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Consumer’s Perceived Control 
A Critical Review and a Research Agenda

Renaud Lunardo, Troyes Champagne School of Management, France

ABSTRACT
The inconsistent results about the influence of perceived control 

on consumer behavior raised questions regarding its conceptualiza-
tion and the need to consider desire for control when modeling its 
influence. This paper presents a review of past research on perceived 
control and offers a propositional agenda for further research.

InTRoduCTIon
There is virtual consensus among researchers that individu-

als’ understanding of how much control they can exert over their 
behavior has been shown to affect how they behave and how they 
evaluate themselves and the environment (Rotter 1966). Despite the 
term “control” has been used and defined in a multitude of ways, 
it is often referred to as “the belief that one can determine one’s 
own internal states and behavior, influence one’s environment, 
and/or bring about desired outcomes” (Wallston et al. 1987, 5). 
As such, perceived control has been studied in a wide number of 
fields, from psychology to medicine (Skinner 1996). It has been 
demonstrated to be an important driver of behavior, resulting in more 
performance of behavior. For instance, in the field of psychology, 
empirical evidence testing prominent theories, including the theory 
of reasoned action (Fishbein 1967) and the learned helplessness 
model (Seligman 1975), has shown that perceived control exerts 
a significant influence on human well-being (Langer and Rodin, 
1976), task performance (Geer, Davison, and Gatchel 1970), anxiety 
(Staub, Tursky and Schwartz 1971) and stress (Lazarus and Folk-
man 1984; Paterson and Neufeld 1995).

It was not until the 1990s that perceived control made its first 
appearance in consumer-related studies (Hui and Bateson 1991). 
Relying on Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) approach to environ-
mental psychology by conceptualizing perceived control as an 
affective response to the environment – the emotion of dominance 
– the study of perceived control in consumer research intensified 
with the emergence of emotions as a component of the consumer 
experience (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982) and new conceptualiza-
tions of servicescapes (Bitner 1992). Despite a high criticism of the 
most frequently used perceived control measure – the Dominance 
subscale of the PAD (Mehrabian and Russell 1974) – inclusion of 
perceived control in consumer research continued unabated. 

However, significant perceived control findings in consumer 
research have sometimes been rare or contradictory, leading some 
suggest that the inclusion of perceived control in consumer research 
is unproductive and should be abandoned (Russell and Pratt 1980; 
Yani-de-Soriano and Foxall 2006). Several reasons have emerged 
to explain the lack of significant findings. For example, some have 
suggested that the problems may come from the inappropriate use 
of terms resulting in conceptual ambiguity.

Given these concerns, the purpose of this paper is to present 
a thorough review of consumer behavior studies in the marketing 
literature that have examined perceived control. The review is 
grounded in the theoretical models from several fields, from social 
psychology to marketing, with the specific goal of providing a 
framework to address the question: “To what extent are differences 
in perceived control useful in explaining meaningful variations 
among consumer behaviors?” Addressing this question will help 
clarify whether enthusiasm or skepticism about perceived control 
research in consumer behavior is warranted, and, if warranted, what 
direction(s) future research should take.

PERCEIvEd ConTRol AS A  
PSYCHoloGICAl ConSTRuCT

A wide set of different terms, signifying essentially the same 
thing, have been used over the course of perceived control research. 
The perceived control construct has been called by “many differ-
ent things, including, besides control, self-directedness, choice, 
decision freedom, agency, mastery, autonomy, self-efficacy, and 
self-determination” (Rodin 1990, 1). Meanwhile, as the definition 
has broadened, the precision of the meaning has lessened, leading 
to a surprising heterogeneity among the constructs researchers use 
to describe perceived control (Skinner 1996). Thus, a literature 
review is needed to provide a clear and unambiguous definition of 
the subject under analysis. With respect to this particular literature 
review, it requires not only understanding what perceived control 
is, but also understanding how it is related to, yet different from, 
other control terminology.

Contributing to the inconsistent use of terminology is the fact 
that the term “control” is not similarly treated in both psychology 
and marketing. In psychology, the history of research on perceived 
control is a long one, involving many different general theoretical 
frameworks and a host of specific constructs, including locus of 
control, causal attributions, and self-efficacy (Skinner 1995). From 
Rotter’s (1966) general social learning theory came the construct of 
locus of control (LOC), which refers to people’s perceptions about 
whether or not their behaviors are reliably linked to outcomes. An 
internal locus of control is the belief that they are, and an external 
locus of control is the belief that they are not. Despite hundreds of 
studies dealing with the influence of the LOC on behavior, theorists 
have pointed out that perceptions of control may not only result 
from the contingency between their actions and the outcomes, but 
also from the explanation one gives for why that is so. In other 
words, it is not uncontrollability per se, but the attributions indi-
viduals make for a perceived noncontingency between actions and 
outcomes that influence behavior (Weiner et al. 1972). Thus, locus 
of control and causal attributions are quite similar by both referring 
to control in terms of subjective beliefs about the extent to which 
certain causes lead to success and failure. However, they must not 
be confounded since they differ in terms of stability. Indeed, the 
causes to which individuals attribute events can be arrayed along 
three main dimensions: internality, stability and controllability, and 
while locus of control only relies on the dimension of internality, 
attribution relies also on stability. During the attribution process, 
the more an outcome is attributed to stable causes, the greater the 
weight that will be given to that outcome in determining predic-
tions for the future.

Although in both of the preceding conceptualizations per-
ceptions of control are products of external conditions (here, the 
degree of contingency between actions and outcomes), they also 
can refer to individual actions. In this case, perceived control 
results from individual efforts to achieve a goal (White 1959). 
These perceptions of control are sometimes referred to as feelings 
of efficacy (Bandura 1977). Self-efficacy appears to be similar to 
the perceived behavioral facet of control, one of the three facets 
of control identified by Averill (1973) who distinguished between 
behavioral, cognitive, and decisional control. Referring here to “the 
availability of a response which may directly influence or modify 
the objective characteristics of a threatening event” (286-287), it 
can also refer to the ease or difficulty of performing a behavior, 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 38) / 333

or to the confidence in one’s ability to perform, as in the Theory 
of Planned Behavior (Ajzen 1991, 2002). In a review of papers 
that have assessed perceived control, Ajzen (2002, 6) highlights 
that a common operationalization is “for me to perform behavior 
x would be very easy / difficult”. When also reviewing papers that 
contrasted self-efficacy and perceived control, self-efficacy is fre-
quently operationalized as “for me to engage in behavior x would 
be easy/difficult”, which is the same as the definition of perceived 
control. As noted by Ajzen (2002), perceived behavioral control 
and self-efficacy are quite similar since both are concerned with 
perceived ability to perform a behavior, leading to a considerable 
conceptual overlap in the operationalizations of both the constructs of 
self-efficacy and perceived control. Thus, a challenge to addressing 
the question of the role of perceived behavioral control concerns 
the imprecision with which this construct and self-efficacy are 
used in research. It seems clear that most researchers tend to use 
these terms interchangeably, even if they have distinctive qualities.

Despite those numerous conceptualizations discussed in 
psychology, perceived control is in marketing surprisingly often 
referred to as an emotion. In contrast with conceptualizations that 
see control as a durable learning process – such as the LOC – the 
perceived control literature in consumer research explicitly defines 
control in terms of dominance, an affective response to the environ-
ment (Mehrabian and Russell 1974). As such, dominance represents 
‘‘the extent a person feels powerful vis-a-vis the environment that 
surrounds him” (Russell and Mehrabian 1976, 6), ranging from 
extreme feelings of lack of control upon one’s surroundings to 
feelings of being influential and powerful, or in control. In other 
words, the positive pole is defined as the disposition to assume the 
lead, to take control, and to direct or influence others. The opposite 
pole represents the disposition to submit to authority, to follow 
orders and to comply with demands (Lorr 1991). People experience 
control in a particular setting when they feel that the environment 
facilitates goal achievement, whereas they feel a lack of control 
when the environment prevents them from achieving their goals 
(Lunardo and Mbengue 2009; Ward and Barnes 2001).

PERCEIvEd ConTRol: An ImPoRTAnT 
dRIvER of ConSumER BEHAvIoR

The Theory of Learned Heplnessness (Seligman 1975) and 
the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen 1991, 2002) have widely 
been used in psychology to explain the consequences of control on 
behavior. They both posit that a perception of control can motivate 
individuals to engage in a behavior. As a result of the use of these 
theories, a large body of theory and evidence is available to show 
that perceived control is a powerful predictor of emotions and be-
havior. The purposes of this section are to draw upon these theories 
and marketing research to identify antecedents of perceived control 
and to demonstrate how perceived control can motivate consumers 
to engage in a behavior.

Perceived Control as the Consequence of Predictability, 
Choice and Crowding

Existing literature suggests that the most prominent antecedents 
of perceived control are predictability and choice (Skinner 1996). 
In fact, some theorists so strongly believe that these constructs are 
antecedents of control that they have labeled them predictive control 
and decisional control.

The ability to predict events in the environment has been found 
to be important for the comfort and safety of organisms. Predict-
ability refers to being informed about things, anticipating what may 
happen, feeling certain about the outcome, or anticipating potential 
problems (Troup and Dewe 2002). Existing evidence in psychol-

ogy shows that the ability to predict events increases feelings of 
control and in turn reduces tension or anxiety (Staub et al. 1971). In 
consumer research, Holt (1995) has showed how predictability of 
action by spectators in professional Baseball enhances perceptions 
of control: by predicting action on the field, spectators enhance the 
perception that they are involved in the game’s production and so 
how they interject some control over the game. 

Unlike predictability, choice as an antecedent of perceived 
control has been studied in research examining the mediating role of 
perceived control on the effect of density and choice on consumer’s 
emotional feelings during the service encounter (Hui and Bateson 
1991). As found out by the authors from an experiment including 
two service settings, a bank and a bar, results showed that when 
consumers have choice (the perception that an outcome is caused by 
a person’s own decision, Hui and Bateson 1991, 175), it increases 
decisional control and results in positive outcomes, leading authors 
to conclude that “perceived control is a powerful concept in explain-
ing the consumer’s reactions to consumer density in the service 
environment” (182). Other studies also demonstrate that consumer 
choice in the traditional retail setting results in more consumer’s 
perceived control (Chang, 2006). However, studies indicate that the 
relationship between choice and perceived control is complex, and 
that giving control through more choice may not be as desirable 
as it seems at first. For instance, Wathieu et al. (2002) suggest that 
choice can be considered a predictor of perceived control only if the 
consumer has the ability to specify and adjust the choice context.

In a more setting-specific point of view, perceived control has 
also been seen as resulting from density. Because density can facili-
tate or obstruct desired behaviors, it can determine the individual’s 
perceptions of crowding which in turn negatively affect perceived 
control (Schmidt and Keating 1979; Hui and Bateson 1991). A 
study conducted by Langer and Saegart (1977) showed that those 
negative effects of crowding can be reduced by information that 
give individuals cognitive control of the situation. In contrast to the 
negative relationship between perceived crowding and perceived 
control, the sign of the relationship between density and perceived 
control can vary according to settings. For instance, Hui and Bateson 
(1991) found out that in a bank setting, high density is associated 
with lower perceived control, while in a bar setting it is associated 
with higher control. Such results give support to the assumption 
that perceived control can be used to explain the emotional and 
behavioral effects of density according to settings.

The Wide Range of Effects of Perceived Control on 
Consumer’s Behavior

Perceived control in psychological research has been found 
to exert influence on a wide set of responses. As noted by Skinner 
(1996, 556), “when people perceive that they have a high degree 
of control, they exert effort, try hard, initiate action, and persist 
in the face of failures and setbacks (…). When people perceive 
control as impossible, they withdraw, retreat, escape, or otherwise 
become passive; they become fearful, depressed, pessimistic, 
and distressed.” Briefly, it is acknowledged that when people are 
exposed to uncontrollable environments, they exhibit a variety of 
negative behavioral responses. In contrast, when they believe that 
they can personally control the environment, their performance is 
less affected.

As a multidimensional concept, perceived control in consumer 
research has been related to many constructs. When referring to the 
LOC, it has been found to have a significant influence on search 
(Srinivasan and Tikoo 1992), internals perceiving greater benefits 
to search and find the purchase process less stressful. It also has 
influence of the service encounter evaluation: when customers 
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perceive the cause of service failure to be within the control of the 
firm, they will be more dissatisfied than when the firm is perceived 
to have less control (Leong, Ang and Hui Lin Low 1997; Van Raaij 
and Pruyn 1998).

Despite studies referring as perceived control through the LOC 
or through the more specific perceived behavioral facet (Kidwell 
and Jewell 2003; Lwin and Williams 2003; Nysveen, Pedersen and 
Thorbjornsen 2005; Kang et al. 2006), the largest segment of con-
sumer research on perceived control refers to dominance, especially 
in retail and service setting literatures. Perceived control has been 
found to have an impact on consumer self-confidence (Bearden, 
Hardesty and Rose 2001), pleasure (Hui and Bateson 1991), mood, 
involvement (Ward and Barnes 2001), satisfaction (Wathieu et al. 
2002; Navasimayam and Hinkin 2003) and intention to behave 
(Mathur 1998). In retail studies involving either crowding (Dion 
2004; Van Rompay et al. 2008) or arousal (Lunardo and Mbengue 
2009) as aversive stimuli, perceived control has also been proved to 
be related to stress and coping strategies. Results show that no simple 
relationship exists between perceived control and stress, along with 
Averill (1973, 300-301) who suggested that “the stress-inducing 
or stress-reducing properties of personal control depend upon the 
meaning of the control response for the individual”. 

Although significant results have been found out, two major 
criticisms can be raised. First, studies rely on measures of dominance 
that have been rejected by several researchers due to lack of psy-
chometric qualities. Second, quite surprisingly, studies investigating 
the effect of control do not consider if the control is actually desired 
by consumers. The next section addresses these issues.

THE nEEd foR fuRTHER RESEARCH
Given that perceived control is not well understood, and often 

misunderstood, there is a pressing need for further research. The 
remainder of this article sets forth a series of issues that collectively 
can serve as the foundation for a perceived control research agenda. 
Two main future research directions are presented. The first relates 
to the conceptualization and operationalization of perceived control, 
the second to the need to consider individual differences in the 
desire for control. These issues impact the theoretical framework 
within which future studies will be designed.

Beyond Perceived Control as an Emotion in Consumer 
Research: Interests and limitations

Although the dominance has proved useful in the contexts for 
which it was developed, several limitations in its application to the 
consumer research must be recognized. It is our position and the 
position of other authors (Russell and Pratt 1980; Yani-de-Soriano 
and Foxall 2006) that dominance is not always an appropriate op-
erationalization of the perceived control concept. This conclusion 
is based on four main considerations, all relying on that perceived 
can not only be viewed as an emotion.

First, in the wide range of usages of the expression “perceived 
control”, it is often referred to as a belief. According to Skinner 
(1995), the term “belief” is appropriate since it is open to revision. 
Beliefs can refer to the future or the past, and be used at any level 
of generality from the most situation specific to the most global. 
Since emotions are transient phenomena, they cannot refer to such 
beliefs, and thus can not refer to perceived control.

Second, when defined as an emotion, perceived control is not 
seen global but rather context specific, and would differ according 
to contexts. As such, it can only refer to specific situations and not 
at a more general level. Thus, while general consumer’s perceived 
control should be able to predict tendencies, consumer’s dominance 
would only predict more specific responses.

Third, Clore, Ortony, and Foss (1987) excluded from the domain 
of emotion those descriptors that refer to subjective evaluations of 
people. However, in the psychological literature, perceived con-
trol widely refers to subjective evaluations. For instance, locus of 
control can be seen as subjective beliefs about the extent to which 
certain causes lead to success and failure, and perceived behavioral 
control refers to the subjective evaluation of being able to adopt a 
behavior. Thus, if subjective evaluation can not be conceptualized 
as emotions, nor can perceived control.

Fourth, when perceived control is considered an emotion, 
researchers use the 6-item dominance subscale of the Mehrabian 
and Russell’s (1974) PAD model (Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance). 
Notwithstanding its popularity and widespread application, the 
dominance subscale has been subjected to a number of theoretical 
and operational criticisms (Yani-de-Soriano and Foxall 2006). Two 
main problems regarding the use of dominance as a measure of 
perceived control remain unresolved. First, as mentioned by Yani-
de-Soriano and Foxall (2006), Russell (1978) did not found support 
for dominance. About 46% of the variance in dominance could 
be predicted from the other two emotions (pleasure and arousal), 
leading to consider dominance as confounded with pleasure. This 
overlap between dominance and pleasure makes dominance be in 
the PAD the factor that contributes the least to variance in approach-
avoidance behavior, accounting only for 14% of the total variance 
while pleasure accounted for 27% and arousal for 23%. Those 
problems have led numerous researchers to eliminate the semantic 
differential format (Babin and Darden 1995), to delete items from 
the original scale to replace them by ad hoc items (Donovan and 
Rossiter 1982), to create their own scale (Hui and Bateson 1991), 
or even to delete the variable in their study (Donovan et al. 1994). 
Second, the validity of the scale in assessing emotional responses to 
other stimuli, as interpersonal aspects of shopping, is not assumed 
(Yani-de-Soriano and Foxall 2006).

Thus, the conceptualization of perceived control as dominance 
poses research directions. It does not capture the complex nature of 
the perceived control concept, and its measure has not been proven 
of quality. However, operationalizing perceived control not as domi-
nance but as a multidimensional concept would also pose research 
directions. First, because of the multiplicity of perceived control 
constructs, people may have complex understandings of the many 
facets of control. Thus, in terms of measurement, researchers should 
be explicit in their assessments of control if they want to operational-
ize their constructs successfully. For instance, researchers may be 
willing to use items like “Did you have any control over outcome 
Y?” or “To what extent did you feel you had control over outcome 
Y”. Such measures may result in answers that reflect different 
constructs, such as perceptions of control, a sense of effectiveness, 
or even, when the outcome is negative, feelings of responsibility 
or self-blame (Skinner 1996). Thus, researchers should precise if 
they aim at measuring global or specific dimensions of perceived 
control. To cope with this problem, researchers may use one of 
the different measures of facets of perceived control. Among the 
three distinct dimensions of perceived control identified by Averill 
(1973), behavioral and cognitive controls are dimensions for which 
a scale already exists. Regarding perceived behavioral control, Ajzen 
(2002, 6) provides a list of scales for which the internal consisten-
cies or reliabilities range from 0.61 to 0.90. Concerning cognitive 
control, Faranda (2001) developed a 7-item, two-dimensional and 
reliable scale (a dimension of self-control with an alpha of 0.82 
and a dimension of informational control with an alpha of 0.93). 
To date, only the decisional dimension cannot yet be measured 
due to a lack of measure of quality. This analysis of marketing 
studies that assessed perceived control suggests that it is possible 
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to obtain reliable and valid measures of perceived control, but this 
is not assured and care must be taken in the formative stages of the 
research to explicitly formulate what form of perceived control the 
researchers aims at measuring.

does Everybody Want to Control? The need to Include 
Individual differences variables in the desire for Control

Not all individuals react identically to issues of personal control. 
Although most individuals have a strong desire to obtain control 
over important environmental outcomes, individual differences in 
the motivation for control exist. As noted by Burger (1989), con-
sumers may sometimes not desire feeling in control over specific 
situations. This desire for control has been defined as “a stable 
personality trait refiecting the extent to which individuals generally 
are motivated to control events in their lives” (Burger 1985, 1520). 
As pointed out by Burger and Cooper (1979), these individual 
differences in the motivation for control should help account for 
variation in behavior. According to them, individuals high in the 
desire for control are more assertive, decisive, active, and seek to 
influence others when such influence is advantageous. They prefer 
to avoid unpleasant situations or failures by manipulating events 
to ensure desired outcomes. On the contrary, indivudals low in the 
desire for control are generally nonassertive, passive, indecisive, 
and are less likely to attempt to influence others and may prefer 
that many of their daily decisions be made by others.

In consumer research, desire for control has been shown to 
affect behavior, especially when linked to locus of control. For 
instance, in a lottery context, because individuals with an internal 
locus think they have the ability to affect the outcomes of events 
in their lives, they are more likely to perceive ability to influence 
lottery outcomes by choosing winning numbers. As a result, they 
are more likely to continue to play a lottery in the face of losses 
(Sprott, Brumbaugh and Miyazaki 2001). 

However, only a few researchers included desire for control 
in their studies. For example, in the study of the impact of human 
and spatial density on the consumer’s emotional and behavioral 
responses, only the study of Van Rompay et al. (2008) among a 
wide number of studies on this topic (Dion 2004; Eroglu and Har-
rell 1986; Eroglu and Machleit 1990; Eroglu, Machleit and Chebat 
2005; Machleit, Eroglu and Mantel 2000) explicitly included the 
desire for control to explain the influence of control. The authors 
showed that the effects of human and spatial density vary with 
consumers’ desire for control: consumers high in desire for control 
react to high human density with negative affect and less approach 
behaviors, whereas consumers low in desire for control do not 
respond with negative affect. Not explicitly including the desire 
for control construct but the motivational orientation, Lunardo and 
Mbengue (2009) found out similar results in a study examining the 
impact of perceived control on shopping behavior. Since utilitarian 
consumer behavior has been described as task related, the authors 
suggest that utilitarian-oriented consumers prefer stores in which 
the environmental stimuli enhance their feeling of control. From a 
field study, their results showed that for highly utilitarian-oriented 
consumers, a perception of lack of control leads to an increase in 
stress, while this effect is not exhibited for low utilitarian-oriented 
shoppers.

ConCluSIon
Even though widely discussed, perceived control is not well 

understood, and the term itself is often abused and misused. In 
psychology, the expression “perceived control” can either refer 
to locus of control, self-efficacy or the multidimensional concept 
of perceived control. Such a case in which the same term is used 

to refer to very different constructs is confusing, and may lead to 
ambiguous results in research. In consumer behavior, researchers 
mostly rely on Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) dominance, the 
extent to which an individual feels in control over his environment. 
By defining perceived control in this manner, the definition can be 
used by retailers for which the influence of the store environment 
on consumer’s perceived control can be of great importance. How-
ever, problems related to this conceptualization still exist. Thus, the 
purpose of this paper was to outline an agenda for further research 
around the theme of consumer’s perceived control.

Two future research directions were presented, one dealing 
with the emotional conceptualization of control, the other address-
ing the need to include individual differences in the “desire for 
control”. Considering the issue of measure, future research should 
address an underestimated aspect of perceived control in consumer 
research, the discriminant validity of the construct. Research should 
explore how perceived control differs from a number of similar 
constructs already under scrutiny in consumer behavior, such as 
self-confidence, or persuasion knowledge. The development of 
scales aiming at measuring perceived control over specific stimuli 
also warrants consideration. This would allow perceived control to 
be included in consumer research to explain how marketing stimuli 
may lead to a feeling of being controlled offers an interesting area 
for additional research. In retailing research, it would lead to a better 
understanding of the conditions under which atmospheric stimuli 
such as music, color or scents may increase consumer’s feeling of 
being controlled by the retailer through the atmosphere. This is-
sue is especially important considering the numerous stimuli used 
by retailers to control consumer’s behavior in the servicescapes 
(Bitner 1992).

Considering the individual differences in the desire for control, 
Von Rompay et al. (2008) found that desire for control moderates 
the effects of human and spatial density on perceived control, 
which in turns affects consumer’s behavior. It would be of interest 
to determine whether consumers with higher desire for control, 
as compared to those with lower levels of desire for control, are 
more willing to adopt approach-behavior when feeling in control 
over other stimuli than density in retail settings. Further, the effect 
of stimuli in online settings could be investigated to get a deep 
understanding on their effects on perceived control and behavior.
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