the study, and the measures used to collect the data.

There are several important things to look for with respect to the participants. You should look for the total number of participants,
the characteristics of the participants, and the sampling method used to gather the participants. The total number of participants can
vary widely, but is almost always provided. The research article should also provide some demographic information about the
participants (e.g., gender, age, political affiliation, or any other information relevant to the topic). It is impossible to collect
information on every possible demographic, so the researchers decided what information to collect and what information to present
in the research article that they believed was relevant (e.g., sometimes political affiliation may be related to the topic, and
sometimes it may not).

There are many, many different types of sampling methods, and this chapter only provides a very basic starting point. The type of
sampling method determines the generalizability of the results. To simplify, we will focus on two overarching sampling methods: a
convenience sample and a simple random sample. Most persuasion research studies use a convenience sample. With a
convenience sample, the researchers gather their participants from a group of people who are easy to contact or reach (e.g., from an
undergraduate course, an online posting to a survey link, a clinic closeby). It is important to note that with a convenience sample,
the results of the study cannot be generalized to the broader population. For example, a sample of 500 women who live in Alaska
who were recruited from an online database is a convenience sample. The results of this study can only technically be applied to
those 500 women included in the research study. Persuasion researchers often try to generalize the results to other people with the
same characteristics (e.g., women in Alaska); however, they absolutely cannot say that their conclusions apply to all people in
Alaska, all women in the United States, or any larger population. Even when generalizing the results to other people with the same
characteristics, it is important to look at whether the sample represents the population with respect to different racial and cultural
groups, sexual orientations, gender identities, and so on.

A random sample is a subset of individuals chosen from a larger set in which all individuals have an equal chance of being selected
to be included in the sample. In order to have a simple random sample, the researchers would first need an entire list of everyone in
the population they wanted to study. They would then need to randomly select participants from that list, where each person would
have the same chance of being selected. For example, if a researcher wanted to study undergraduate students at the University of
Alaska Anchorage using a simple random sample, they would first need to create a list of every current undergraduate student.
They would then need to randomly select undergraduate students from that list to be part of their sample. A random sample is often
very difficult to achieve, as it is difficult (and sometimes impossible) to find a list of all the people in the population of interest.
Thus, more often than not, researchers use a convenience sampling method. The results from a study that uses random sampling
can, importantly, generalize the results back to the population from which their sample was drawn.

There are also many, many different types of study designs, and, again, this chapter only provides a very basic starting point. The
type of study design determines the types of conclusions that can be drawn from the results. To simplify, we will focus on two
overarching types of study designs: an observational design and an experimental design. With an observational design, the
researchers measure or survey the participants without trying to affect them. For example, if I hypothesize that exercise is related to
a healthy weight, an observational study design could ask participants to report how often they exercise and how much they weigh.
An observational design can make conclusions about whether or not the variables are related or correlated (in this example,
whether exercise and weight are related). An observational design cannot make conclusions about causality or whether one variable
caused another. Some key words that would indicate that a study has an observational design include “cross sectional,” “case-
control,” and “cohort.”
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With an experimental design, the researchers manipulate one variable of interest (referred to as the independent variable) and see
how that affects another variable (referred to as the dependent variable). For example, if T hypothesize that exercise causes a
healthy weight, an experimental study design could place participants into two different groups: one that engages in an exercise
program and one that does not. After affecting the participants’ exercise in this way, the researchers could then compare the weight
of the participants in the exercise program with the weight of the participants who were not. An experimental design can make
conclusions about whether or not variation in one variable causes a change in another variable.

The final thing to look for in the research methods section is the type of measures the researchers used to measure their variables of
interest. Some variables can be measured objectively. For example, objective measures could include someone’s weight, the
number of hours they exercise per week, and so on. Many variables within persuasion, however, are measured subjectively. In these
instances, researchers will ask participants a series of questions designed to understand something not readily observable. For
example, subjective measures could include someone’s attitude towards a behavior, their subjective norms, and their intentions to
perform the behavior. There are many limitations to self-report measures, both objective and subjective, as they rely upon accurate
reporting by the participants themselves.

Karnowski et al., 2018 Example: This article has a section labeled “Method” with subsections for the “Design and Sample” and
“Measures.” The article states that the sample included 333 German social media users and provided information about their age,
gender, and education level. The article notes that the participants were recruited from Twitter and Facebook pages of a popular
German news outlet. This is a convenience sample, so technically the results apply only to those people who participated in the
study; however, it may be possible to generalize the results to other German social media users with similar demographics.

The article notes that the data were collected through a German language online survey. The article does not mention an
intervention, nor does it appear as if the researchers attempted to affect the participants’ attitudes, subjective norms, or intentions.
Therefore, this is an observational design. This means that the authors can make conclusions about correlations, not causations.

The article used subjective measures and asked participants to respond to a series of questions designed to measure their news-
sharing attitudes, subjective norms, and intentions. They also used an objective measure and asked participants to report how often
they shared the link to a news article on social media in the last week, which was a measure of their actual behavior. Both of these
measures are limited as they rely on the participants to self-report.

Results

The results section presents the data analysis techniques and the main findings. You should look specifically to see whether the
evidence supported or failed to support the hypotheses and research questions of interest.

Karnowski et al., 2018 Example: The authors note that they used regression analyses to examine H2, H3, and H4. They found
support for each of these hypotheses, which in turn finds support for the Theory of Reasoned Action.

Discussion

The discussion section contextualizes the results of the research study within the broader context of the research thus far conducted
on the topic and the scientific theory. This will oftentimes include a discussion of the implications of the findings for the scientific
theory used, as well as the practical implications of the findings in real-world applications. The discussion section also usually
includes a section on the limitations of the research study, as well as directions for future research.

Karnowski et al., 2018 Example: The authors found support for the Theory of Reasoned Action when examining news sharing on
social media in a sample of German social media users. The authors further examine the practical implications of their results by
discussing potential explanations for their results with respect to news sharing on social media (specifically the dual nature of
social media as a means for both information retrieval and social grooming). The authors include a section on the limitations,
including their sample and variables they did not measure, including type of news shared and habits/automated behaviors.

Conclusion(s)
The conclusion(s) section will usually contain a brief summary of the main findings and implications of the research study.

Karnowski et al., 2018 Example: The authors conclude that news sharing on social media in Germany in 2015 can be explained
using the Theory of Reasoned Action. The authors could be more specific that the results apply specifically to their sample as well.

References

The references section provides and cites all of the sources referenced in the research article. This is a great place to go to find
additional reading on the topic and/or scientific theory.
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Research Article Section | Questions to Ask

Abstract s What was this research study about?

Introduction s What problem or issue did this research study address?
s What was the goal of this research study?

Literature Review « What scientific theory was used?
What were the research questions and hypotheses?

Research Methods How many participants were included?

What characteristics of the participants were provided?
How was the sample of participants gathered?

How generalizable are the results based on this sample?
What was the design of this research study?

What does this design indicate about the types of
conclusions that can be drawn?

¢ What measures were used during the data collection?

Results o What were the main findings?

o What did the evidence indicate with respect to each
research question and hypothesis?

« Did the evidence support or fail to support the scientific

theory?
Discussion + What are the implications of the findings for the scientific
theory studied?
« What are the practical implications of the findings?
Canclusion o What are the main conclusions?
« Are the conclusions warranted given the limitations of the
study?
References » What citations were used in this research article?
References

Karnowski, V., Leonhard, L., & Kiimpel, A. S. (2018). Why users share the news: A theory of reasoned action-based study on the
antecedents of news-sharing behavior. Communication Research Reports, 35(2), 91-100.

This page titled 1.3: Persuasion Research Articles is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Amber
K. Worthington via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform.

https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/179336


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/@go/page/179336?pdf
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Communication/Argument_and_Debate/Persuasion_Theory_in_Action_(Worthington)/01%3A_Introduction_to_Persuasion/1.03%3A_Persuasion_Research_Articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://www.linkedin.com/in/amber-k-worthington-6656874b
https://ua.pressbooks.pub/persuasiontheoryinaction

Li brelexts"
CHAPTER OVERVIEW

2: Theory of Planned Behavior

2.1: Theory of Planned Behavior
2.2: Application of the Theory of Planned Behavior

This page titled 2: Theory of Planned Behavior is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Amber K.
‘Worthington via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform.



https://libretexts.org/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Communication/Argument_and_Debate/Persuasion_Theory_in_Action_(Worthington)/02%3A_Theory_of_Planned_Behavior/2.01%3A_Theory_of_Planned_Behavior
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Communication/Argument_and_Debate/Persuasion_Theory_in_Action_(Worthington)/02%3A_Theory_of_Planned_Behavior/2.02%3A_Application_of_the_Theory_of_Planned_Behavior
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Communication/Argument_and_Debate/Persuasion_Theory_in_Action_(Worthington)/02%3A_Theory_of_Planned_Behavior
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://www.linkedin.com/in/amber-k-worthington-6656874b
https://ua.pressbooks.pub/persuasiontheoryinaction

LibreTexts"

2.1: Theory of Planned Behavior
Mary J. Ryan & Amber K. Worthington

Persuaders are oftentimes most interested in persuading others to adopt voluntary actions. An individual’s intentions to voluntarily
behave in a particular way are most immediately determined by their intentions to do so. For example, getting someone to meditate
will, at a bare minimum, require them to intend to meditate. One key issue within persuasion is therefore to determine what
influences behavioral intentions. The Theory of Reasoned Action, and its extension the Theory of Planned Behavior, are commonly
used theories of persuasion that explain what variables predict behavioral intentions.

The Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) posits that behavior is directly determined by an individual’s behavioral
intentions. In other words, as an individual’s intentions to perform a behavior increase, they are more likely to actually perform the
behavior. Behavioral intentions are oftentimes assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

| intend to meditate everyday.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

The Theory of Reasoned Action posits that intentions are directly predicted by (1) an individual’s attitude towards the behavior and
(2) subjective norms. An attitude is defined as an individual’s evaluation of a given behavior. Someone might have a positive,
negative, or neutral attitude about a given behavior. As an individual’s attitude becomes more positive, their intentions to perform a
behavior will increase. Attitudes are oftentimes assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

Meditating everyday Is:

Bgd_ = Good
Harmful Beneficial
Unimpaortant Important

Subjective norms are defined as an individual’s beliefs about the importance others place on them performing a given behavior. In
other words, it is the degree to which an individual perceives that other people want them to engage in the behavior. As an
individual’s subjective norms increase, their intentions to perform a behavior will increase. Subjective norms are oftentimes
assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

Most people who are important to me think | should meditate everyday.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

The Theory of Reasoned Action is depicted below:

Behavior

V' Subjective
A Noms

The Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1988, 1991) extends the Theory of Reasoned Action by including perceived behavioral
control. The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that a behavior is directly determined by an individual’s intentions and perceived
behavioral control. Perceived behavioral control, also referred to as self-efficacy, encompasses the extent to which an individual
believes they have control over performing that behavior. Intentions, in turn, are directly predicted by (1) an individual’s attitude
towards the behavior, (2) subjective norms, and (3) perceived behavioral control. Perceived behavioral control is oftentimes
assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

Meditating everyday is easy.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree
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The Theory of Planned Behavior is depicted below:

Behavior

How are the predictors weighted in the Theory of Planned Behavior?

Attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control do not always contribute equally to predicting intentions. Sometimes,
an individual’s intentions may be determined largely by attitudes, and subjective norms may have little or no influence. Other
times, an individual’s intentions may be determined largely by subjective norms, and attitudes may have little or no influence. For
example, college students’ intentions to meditate may largely be driven by their attitudes that meditating everyday is good,
beneficial, and important; whether or not other people think they should meditate may not influence their intentions as strongly.
The only way to determine the relative importance of (or weighting) of attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral
control on intentions is to measure these variables across a group of study participants and run a statistical analysis.

‘What influences the relationship between intentions and behavior?

The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that intentions lead to behavior; however, intentions do not always guarantee behavior. For
example, someone might intend to meditate everyday but not follow through. There are several factors that influence the strength
of the relationship between intentions and behavior.

First, the Theory of Planned Behavior underscores a principle of specificity. This means that in order to best predict behavior, the
attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control beliefs must relate to specific intentions and a subsequent specific
behavior. These frameworks note that any given behavior includes an action, target, context and time period. For example, a goal
might be “to meditate for 20 minutes before bed each day in the upcoming month.” In this example, “meditating” is the action, “20
minutes” is the target, “before bed each day” is the context, and “in the upcoming month” is the time period. As the specificity of
the behavior increases, intentions become a better predictor of behavior.

Additionally, the temporal stability of intentions influences the strength of the relationship between intentions and behavior. If an
individual’s intentions fluctuate over time (e.g., some days I intend to meditate, and other days I do not), then intentions measured
at one particular time might not predict subsequent behavior (e.g., Rhodes & Dickau, 2013). As the stability of an individual’s
intentions increases over time, intentions become a better predictor of behavior.

What additional predictors have been examined in the Theory of Planned Behavior?

The Theory of Planned Behavior focuses on rational reasoning and excludes the role of emotional and subconscious influences
(see, e.g., Sniehotta, Presseau, & Aratijo-Soares, 2014). Scholars have argued for the importance of these variables and have
therefore suggested that anticipated emotions and past, habitual behaviors should be added to the Theory of Planned Behavior to
better predict intentions and subsequent behavior.

People anticipate the emotions they will experience after performing a particular behavior — for example, an individual might
anticipate feeling regret, guilt, or pride if they do or do not perform a given behavior. Anticipated emotions can therefore shape and
motivate behaviors as people strive to avoid negative feelings and attain positive feelings (Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, & Zhan
2007; O’Keefe, 2065). Past research has found that anticipated emotions have added to the explanatory power of the Theory of
Planned Behavior for predicting, for example, cancer screening (McGilligan, McClenahan, & Adamnson, 2009), vaccination
(Gallagher & Povey, 2006), seat belt use (Simgsekoglu & Lajunen), caregiving behaviors (Tracy & Robins, 2004), bone marrow
donation (Lindsey, Yun, & Hill, 2007), and organ donor registration (Wang, 2011).
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Specific anticipated emotions that have been studied include anticipated regret, guilt, and pride. For example, one meta-analysis
found that anticipated regret added significantly and independently to the prediction of both intentions and prospective behavior
over and above Theory of Planned Behavior variables (Sandberg & Conner, 2008). Past research also notes that people will avoid
actions that they anticipate will make them feel guilty. Thus anticipated guilt serves as an important predictor of intentions
(O’Keefe, 2002). Finally, anticipated pride can impact intentions and behaviors, specifically for behaviors that conform to social
standards and prosocial behaviors (Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007; Tracey & Robins, 2004).

Past behavior can have a significant influence on future behavior, specifically when the past behavior is habitual or routine
(Ouellette & Wood, 1998; Sniehotta, 2014). This habitual behavior is oftentimes automatic instead of fully intentional and thus can
influence intentions themselves or directly influence behavior by sidestepping intentions. As the behavior becomes more habitual,
the relationship between past behavior and future behavior increases. Past research has found this to be the case for, for example,
cancer screening (Norman & Cooper, 2011), riding a bicycle (de Bruijn & Gardner, 2011), eating behaviors (de Bruijn, 2010; de
Bruijn, Kroeze, Oenema, & Brug, 2008), exercise (de Bruijn & Rhodes, 2010), and alcohol consumption (Norman & Conner,
2006).

How can the Theory of Planned Behavior be used to create persuasive messages?

The Theory of Planned Behavior specifies that it is possible to change someone’s intentions by influencing one or more of the three
determinants of intentions (attitudes, subjective norms, and/or perceived behavioral control).

Attitudes

An individual’s attitude towards a given behavior could be influenced in a number of different ways. The Theory of Planned
Behavior specifies the determinants of attitudes, which are useful to identify specific strategies to do so.

The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that an individual’s attitudes towards a given behavior are a joint function of their
evaluation of each belief about the behavior and the strength with which each belief is held. The strength of a belief can be assessed
with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

Meditating everyday would reduce my anxiety:

Unlikely -
False True

The evaluation of each belief can be assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

Reducing my anxiety is:

Bad Good

Harmful Beneficial

Changing an individual’s attitudes could therefore be achieved by changing the evaluation of an existing salient belief. This might
involve increasing the salience of an existing negative belief (e.g., “You probably already know that anxiety can be harmful, but
you may not realize just how consequential it really can be””) or decreasing the salience of an existing positive belief (e.g., “Maybe
you think your anxiety helps motivate you to complete your work, but there are other ways to accomplish your tasks”).

Changing an individual’s attitudes could also be achieved by changing the strength of an existing salient belief. This might involve
increasing the belief strength of an existing positive belief (e.g, “You probably already know that meditation can reduce anxiety, but
maybe you don’t realize just how likely it is to decrease”) or decreasing the belief strength of an existing positive belief (e.g.,
“Anxiety won’t actually motivate you to complete your work™).

Finally, changing an individual’s attitudes could be achieved by adding a new salient belief. This can be accomplished by providing
the individual with additional information about the behavior and outcome of interest (e.g., “You might not realize that anxiety can
increase your risk of heart disease”).

Subjective Norms

An individual’s subjective norms about a given behavior could be influenced in a number of different ways. The Theory of Planned
Behavior specifies the determinants of subjective norms, which are useful to identify specific strategies to do so.

The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that an individual’s subjective norms about a given behavior are a joint function of their
evaluation of normative beliefs that they ascribe to important others and their motivation to comply with those others. An
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individual’s normative beliefs can be assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

My romantic partner thinks | should meditate everyday.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

The motivation to comply with those important others can be assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

Generally, how much do you want to do what your romantic partner thinks you should do?

Not at all Very much

Changing an individual’s subjective norms could therefore be accomplished by increasing the salience of a particular referent (e.g.,
“Have you considered whether your girlfriend thinks it is important for you to decrease your anxiety and meditate everyday?”),
changing the normative belief associated with a specific reference (e.g., “You’re actually wrong — I talked to your girlfriend, and
she thinks you should meditate everyday to decrease your anxiety”), or altering the motivation to comply with a current referent
(e.g., “You should really consider what she thinks about this™).

Perceived Behavioral Control

An individual’s perceived behavioral control for a given behavior could be influenced in a number of different ways. The Theory of
Planned Behavior specifies the determinants of perceived behavioral control, which are useful to identify specific strategies to do
so.

The Theory of Planned Behavior posits that an individual’s perceived behavioral control for a given behavior are a joint function of
their assessment of the likelihood or frequency that a specific control factor will occur and the potential for the control factor to
impede or facilitate the behavior. An individual’s assessment of the likelihood or frequency that a given control factor will occur
can be assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown here:

In my daily schedule, | have free time:

Very rarely Very frequently

The potential for the control factor to impede or facilitate the behavior can be assessed with a questionnaire. An example is shown
here:

A lack of free time makes it

Very difficult Very easy

to meditate everyday.

Changing an individual’s perceived behavioral control can be accomplished in many ways. The persuader could directly remove
the obstacle, create the opportunity for successful performance of the given behavior (e.g., “I’ve done it before, so I can do it
again”), provide examples of others who have successfully performed the behavior (e.g., “If they can do it, I can do it”), or provide
verbal encouragement (e.g., “You can do it!”; O’Keefe, 2016). Any of these strategies individually, or concurrently, could influence
an individual’s assessment of the control factor, thus positively influencing their perceived behavioral control.
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Loneliness is a widespread and significant problem in the United States (Halpert, 2020), particularly for university students
(American College Health Association, 2019). Loneliness in university students is associated with lower social adjustment to
university life, lower perceptions of social support, and lower feelings of belonging on campus (Hopmeyer, Troop-Gordon,
Medovoy, & Fischer, 2017; Sadoughi & Hesampour, 2016). One way to solve this problem is through volunteering, as volunteering
increases community connectedness and belonging and decreases loneliness (Bowe et al., 2020).

Hyde and Knowles (2013) used the Theory of Planned Behavior to examine university students’ intentions to volunteer. The study
included a convenience sample of 235 university students in Australia. The study used an observational design and asked the
participants to self-report on the main predictors in the Theory of Planned Behavior (attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioral control), additional predictors (past behavior and moral obligations), and intentions to volunteer. The findings indicated
that 67% of the variance in intentions to volunteer were explained by the predictor variables. Attitudes and perceived behavioral
control had the strongest influence on intentions. These results are correlational, not causational, due to the observational nature of
the study design. The results cannot be generalized due to the convenience sample. The authors did find theoretical support for the
Theory of Planned Behavior.

The Theory of Planned Behavior can be applied to design messages to persuade university students to volunteer, specifically at the
University of Alaska Anchorage (UAA) chapter of Hope Worldwide. Hope Worldwide is an international, faith-based organization
established in 1991. Its mission statement is to “change lives through the compassion and commitment of dedicated staff and
volunteers to deliver sustainable, high-impact, community-based services to the poor and needy” (Hope Worldwide, 2020). Hope
Worldwide connects university students to volunteering opportunities in Alaska.

A persuasive message to increase UAA students’ intentions to volunteer with Hope Worldwide would require designing a message
that influences their attitudes, subjective norms, and/or perceived behavioral control. One way to change a university student’s
attitudes towards volunteering might be to add a new salient belief by providing the individual with additional information about
the behavior and outcome of interest (e.g., “You might not realize that volunteering can reduce your feelings of loneliness”). One
way to change a university student’s subjective norms about volunteering might be to increase the salience of a particular reference,
specifically their friends and peers (see Park & Shin, 2017; e.g., “Have you considered whether other students at UAA think it is
important for university students to volunteer to better our community?”). One way to change a university student’s perceived
behavioral control might be to provide verbal encouragement (e.g., “You can do it!”) or remove a perceived barrier (e.g., “Even if
you don’t have much time to volunteer, any time you can spare is worth it).

Example by Mary J. Ryan

The poster I created with Canva is designed to address the components of the Theory of Planned Behavior. It would be shared via
social media to reach the target audience, UAA students. It could also be printed and distributed on campus.

» «

It affects attitudes with the words “hope,” “connection,” and “community.” These are the benefits of volunteering and add a new
salient belief. The hands graphic gives a visual representation of connection and friendship. I also hope that it gives a sense of
equality. The helping hand is not reaching down to another, but across. The image beneath shows the group of volunteers that a
student would be joining.

Subjective norms are addressed with the invitation “calling UAA students to volunteer.” In other words, Hope Worldwide at UAA,
a group of students, wants other UAA students to volunteer. This increases the salience of a particular referent (i.e., other students).

Perceived behavioral control is influenced by giving the viewer an action. They can gain hope, connection, and community by
volunteering. They can help people by participating in the food box builds and distribution. The contact information is given as a
first step. Mari can then help whoever contacts her by sharing the latest opportunities and discussing how the students can and want
to help. The main reservation for volunteering is a lack of time (Hyde & Knowles, 2013). By stating that any amount of time
commitment is valued, I increased perceived behavioral control.
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Calling UAA students to

VOLUNTEER

Food box builds, food distribution, and more

HSPE

worldwide

Any amount of time commitment is valued. For more information,

vontact Mari Gorash at (807) 791-0151 or mardiPgicealaska or visit
httpe/ fwww hopeworldwide.org.
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