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THEORY OF REASONED ACTION

THEORY OF REASONED ACTION

Introduction to the Theory of Reasoned Action

The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) stands as a seminal framework within social psychology,

designed to predict and understand volitional human behavior. At its core, TRA posits that an
individual's conscious intention to perform a specific action is the most immediate determinant of
that action. This intention, in turn, is shaped by a structured cognitive process involving two primary
components: the individual's personal evaluation of the attitude towards the behavior and the
perceived social pressure, known as subjective norms, to engage or refrain from that behavior.

Unlike earlier models that struggled to establish a consistent link between attitudes and actions,
TRA provides a more robust and nuanced explanation by introducing the concept of behavioral
intention as a mediating factor.

This theoretical perspective operates on the fundamental assumption that human beings are
rational actors who systematically process available information when making decisions about how
to act. They consider the implications of their actions before deciding to engage in them, weighing
personal beliefs and social influences. Consequently, the theory is particularly effective in
predicting behaviors that are largely under an individual's volitional control, meaning actions that
people can choose to perform or not perform without significant external constraints. Its elegance
lies in its parsimony, offering a clear and testable model for understanding why individuals choose
to act in certain ways across diverse contexts, from health decisions to consumer choices.

The widespread applicability of the Theory of Reasoned Action has led to its extensive use in fields

ranging from public health campaigns and marketing strategies to communication studies and
environmental psychology. Researchers and practitioners alike have leveraged TRA to design
effective interventions aimed at influencing behavioral change, by targeting the underlying attitudes
and social pressures that shape intentions. This encyclopedia entry will delve into the core tenets
of TRA, trace its historical development, provide a practical example of its application, discuss its
profound significance and broad impact, and finally, explore its connections to other influential
psychological theories, solidifying its place as a cornerstone in the study of human behavior.

Foundational Principles: Attitude and Subjective Norms

The predictive power of the Theory of Reasoned Action hinges on the intricate interplay of two

fundamental constructs: attitude toward the behavior and subjective norms. An individual's attitude

toward a specific behavior refers to their overall positive or negative evaluation of performing that
behavior. This evaluative component is not monolithic; instead, it is formed by two critical sub-
components: behavioral beliefs and outcome evaluations. Behavioral beliefs are an individual's
beliefs about the likely consequences or outcomes of performing the behavior. For instance, a
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person might believe that exercising regularly will lead to improved physical health and increased
energy levels. Complementing these beliefs are outcome evaluations, which represent the
individual's personal assessment of whether these anticipated outcomes are good or bad,
desirable or undesirable. If improved health is highly valued, then the positive belief about
exercise's effect on health will contribute significantly to a favorable attitude towards exercising.

The second crucial determinant of behavioral intention is subjective norms, which capture the

perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the behavior. This construct reflects an
individual's perception of what important others in their social network (e.g., family, friends,
colleagues) think they should do, and their motivation to comply with these perceived expectations.
Subjective norms are themselves composed of two elements: normative beliefs and motivation to

comply. Normative beliefs are an individual's beliefs about whether specific referent individuals or
groups approve or disapprove of performing the behavior. For example, a person might believe
their spouse strongly approves of them exercising. Motivation to comply then measures the extent
to which the individual is willing to conform to the perceived wishes of these referent others. If the
spouse's approval is highly important, and the individual is motivated to meet their expectations,
this will contribute significantly to a strong subjective norm supporting exercise.

These two distinct yet interconnected components--attitude toward the behavior and subjective

norms--combine to predict an individual's behavioral intention. The relative weight of attitude

versus subjective norms in determining intention can vary depending on the individual, the

behavior, and the context. For some behaviors, personal attitude might be the dominant predictor,
while for others, social pressure might exert a stronger influence. Ultimately, a stronger behavioral
intention, resulting from a positive attitude and supportive subjective norms, is theorized to lead

directly to the performance of the actual behavior, assuming the individual has sufficient control
over its execution. This clear pathway from beliefs to intentions to actions represents the core
explanatory mechanism of TRA.

The Historical Genesis of TRA

The Theory of Reasoned Action was meticulously developed by Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen,

with its foundational principles articulated in their seminal work in 1975, "Belief, Attitude, Intention,
and Behavior: An Introduction to Theory and Research.” This development emerged during a
period in social psychology when researchers were grappling with the inconsistencies observed in

the relationship between attitudes and subsequent behavior. Prior to TRA, many studies yielded
weak correlations between measured attitudes and actual actions, leading some to question the
utility of the attitude construct itself in predicting behavior. Fishbein and Ajzen recognized that
these inconsistencies often stemmed from methodological issues, such as measuring general
attitudes but attempting to predict specific behaviors, or neglecting the influence of social factors
and the immediate intention to act.
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Their work built upon earlier theoretical advancements, particularly Fishbein's own expectancy-
value theory of attitude, which posited that attitudes are formed based on an individual's beliefs
about an object and their evaluation of those beliefs. TRA extended this by moving beyond just
attitude to incorporate the crucial mediating role of behavioral intention and the significant impact of

social influence through subjective norms. The theory was a direct response to the need for a more

comprehensive and precise model that could account for the complexities of human decision-
making and action, moving away from simple stimulus-response models towards a more cognitive
and volitional understanding of behavior.

The development of TRA marked a pivotal moment in social psychology, offering a clear, testable,

and robust framework that systematically linked beliefs, attitudes, social norms, intentions, and
behavior. It provided a conceptual roadmap for researchers to accurately predict and explain a
wide range of human actions, paving the way for targeted interventions and a deeper
understanding of the psychological processes underlying our choices. Its rigorous
conceptualization and empirical validation quickly established it as one of the most influential
theories in the study of social cognition and behavioral prediction.

Dissecting the Mechanism: From Beliefs to Behavior

The core mechanism of the Theory of Reasoned Action illustrates a logical sequence of cognitive

processes that culminate in the performance of a behavior. It begins with an individual's
foundational beliefs: their behavioral beliefs about the outcomes of a behavior and their normative
beliefs about what significant others expect. These beliefs serve as the raw material for forming the
two main determinants of intention. Behavioral beliefs, weighted by outcome evaluations, lead to
the formation of the attitude toward the behavior. Simultaneously, normative beliefs, coupled with

the individual's motivation to comply with social expectations, culminate in the subjective norm.

Once formed, the attitude toward the behavior and the subjective norm combine in a weighted

fashion to produce a behavioral intention. This intention is not merely a wish or a desire, but a

conscious decision and commitment to perform a particular behavior. The relative importance of
attitude versus subjective norm in predicting behavioral intention is empirically determined and can

vary considerably across different behaviors and populations. For instance, highly personal
behaviors like choosing a hobby might be predominantly driven by attitude, while socially visible
behaviors like recycling might be more strongly influenced by subjective horms.

Finally, the behavioral intention is considered the most direct predictor of actual behavior. A strong

intention to perform a behavior is highly likely to translate into the actual performance of that
behavior, provided there are no unforeseen circumstances or lack of resources that prevent its
execution. This linear, causal chain, starting from underlying beliefs and progressing through
attitudes and norms to intention and ultimately to behavior, provides a powerful and intuitive model
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for understanding and predicting human actions, particularly those within an individual's volitional
control. It highlights the importance of understanding an individual's cognitive and social landscape
to effectively influence their behavior.

A Practical lllustration: Adopting a Health Behavior

To fully grasp the practical application of the Theory of Reasoned Action, consider the everyday

scenario of an individual, Sarah, deciding whether or not to adopt a regular exercise routine,
specifically aiming to run three times a week. This is a voluntary behavior that she has control over.
According to TRA, Sarah's decision will largely be predicted by her intention to run, which in turn is
shaped by her attitude towards running and her subjective norms regarding this activity.

First, let's examine Sarah's attitude towards running. Sarah holds several behavioral beliefs about

running. She might believe that running regularly will lead to improved cardiovascular health,
increased energy levels, better mood, and perhaps even weight loss. These are the perceived
outcomes. Alongside these beliefs, she evaluates these outcomes. If she highly values good
health, feeling energetic, and maintaining a positive mood, then her evaluation of these outcomes
will be very positive. Conversely, she might also believe that running takes a lot of time, can be
tiring, and might cause joint pain. If she strongly dislikes these potential negative outcomes, they
would contribute negatively to her attitude. The sum of these weighted beliefs and outcome
evaluations will determine her overall attitude towards running. If the positive outcomes outweigh

the negative ones, her attitude will be favorable.

Next, we consider Sarah's subjective norms regarding running. She might have normative beliefs

that her husband thinks she should be more active, her best friend frequently encourages her to
join her for runs, and her doctor has explicitly advised her to exercise more. These are her
perceptions of what important referent individuals expect of her. Complementing these beliefs is
her motivation to comply with these expectations. If Sarah highly values her husband's opinion,
wants to maintain a close bond with her friend, and trusts her doctor's advice, then her motivation
to comply with their perceived expectations will be high. The combination of these strong normative
beliefs and high motivation to comply will result in a powerful subjective norm supporting her

decision to run. If, however, her social circle showed indifference or even mild disapproval, and she
wasn't particularly motivated to comply, the subjective norm would be weak or negative.

Finally, her intention to run three times a week will be a function of both her positive attitude
towards running and her strong subjective norms. If both are strongly positive, Sarah will develop a

firm behavioral intention to initiate and maintain her running routine. This strong intention then

directly predicts her actual behavior: she is highly likely to start running and continue doing so,
assuming no unforeseen obstacles (like an injury or sudden time constraint) arise. This example
clearly demonstrates how TRA meticulously breaks down the factors influencing a voluntary action,
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making it a valuable tool for understanding and predicting health behaviors and designing
interventions.

Profound Significance and Broad Applications

The Theory of Reasoned Action holds immense significance in the field of psychology for several

critical reasons. It provided a much-needed theoretical bridge between attitudes and behavior,
offering a more nuanced and predictive model than previous approaches that often yielded

inconsistent results. By introducing behavioral intention as a central mediating construct, Fishbein
and Ajzen highlighted the volitional aspect of human action, emphasizing that individuals often
make deliberate, reasoned choices about how to act. This cognitive emphasis shifted focus from
purely external determinants of behavior to the internal psychological processes of belief formation,
evaluation, and social influence, thereby enriching the understanding of human agency.

Beyond its theoretical contributions, TRA's impact is profoundly felt in its diverse practical
applications across numerous domains. In the realm of public health, TRA has been instrumental
in designing campaigns to promote beneficial health behaviors, such as encouraging vaccination,
safe sex practices, smoking cessation, and adherence to dietary guidelines. By identifying the
specific behavioral beliefs, outcome evaluations, normative beliefs, and motivations to comply that
underpin particular health behaviors, health communicators can craft persuasive messages that
target these specific components, thereby strengthening intentions to adopt healthy lifestyles. For
instance, an anti-smoking campaign informed by TRA might emphasize the negative health
outcomes of smoking (targeting attitude) and highlight social disapproval from family and friends
(targeting subjective norms).

Furthermore, TRA has found robust applications in marketing and consumer behavior. Marketers
utilize its framework to understand and predict consumer purchasing decisions, brand loyalty, and
responses to advertising. By assessing consumers' attitudes towards a product (e.qg., its perceived
benefits and drawbacks) and the influence of their social circles (e.g., peer recommendations,
family preferences), companies can tailor their promotional strategies to effectively shape purchase
intentions. In the field of communication, TRA helps analyze media consumption patterns, the
formation of political opinions, and the effectiveness of persuasive communication strategies. It
provides a lens through which to understand how individuals process information from media and
how this processing, combined with social influences, leads to specific intentions and actions. Its
utility also extends to educational settings, understanding academic performance, and even
organizational behavior, such as job satisfaction and employee engagement, by examining the
underlying attitudes and social pressures related to workplace actions.

TRA's Enduring Legacy and Contemporary Utility
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The enduring legacy of the Theory of Reasoned Action is evident in its continued influence on

social psychology research and its foundational role in the development of more advanced models
of behavioral prediction. Its parsimonious yet comprehensive structure has made it a benchmark
for understanding intentional actions, providing a clear methodology for identifying the cognitive
and social antecedents of specific behaviors. Researchers frequently employ TRA or its extensions
to design and evaluate interventions aimed at behavioral change, relying on its systematic

approach to pinpoint leverage points for influence. The theory's emphasis on specific, measurable
components allows for precise empirical testing and refinement, contributing to a robust body of
evidence supporting its predictive validity across diverse contexts and populations.

In contemporary research, TRA remains a relevant model, particularly for behaviors that are largely
under volitional control. It serves as an excellent starting point for investigations into newly
emerging behaviors or those in specific cultural contexts where perceived control might not be a
significant confounding factor. For instance, studies on the adoption of new technologies,
participation in community initiatives, or simple consumer choices often find TRA to be a
sufficiently powerful explanatory framework. Its conceptual clarity and ease of operationalization
make it a favored choice for initial exploratory research before delving into more complex models,
or for situations where the target behavior is clearly within the individual's direct control.

The extensive empirical evidence accumulated over decades consistently supports the core tenets
of TRA. Numerous meta-analyses and individual studies have demonstrated that attitude toward
the behavior and subjective norms are significant predictors of behavioral intention, which in turn

strongly predicts actual behavior. This robust empirical backing solidifies TRA's position as a
cornerstone theory in the study of human motivation and action. Its ability to effectively explain and
predict a wide array of behaviors, from health-related decisions to purchasing choices and social
actions, underscores its enduring utility and foundational importance in the behavioral sciences,
providing a clear pathway for understanding how individuals translate their thoughts and social
influences into concrete actions.

Related Theoretical Frameworks and Broader Context

The Theory of Reasoned Action, while powerful, is not an isolated construct within psychology; it

connects to and has significantly influenced other key theories. Its most direct and important
successor is the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), also developed by Icek Ajzen. TPB emerged

in 1985 as an extension of TRA, specifically to address the limitations of TRA in predicting
behaviors over which individuals do not have complete volitional control. This crucial addition to the
model was the construct of perceived behavioral control, which reflects an individual's perception

of the ease or difficulty of performing the behavior. Thus, TPB incorporates not only attitude and

subjective norms but also perceived behavioral control as direct predictors of behavioral intention

and, in some cases, directly of behavior itself. This evolution highlights TRA's foundational
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contribution and its adaptability to account for more complex behavioral contexts.

TRA also relates to broader discussions on attitude-behavior consistency. Before TRA,

researchers struggled to consistently link attitudes to actions. TRA provided a framework that
clarified why this link was often weak by emphasizing the specificity of attitude measurement to the
behavior in question and by incorporating social factors. Moreover, it contrasts with theories like
Cognitive Dissonance Theory, which primarily explains how people change their attitudes to align

with their past behaviors, whereas TRA focuses on how attitudes and norms predict future
behaviors. While distinct, both theories underscore the importance of cognitive consistency in
human psychology.

The Theory of Reasoned Action is firmly situated within the domain of social psychology,

specifically as a model of social cognition and behavioral prediction. It also draws heavily from

cognitive psychology, particularly in its emphasis on how individuals process information, form
beliefs, and make rational decisions. Beyond these foundational areas, TRA has become a staple
in applied fields such as health psychology, consumer psychology, environmental psychology, and

organizational psychology. Its broad applicability across these disciplines underscores its versatility
and its fundamental contribution to understanding the intricate mechanisms that drive human
action in a social world.

Conclusion: The Enduring Influence of TRA

In summation, the Theory of Reasoned Action represents a cornerstone in the psychological study

of human behavior. Developed by Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen, it posits that an individual's

behavioral intention is the most immediate predictor of their actions, and this intention is shaped by

their attitude towards the behavior and their perceived subjective norms. This elegant and

empirically supported model has provided invaluable insights into the cognitive and social
processes underlying volitional actions, demonstrating that people are rational agents who
consider personal beliefs and social influences before acting.

The TRA's groundbreaking contribution lies in its systematic approach to linking attitudes, social
influences, and intentions to actual behavior, thus resolving many of the inconsistencies that
plagued earlier research in social psychology. Its profound significance is reflected not only in its

theoretical elegance but also in its wide-ranging practical applications across diverse fields such as
public health, marketing, communication, and education. By providing a clear framework for
understanding the determinants of behavior, TRA has empowered practitioners to design more
effective interventions aimed at promoting desirable actions and mitigating undesirable ones.

While later extended by the Theory of Planned Behavior to account for perceived behavioral

control, the Theory of Reasoned Action remains an indispensable tool for researchers and

professionals seeking to comprehend, predict, and ultimately influence human decision-making
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and action. Its legacy continues to inform both basic and applied research, underscoring its
enduring relevance as a fundamental theory in the behavioral sciences.
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