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Measuring Key Behavior Change Factors 

Qualitative v Quantitative  
 

Qualitative research: 

 Used to find themes in audiences’ underlying beliefs, motivations, values, and perceptions.  
 It’s best suited for when there is little background research on the behavior and/or your audience 

or when you want to understand the context around quantitative research findings.  
 Open ended questions are used in focus groups, interviews, or intercept surveys. 

 More information on conducting a focus group 
 Example: 

 What do you think about collecting compost in your kitchen? 
 From this, we might find that many respondents don’t collect compost because they 

think it smells bad or don’t know how to compost.  

Quantitative research:  

 Used to quantify or “give weight” to the themes uncovered in qualitative research.  
 Effective when the themes (factors) have been identified either through your own qualitative 

research or existing market research. 
 Quantitative research allows you to generalize the information to the larger audience* (i.e., it’s 

reflective of the entire audience, not only those you collected data from).  
 By using a numbered scale (Likert scale), means are compared to determine which factors need to 

be addressed in a behavior change campaign.  
 Questions should measure one specific item (e.g., do not ask “collecting food scraps makes my 

kitchen smell bad AND attracts flies”; instead, break up into separate items). 
 Example:  

 What prevents you from collecting compost in your kitchen: 
 
 Collecting food scraps makes my kitchen smell bad: 

Completely false    Completely true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 I don’t know how to compost: 

Completely false    Completely true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 If we find the average response for the first item, collecting food scraps makes the kitchen 
smell bad is significantly higher** than I don’t know how to compost, then an intervention 
that focuses on making food scrap collection bins with lids more accessible may be one 
strategy.  
 

*Quantitative data will generalize to a larger audience when you collect data from a representative sample: a large enough 
group of people that represent the many different members of an audience.  

** Significantly different means the means are statistically different. Computing with statistics is the best way to make sure the 
differences are meaningful. However, differences in means can serve as a rough (imperfect) guide to understanding which 
factors are most influential.  

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/faa9/3f4aac8434f0a00bb63a2c4c1d5548ff0027.pdf
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Ultimately, we are interested in how to promote a specific behavior. The Integrative Model of 
Behavioral Prediction is one way to explain the major factors that lead up to behavioral action. When an 
individual intends to engage in a behavior, has the necessary skills to do so, and the environmental 
constraints (structural barriers) are low, the behavior is most likely to occur.  

Importantly, intention is driven by three factors: one’s attitudes toward the behavior, perception of 
whether others important to them are engaging in and support the behavior (perceived norms), and 
their perception of whether they can enact the behavior (self-efficacy).  

Finally, background variables such as demographics and culture influence attitudes, perceived norms, 
and perceived self-efficacy. This information is therefore important to understanding our audience’s 
attitudes, perceived norms, and perceived self-efficacy, and, ultimately, their intentions to engage in a 
behavior.  

Through research, we can pinpoint factors preventing behavioral action. While background factors are 
important for identifying a specific audience and beginning to understand specific attitudes and 
perceptions they hold, behavior change interventions ultimately will target attitudes, perceived norms, 
perceived self-efficacy, skills, or environmental constraints in order to encourage behavior change.  

Measurement 
 
The next portion of this document serves to briefly explain each factor and provide examples of how to 
measure each using qualitative and quantitative methods.  

Background Variables Personal characteristics such as demographics and psychographics 
that shape how one views a behavior.  

  

Demographics: quantifiable features of the audience such as age or where they live. 

 Deviates a bit from open-ended and Likert scales because responses are often limited.  
 When possible, prepopulate answers.  

Age:  □ under 18    □ 18-34  □35-59   □60 or over          
     

Background Variables 

 Demographics 

 Culture 

 Socio-economic  

 Media influences 

 Risk Perceptions 

 Individual 
differences 

 … 
 

Attitude 

 Belief 

 Strength 

Perceived Norms 

 Belief 

 Motivation to 
comply 

Self-Efficacy 

Intention Behavior 

Environmental 
Constraints 

Skills 
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 When responses are mainly fixed, but there may be additional responses combine 
prepopulating answers with an open-ended option.  
Sex: □ male   □ female □ other _________________  
 

 If there are many options, leave open ended. 
What is your zip code?: _______________  

Psychographics: subjective features of the audience such as cultural background, previous experiences 
with the behavior, and risk perceptions. Generally, these factors are easiest to understand in qualitative 
research but there may be psychographics that lend themselves to quantitative measurement, Examples 
of qualitative questions measuring psychographics: 

 What are experiences you have had with the environment? 

 Are there any important environmental problems going on? 

 Is there anything you have done to help with an environmental problem? 

 Growing up, what did your family do with leftover food scraps?  
 

 Risk Perception: comprised of two components: severity and susceptibility. 

 Severity: perceived level of harm or consequence that will come from the risk. 
 

To what extent does an extreme drought affect the quality of my life? 

Not at all    Completely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 Susceptibility: perceived likelihood that the individuals will experience the risk. 
 

How likely is that an extreme drought will occur in the next three years? 

Not at all likely    Very likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Attitudes Attitudes can inform us what people think about a particular object, behavior, or idea. 
There are two components in measuring attitudes: the direction of the attitude (e.g., 
positive or negative) and the strength of the attitude.  

 
 Qualitative research will help you develop the important beliefs your audience has about a 

certain behavior, which informs the attitude.  

 Example: What would it be like to compost at home? 
 From this, we might find that many respondents might think that it would be 

disgusting and that it would improve their garden.  
 

 Quantitative research will help you determine how strong these attitudes are.  

 Example:  
 
How disgusting would composting at home be? 

Very disgusting    Not at all disgusting 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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How beneficial would composting at home be for your garden? 

Not at all beneficial    Very beneficial 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 If we found that people thought it would be both very beneficial to compost at home, 
but also very disgusting, the intervention would focus on decreasing the disgustingness 
of composting at home. If we found that people didn’t think it was very disgusting, but 
they didn’t think it would be very beneficial for their yard, then the intervention would 
focus on increasing the attitude around how beneficial in the yard would be.  
 

 Another way to generate a list of attitudes to test with quantitative research: You can generate 
this list from existing research, commonsense items, and qualitative research. Using a survey, 
you can test which of the attitudes are strongest.  

1. Choose an object/behavior/idea you would like to know more about. 
2. Develop a list of adjectives that could reflect how people think about your chosen 

object/behavior/idea. Common adjectives include: 

 Good/bad 

 Important/unimportant 

 Hard/easy 

 Convenient/inconvenient 

 Negative/ Positive 

 Useless/Useful 

 Right/Wrong 
 

Perceived Norms There are two types of social norms: descriptive norms (what we believe other 
people actually do) and injunctive norms (what we believe other people 
support). Behavioral action is most likely if a person believes other people do the 
behavior and support it. Motivation to comply is influenced by who we believe 
does and supports the behavior- the more important they are to us, the more 
likely we are to do the same.  

 
 Belief: Descriptive and injunctive norms are specific beliefs about whether people think the 

behavior is enacted and supported. It is typically measured in a quantitative format. 
 

 Descriptive norm: what we believe other people actually do 
 Example:  

 
The people important to me recycle. 

Not at all true    Very true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 Injunctive norm: what we believe other people support 
 Example:  

 
The people important to me think everyone should recycle.  

Not at all true    Very true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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 Motivation to comply: people are part of social groups (e.g., family, peers, cultural groups, 
organizations). When we receive information about what other people in social groups 
important to us do or support, this influences us to do the same. By measuring motivation to 
comply, you measure how influential a specific social group may be. This is important for 
developing a social norm message (e.g., 82% of your peers   

 Example:  
 

When it comes to recycling, I want to do what my family does.  

Not at all true    Very true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 

Self-efficacy Self-efficacy refers to one’s confidence in his/her ability to do the recommended 
behavior. It measures one’s belief in their ability, rather than how skilled s/he 
actually is. The more confidence we have in our ability to do the behavior, the more 
likely we are to do the behavior. 

 
 Qualitative research should focus on what the individual must do to complete the behavior and 

what steps particularly will be challenging. Look for steps where participants feel less confident. 
Additionally, you can ask questions about how one might be able to learn specific skills as a way 
to generate potential intervention ideas.  

 Examples: 
 How would you know if your car was leaking? 
 If you wanted to check your car to see if it was leaking, what would you do? 
 How confident are you that you could identify a leak? 
 Where would you take your car if it were leaking?  
 Where would you learn about how to identify a leak? 

 
 Quantitative research. Again, this step serves to “weight” the issue. While there may be several 

steps participants have expressed affect their perceived efficacy in completing the behavior, 
quantifying these steps will allow you to determine which may be preventing behavioral action.  

 
  

I am confident that I can identify a car leak.  

Not at all true    Absolutely true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I am confident that I know how to check my car for leaks. 

Not at all true    Absolutely true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

I am confident that I know where to go to get my car repaired.  

Not at all true    Absolutely true 
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Skills Skills refer to one’s actual knowledge of and competence in doing a behavior. They differ 
from self-efficacy in that they are not perceptions of one’s own skill, but actual ability to 
complete the behavior. The good way to measuring skills is through quizzing. 

  

 Qualitative: Ask open-ended questions assessing knowledge of the skills needed to complete a 
behavior. Look for themes in understanding and misunderstanding in the responses to provide 
insight into what skills may need to be developed. 

 Examples:  
 What materials do you need to build a rain garden?  
 How do you determine the slope of a rain garden? 

 
 Quantitative: Using the themes of what your focus group participants misunderstood, develop a 

questions in a quiz format (e.g., true/false, multiple choice, circle all correct responses). For 
items with one correct answer, include a “Don’t Know” option to reduce guessing. Ask several 
knowledge questions needed to complete the behavior. Score individual items to compare 
knowledge between skills. If you need to compare groups or a pre-post, you can also total the 
score for knowledge items and compare between groups or time-points.  

 Examples:  
 Which of the following can be put into the yard waste? Circle all that apply. 

- Banana peels 
- Egg shells 
- Coffee cups with wax coating 
- Raw meat 
- Cardboard 

 
 True or false: pizza boxes with only grease stains are recyclable 

- True 
- False 
- Don’t know 

 

Environmental Constraints 
(Structural Barriers) 

External factors (not social-psychological) that prevent or 
make the behavior difficult to enact. Examples include 
availability of needed systems or equipment (e.g., no yard 
waste for compost), money or time (e.g., installing high 
efficiency insulation in home), personnel (e.g., no business 
within range to install renewable residential energy system).  

 
 Qualitative research can be used to identify the barriers that exist to enacting the behavior for 

your audience.  

 Example questions:  
 If you wanted to install a rain garden, is there anything that would prevent you 

from doing it?  
 What resources do you need to install a rain garden? Do you have them? 
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 Quantitative research can take the themes that arose from the qualitative research (e.g., don’t 

have a landscaping company to do it, cost is too high) and weight how large of a barrier it is. The 
largest barriers should be prioritized in an intervention.  

 I don’t know of a landscaping company to install a rain garden.   

Not at all true    Absolutely true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Installing a rain garden costs too much.  

Not at all true    Absolutely true 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Behavioral Intentions Behavioral intentions are just what they sound like: they ask whether an 
individual plans to enact the behavior or not. Specifying when and/or where 
the behavior takes place is a strong strategy. Best measured with in a 
quantitative format because you are investigating the specific behavior you 
want to change.   

 

 Qualitative example: 
 What do you plan to do when your dog poops on a walk?  

 
 Quantitative example: 

When I walk my dog, how likely are you to pick up its waste and throw it in the trash: 

Not at all likely    Absolutely likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

 

Behavior The specific behavior you want your audience to adopt! You can ask your audience to 
self-report whether or not they engage in the behavior to get an idea of whether it is a 
problem in the population. However, people tend to bend the truth a bit in self-reports, 
so if you can gather this information through observation or residential evidence, that is 
a better indicator of actual behavior.  

 

 Qualitative example:  

 What do you do when your dog poops on a walk? 
 

 Quantitative example:  

When I walk my dog, I pick up its waste and throw it in the trash: 

Never    Always 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 


