


Predicting Behavior

In accordance with the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), linear

regression was used to determine if intention and perceived behavioral control predicted

responding physically when provoked. That regression analysis indicated a significant

relationship between the predictors and the criterion (F = 1 1.82, p< .01). Perceived

behavioral control was not a significant predictor of responding physically when

provoked (t = .26, p = .53). Intention accounted for nineteen percent of the variability in

responding physically when provoked in this sample. Figure 1 provides a visual

representation of the theory of planned behavior showing the relation among the

hypothesized predictors (intention and perceived behavioral control) and behavior (also

see Table 1).

Predicting Intention

Intention to respond physically when provoked was regressed on the three direct

measures of attitude towards the behavior, social norm, and perceived behavioral control.

In accordance with the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), the regression indicated

a significant relationship between the predictors and intention (F = 42.84, p< .01).

Attitude towards the behavior (t = 7.48, p<.01) and perceived behavioral control (t =

3.58, p = .01) were significant predictors of intention to respond physically when

provoked, but social norms (t = .19, p = .85) was not. Attitude toward the behavior and

perceived behavioral control accounted for fifty-six percent of the variance in intention to

respond physically when provoked in this sample. Figure 1 provides a visual

representation of the theory of planned behavior showing the relationship among the
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hypothesized predictors (attitude, subjective norm and perceived behavioral control) and

intention (also see Table 1).

Behavioral, Normative and Control Beliefs

The theory of planned behavior was used successfully to predict intention to

respond physically when provoked and it accounted for a modest but significant amount

of the variance in actual physical responses to provocation. Attitude toward responding

physically when provoked and perceived control over that behavior were good predictors

of intention. The individual beliefs that form attitude and perceived behavioral control

(and predict intention /behavior) are quite important as they provide an understanding of

the specific content that is related to intention to respond physically when provoked in

this sample. However, before probing these beliefs it important to examine whether the

belief-based measures correlate with the corresponding direct measures.

Correlations between direct attitude and corresponding belief-based attitude

measures were examined in order to test whether the two sets of scales could be regarded

as measuring the same attitudes. There was a statistically significant relationship

between the direct and belief-based measure of attitude towards the behavior (r = .68,

p<.05), subjective norms (r = .42, p<.05), and between direct and perceived behavioral

control ( r = .42, p<. 05). There were some significant correlations between direct

measures and non-corresponding belief-based measures. However, in no case did any of

these non-corresponding correlations exceed correlations observed between

corresponding measures.

Behavioral beliefs. Participants behavioral beliefs were examined in order to

better understand the attitudinal content of intention and behavior. Table 2 highlights that
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participants on average thought that most outcomes were unhkely or neither Ukely nor

unhkely to occur when responding physically to provocation. Furthermore, as would be

expected, participants rated positive outcomes (e.g. stopping the provocation from

continuing) more positively than negative outcomes (e.g. getting the police involved).

The product of the likelihood of a given outcome occurring (belief or b) and the

evaluation (e) of that outcome were also correlated with intention and behavior.

Correlations were considered significant at the alpha level .01 given the large number of

coefficients. All of the behavioral beliefs listed in Table 2 were significantly correlated

with intention, except the two outcomes related to "getting in trouble" (get in trouble, get

the police involved).

Normative Beliefs . The means and standard deviations for the five normative

beliefs and their corresponding correlations with intention and behavior are presented in

Table 3. An inspection of the means of the normative behefs and motivation to comply

suggests that participants thought most of their normative references at least moderately

disapproved of their responding physically when provoked (except male friends), and

they were at least moderately motivated to comply with most of these normative

references (except male friends and onlookers). Correlations among individual

normative beliefs and intention and behavior are reported in Table 2 (again, a p < .01

alpha level was adopted for statistical significance). Although direct subjective norms

did not predict intention several individual normative beliefs were related to intention.

Participants' normative references in their own cohort (i.e. male friends, female friendr,

and other male family members) were significantly related to their intended physical
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responses to provocation, while older normative references (i.e. mother and father) were

not.

Control BeUefs. The means and standard deviations for the five control beliefs

and their corresponding correlations with intention and behavior are presented in Table 4.

Overall, participants believed that the individual factors that contributed to their control

over responding physically when provoked were neither likely nor unlikely to occur.

However, they did believe, in general, that these factors would make it easier for them to

respond physically when provoked. The three factors that were significantly related to

intention to respond physically were having many supporters around, having to come to

the defense of another person, and feeling threatened or insulted (all at p < .01). Being

drunk and being stronger than the provoker were not significantly related to intention to

respond physically when provoked. Feeling threatened or insulted was the only belief

that predicted behavior moderately well.
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CHAPTER 4

DISCUSSION

Intention was found to be a significant predictor of responding physically when

provoked among a sample of college students. Also, attitude towards the behavior and

perceived behavioral control, predicted their intention. These findings generally support

the utility of the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991). As expected, intention was

the most important predictor of aggressive behavior. However, contrary to our

expectation perceived behavioral control was not a significant predictor of aggressive

behavior. The failure of perceived behavioral control to predict this behavior could have

resulted fi-om the fact that responding physically when provoked was an uncommon

behavior in this sample, perhaps because the follow-up period in this study was only two

months. These limitations may have also contributed to the modest intention-behavior

relationship and may explain why there was a low test-retest reliability of physical

responses to provocation.

Two of the three factors measured in this study were significant predictors of

intention. As expected, attitudes toward the behavior and perceived behavioral control

predicted intention moderately well. Subjective norms were not a significant predictor of

intention. It is unclear why subjective norms did not predict intention, but it is possible

that adolescents who were striving for independence may have minimized the influence

of older normative referents on their behavior.

The sample examined generally exhibited relatively non-aggressive attitudes,

intention, and behavior. However, significant relations between attitudes, intention, and
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behavior were found notwithstanding the obstacles of measuring a low frequency

behavior among a low aggression population.

Participants' behavioral beliefs and evaluations regarding 9 of the 1 1 outcomes

included in this study were related to intention to respond physically when provoked.

Beliefs and evaluations concerning these outcomes represent participants' expectations of

the consequences of responding physically to provocation. Positive outcomes included

appearing strong, releasing anger and stopping the provocation from continuing. Several

negative outcomes were also related to intention to respond physically when provoked

including getting injured, appearing immature, and making the conflict worse. It seems

as though both positive and negative outcomes are important considerations in one's

intention to respond physically to provocations.

The sum product of normative beliefs and motivation to comply was not related

to intention to respond physically to provocation in this study. However, beliefs about

and motivation to comply with male and female friends and male family members (other

than the father) were significantly related to intention to respond physically. These male

family members, presumably brothers and cousins, and friends represent normative

influences of similar age to participants in this study. Conversely, participants'

normative beliefs about and motivation to comply with their parents was not related to

their intention to respond physically when provoked. In comparison to their parents, it

seems as though normative references in one's cohort are more important considerations

in participant's intention to respond physically when provoked.

Overall, control beliefs and the perceived power of those beliefs were related to

intention to respond physically when provoked in this study. Having many supporters
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around, needing to come to the defense of another person, and feehng threatened or

insulted were significantly associated with participants' intention to respond physically to

provocation. Feeling threatened or insulted was also a significant predictor of actual

physical responses to provocation. It seems as though the needs and the support of

fHends are important factors in intention to respond physically when provoked, while

feeling threatened or insulted may be the most important singular consideration in actual

physically responses to provocation.

The theory of planned behavior framework, used to understand the relationship

between attitudes and aggression in this study, can be adapted to work with any

population. It is probable that a sample ofjuvenile offenders would have different salient

beliefs related to aggression, but those beliefs would presumably still predict intention,

which would in turn predict behavior. The theory of planned behavior operates under the

assumption that the content of attitudes will be population and behavior specific, but that

the framework of the relationships among these attitudes, intention, and behavior will

remain relatively constant when trying to predict most behaviors. If one wishes to

intervene in a behavior, the theory of planned behavior framework provides a method of

investigating specific attitudes that predict intention to perform that behavior. Aggressive

behavior is one such behavior that is often the subject of intervention efforts. Those who

act aggressively have been found to have more deficits in problem solving and more

beliefs that support the use of aggression (Slaby & Guerra, 1988). While most aggressive

people probably hold beliefs that support the use of aggression, there is no evidence that

these beliefs are the same among different groups of aggressive people (e.g. batterers,

juvenile offenders, soldiers). If we expect to reduce aggressive behavior through
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changing attitudes, it seems wise to attempt to change the aggressive attitudes that are

salient for the specific person or people we are trying to change. The theory of planned

behavior allows us to investigate which specific beliefs a given group of aggressive

people is likely to have.

In addition to informing intervention, the theory of planned behavior can also be

used to assess attitude change. For, example a pre and post-test questionnaire could be

used with an anger management group to investigate a change in attitudes and/or

intention. Although intention does not perfectly predict future behavior, in most theory

of planned behavior studies it accounts for a significant amount of the variance in short-

term future behavior. This might be especially useful for assessing intention, when

juvenile offenders (or adult offenders for that matter) are released from a secure facility

back into the community. Assessing intention upon release into the community can

identify offenders who might be at high risk for recidivism.

Interestingly, there was not a significant relationship among the number of times

participants' felt provoked and how often they responded physically when provoked.

This does not seem to lend support to the well-established finding that those who act

more aggressively perceive their environment as more threatening (Slaby & Guerra,

1988). There was at least one possible explanation for why this finding was not observed

in this sample. The students in this sample presumably experience less provocation or

hassles in their environment than high school, middle school or juvenile offender

samples. This is due to their relatively high SES and the relatively low amount of crime

and violence that occurs in the rural area where this study was done. Lower level of
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hassles in their environment may lead them to perceive less threat, be less irritable, and

hence only respond physically when the perceived threat is relatively serious.

Many theorists posit that past behavior is the best predictor of future behavior

(e.g. Mossman, 1994). In this study that was not true, hitention was a better predictor of

future behavior than past behavior was. When both intention and past behavior were

entered into a regression equation predicting the behavior at follow-up, past behavior

only slightly improved the amount of variance intention accounted for alone.

Adolescence is a dynamic time of change in behavior and attitudes. Maiiy

adolescents desist firom aggressive behavior during late adolescence (Loeber & Hay,

1997). For those who desist, it is reasonable to expect that we might see a change in

intention that resulted from actually changing their beliefs, or from changing their

behavior which in turn changed their beliefs. Furthermore, it is possible that some

adolescents who have apparently desisted from aggressive behavior will act aggressively

in the future if they still intend to act aggressively, hold aggressive attitudes, and feel

provoked. Desistance may better predict the extinction of undesired behavior when both

the length of time since performing the past behavior and attitudes/intention are taken

into account. Investigating intention and attittides is especially important with low

frequency, high cost behaviors such as aggression and violence. Although some

participants may not report the extent of their aggressive intention or attitude due to

social desirability, many aggressive people may report their true attittides and intention if

they don't see their behavior as wrong or deviant.

It is clear that there are many costs to aggressive behavior including health

problems (Sege, 1999), fiittire mental health difficulties (Loeber et al., 2000), and legal
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problems. Fortunately, many adolescents desist from this type of behavior for a variety

of reasons. This study, in particular, and the theory of planned behavior, in general,

provide a framework for investigating those who haven't desisted from aggressive

behavior, with whom we wish to intervene. Through understanding the salient attitudes

that form the intention to act aggressively we can target those attitudes for intervention in

an attempt to prevent ftiture behavior.

Targeting these attitudes directly is only one way to change them. Teaching

adolescents to become more efficient at problem solving in difficult situations can change

general aggressive attitudes as well (Slaby & Guerra, 1990). Unfortunately, a general

change in aggressive attitudes may not be an accurate indicator of intention. However,

understanding the specific attitudes that predict intention, which in turn predict behavior

in a given person, may provide a more accurate measure of attitude change and a more

precise predictor of future behavior.

Limitations

This study is limited in many ways. First, there are several issues related to the

low amount of provocation and aggressive behavior reported by participants. A

significant number of participants in this study were excluded because they did not report

experiencing provocation more than once in a two-month period. There are at least two

explanations for this phenomenon. Participants may have truly experienced little

provocation given the relatively low rate of crime on the campus on which most of them

lived. Another possible explanation is there may have been a strong pressure for socially

desirable responses among psychology students who comprised this sample.
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Among the participants who were included in the study, many did not report

engaging in any aggressive behavior. Most of the participants in this study were female

which may have contributed to the low amount of aggressive behavior reported in this

study. Also, the previously mentioned explanations for the low amount of reported

provocation might also explain the low amount of reported aggressive behavior.

This study is also limited because responding physically to provocation may not

necessarily be an aggressive, objectionable behavior. A physical response may take the

form of horsing around or self-defense. We were unable to measure fighting, which is

surely an aggressive and destructive behavior, because of the low base rate of fighting in

this sample.

Another limitation in this study involved the measurement of normative beliefs.

In contrast with prior research and theory (Ajzen, 1991) social norms were not related to

intention in this study. It is possible that important normative references were not

included in this study, or that the inclusion of extraneous normative references may have

in some way biased participant's responses.

Future Directions

Although this study was limited in many ways, it did demonstrate the utility of the

Theory of Planned Behavior in predicting aggressive behavior. This study provided

initial evidence that beliefs and intention are significantly related to aggressive behavior.

However, it is unknown if changing these beliefs would change intention, which might

than presumably lead to behavior change. If this framework were used to predict

aggressive behavior in a more aggressive population, such as high school students or

juvenile delinquents, the results might inform interventions with these populations.
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Interventions with aggressive populations based on salient beliefs for that population

should be implemented to determine if in fact attitude change might lead to behavior

change in aggressive people.
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Figure 1
. Correlation coefficients for the

theory of planned behavior.

R2 = R2 =

.56 .19

*2<.01.

39



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Ajzen, I. (2001). Construction of a standard questionnaire for the Theory of
Planned Behavior. Source:

http://www. umx.oit.umass.edu/~aizen/pdfytpb.measurement.Ddf
. P. 1-12.

Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and
Human Decision Processes . 50. 179-21 1 .

"

—

Archer, J. Holloway, R., & McLoughlin, K. (1995). Self-reported physical
aggression among young men. Aggressive Behavior. 21 . 325-342.

Gotten, N.U., Resnick, J., Browne, D.G., Martin, S.L., McGarraher, D.R. &
Woods, J. (1994). Aggression and fighting behavior among African-American
adolescents: Individual and family factors. American Joumal of Public Health 84(4)
618-622.

—

Eron, L.D. (1994). Theories of aggression: From drives to cognitions, In L.R.
Huesmann (Ed.), Aggressive Behavior: Gurrent perspectives (pp. 3-9). New York:
Plenum Press.

Farrington D.P. (1994). Ghildhood, adolescent, and adult features of violent

males. In L.R. Huesmann (Ed.), Aggressive Behavior: Gurrent perspectives (pp. 215-

236). New York: Plenum Press.

Guerra, N.G., Nucci, L. & Huesmann, L.R. (1994). Moral cognition and

childhood aggression. In L.R. Huesmann (Ed.), Aggressive Behavior: Gurrent

perspectives (pp. 13-34). New York: Plenum Press.

Haapasalo J. & Trembley, R.E.
, (1994). Physically aggressive boys from ages 6

to 12: Family background, parenting behavior, and prediction of delinquency. Joumal of

Consulting and Glinical Psychology, 62(5), 1044-1052.

Huesmann, L.R. & Eron, L.D. (1984). Cognitive processes and the persistence of

aggressive behavior. Aggressive Behavior, 10, 243-251

Loeber R., Green, S.M. Lahey, B.B., & Kalb, L. (2000). Physical fighting as a

risk factor for predicting later mental health problems. Joumal of the American Academy

of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 39(4), 421-428.

Loeber R. & Hay, D., (1997). Key issues in the development of aggression and

violence from childhood to early adulthood. Annual Review of Psychology, 48 ,
371-410.

Loeber, R. & Stouthamer-Loeber M. (1998). Development ofjuvenile aggression

and violence: Some common misconceptions and controversies. American Psychologist,

53(2), 242-259.

40




