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Introduction to Perceived Behavioral Control

Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC) represents a fundamental psychological construct, defined

precisely as the degree to which an individual believes that performing a specific action or behavior

is under their active management, volition, and capacity. This concept is perhaps most famously

institutionalized as a key determinant within the comprehensive structure of Icek Ajzen's Theory of

Planned Behavior (TPB), serving as the mechanism by which environmental constraints, resource

limitations, and personal capability assessments are integrated into the process of behavioral

decision-making. PBC moves beyond simple motivational factors by acknowledging the critical role

of perceived feasibility; an individual may hold a highly positive attitude toward a behavior and feel

significant social pressure to perform it, yet if they perceive themselves as lacking the necessary

resources, skills, or opportunities, the probability of forming a strong intention--and subsequently

executing the behavior--diminishes substantially. Essentially, PBC captures the subjective

probability assessment concerning the availability of requisite factors, ranging from internal

competencies, such as knowledge and skills, to external opportunities, such as time, money, or

cooperation from others.

The introduction of Perceived Behavioral Control into psychological theory addressed a crucial

limitation inherent in earlier models of reasoned action, which primarily focused on attitudes and

subjective norms as predictors of behavioral intention. These earlier frameworks often struggled to

accurately predict behaviors over which individuals did not possess complete volitional control,

such as adhering to complex dietary restrictions or navigating bureaucratic obstacles. By

incorporating PBC, Ajzen formalized the understanding that behavior is not solely a product of

desire or social pressure, but is fundamentally constrained or facilitated by the perceived ease or

difficulty of execution. This belief acts as a powerful filtering mechanism: if the path to behavior is

perceived as riddled with insurmountable obstacles, the intention to pursue that path is unlikely to

materialize, irrespective of how desirable the end result might be. The subjective nature of this

perception is paramount; what matters is not the objective reality of the resources available, but the

individual's personal conviction regarding their own capacity to marshal those resources

effectively.

The operational definition of PBC thus encompasses two primary components that often interact:

the perception of self-efficacy, which relates to the confidence in one's ability to perform the

behavior successfully, and the perception of controllability, which relates to the belief that the

execution of the behavior is within one's power, regardless of external constraints or barriers. A

high level of PBC suggests the individual feels both competent and unhindered, leading to stronger

behavioral intentions and, often, a direct pathway to action. Conversely, low PBC, characterized by

doubt regarding one's skills or the belief that external factors are too formidable, functions as a

decisive dampener on behavioral planning. Recognizing this duality is essential for effective

intervention design, as strategies aimed at enhancing PBC must often address both the internal
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self-assessment of capability and the external assessment of environmental or situational barriers.

Conceptual Foundations and Distinctions

While Perceived Behavioral Control is a core tenet of the Theory of Planned Behavior, its

conceptual roots share territory with, yet remain distinct from, several other prominent

psychological constructs, most notably Albert Bandura's concept of Self-Efficacy and Julian

Rotter's framework of Locus of Control. Differentiating PBC from these related concepts is critical

for precise theoretical application and measurement within research. Self-efficacy, defined as the

belief in one's capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to manage

prospective situations, is arguably the closest conceptual relative. Indeed, PBC often incorporates

self-efficacy as its competence component. However, PBC extends beyond mere capability

assessment by explicitly integrating the perception of external constraints and the availability of

non-personal resources necessary for the action. For example, an individual may possess high

self-efficacy regarding their ability to run a marathon (they believe they are physically capable), but

if they perceive low control because they believe their work schedule absolutely precludes the

necessary 20 hours per week of training time, their overall PBC for running the marathon would be

low.

The distinction between PBC and Locus of Control (LOC) is even more pronounced, primarily

revolving around specificity versus generality. Locus of Control is a generalized, stable personality

characteristic describing the extent to which individuals believe they can control events affecting

them; those with an internal LOC believe outcomes are contingent upon their own behavior, while

those with an external LOC attribute outcomes to fate, luck, or powerful others. PBC, in stark

contrast, is highly situation-specific and behavior-specific. It is a belief assessed only in relation to

a single target behavior (e.g., recycling plastic bottles), whereas LOC is a global orientation toward

life outcomes. An individual might exhibit a generally internal LOC but perceive very low control

over a specific, highly regulated behavior, such as navigating a complex international import law.

Therefore, while a generalized internal LOC may predispose an individual to higher PBC across

many situations, PBC provides the necessary granularity for predicting specific, context-dependent

actions.

The complexity of PBC often requires researchers to view it as a hybrid construct that merges

elements of personal capability with situational feasibility. Ajzen himself acknowledged the practical

and theoretical challenges of separating the efficacy and controllability components entirely, often

advocating for a unified measurement approach in applied settings, particularly where the behavior

is largely self-determined. However, in contexts where the environment presents significant,

objective barriers--such as navigating complex public health systems or overcoming financial

hardship--the controllability aspect of PBC gains heightened predictive power. Understanding

these nuances allows researchers and practitioners to tailor interventions effectively: boosting self-
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efficacy might involve skills training or mastery experiences, while boosting perceived controllability

might involve providing resources, reducing administrative burdens, or securing logistical support

necessary for the behavior to occur.

Determinants of Perceived Behavioral Control

The level of Perceived Behavioral Control an individual holds regarding a specific behavior is not

innate but is derived from a complex interplay of internal and external factors that shape their

expectations and confidence. Internally, the primary determinant is the individual's history of

success or failure in performing similar actions. Direct experience serves as a robust source of

information; repeated successful execution of related behaviors strengthens the belief in one's

capacity, reinforcing high PBC. Conversely, previous failures, particularly those attributed to

internal shortcomings rather than external bad luck, can severely erode PBC. This direct

experience is supplemented by vicarious learning, where observing others successfully perform

the behavior, especially those perceived as similar to oneself, can raise the observer's expectation

that they, too, possess the requisite skills and resources.

Beyond personal history, PBC is heavily influenced by the assessment of available resources and

anticipated obstacles, which represent the external dimension of control. Resources that

significantly contribute to high PBC include possessing relevant knowledge and skills, having

sufficient time, access to necessary equipment or infrastructure, and adequate financial means.

For instance, an individual's PBC regarding long-term investment planning depends not only on

their confidence in understanding market principles (internal skill) but also on the perceived

availability of disposable income (external resource). Obstacles, conversely, are perceived barriers

that make the behavior seem difficult or impossible. These can range from social impediments,

such as lack of support from family or peers, to structural impediments, such as prohibitive costs,

geographical distance, or restrictive policies. The sheer number and perceived magnitude of these

anticipated barriers directly lowers PBC.

Furthermore, psychological and emotional states play a subtle yet significant determining role. For

example, individuals experiencing high levels of stress, anxiety, or emotional exhaustion may

report lower PBC for even relatively simple tasks, as these states can impair cognitive functions

necessary for planning and execution, leading to a diminished sense of mastery. The interpretation

of physiological feedback is also relevant; if attempting a behavior causes immediate physical

discomfort or distress, this feedback can be interpreted as a sign of incapability or high difficulty,

thereby lowering PBC. Ultimately, the formation of PBC involves a rapid, often unconscious cost-

benefit analysis concerning capability and feasibility. It is the integration of these multiple sources

of information--personal history, observed outcomes, resource availability, and current emotional

state--that synthesizes the final belief regarding the extent to which the action is truly under the

individual's active management.
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Measurement and Operationalization

The accurate measurement of Perceived Behavioral Control is paramount for effectively testing

the predictive validity of the Theory of Planned Behavior and for designing targeted interventions.

Since PBC is a multi-faceted construct encompassing both self-efficacy (capability) and

controllability (feasibility), researchers typically operationalize it through multi-item scales that

capture these underlying dimensions. Ajzen recommends using parallel scaling techniques where

questions are phrased to directly assess the individual's perception of ease or difficulty associated

with the performance of the target behavior. These measurements generally utilize Likert-type

scales, ranging from endpoints like "Extremely difficult" to "Extremely easy," or "I have no control"

to "I have complete control."

In most standard applications, researchers employ two distinct types of items to fully capture the

scope of PBC. The first set of items focuses on the self-efficacy component, assessing the degree

of confidence the individual feels in their ability to perform the behavior successfully. Examples

include statements such as, "I am confident that I could perform if I wanted to," measured on a

scale of "Not at all confident" to "Extremely confident." The second set of items focuses on the

controllability component, assessing the perceived difficulty or external barriers. This might involve

questions such as, "For me, performing is..." measured on a scale from "Impossible" to "Totally

possible." Combining the scores from these efficacy and controllability items yields a composite

PBC score, which is then used in regression analyses to predict behavioral intention and,

sometimes, behavior itself.

A significant challenge in the operationalization of PBC lies in ensuring that the measured

construct is truly distinct from, yet inclusive of, self-efficacy. Some scholars argue that in many

simple behaviors where external constraints are minimal (e.g., choosing what to eat for lunch),

PBC measures become functionally equivalent to self-efficacy measures. However, when studying

complex, resource-intensive, or institutionally regulated behaviors (e.g., starting a new business,

adhering to complex medication protocols), explicit items concerning external resource availability

and anticipated barriers become essential to capturing the true variance attributable to perceived

control. Rigorous research practice demands careful piloting and factor analysis to confirm that the

selected items accurately reflect the target behavior's unique blend of internal capability

requirements and external feasibility constraints, ensuring that the resulting PBC score is a valid

predictor within the context of the study.

PBC's Role in the Theory of Planned Behavior

Within the comprehensive framework of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), Perceived

Behavioral Control holds a dual and pivotal role, acting both as an antecedent to behavioral

intention and as a potential direct predictor of actual behavior. This dual pathway is what gives the
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TPB its distinctive predictive power over models that only account for attitudes and subjective

norms. The primary function of PBC is motivational: a high level of perceived control strengthens

the individual's resolve and commitment to executing the behavior. If a person believes they

possess the requisite skills and resources, and that the path to action is relatively clear, they are

far more likely to form a strong behavioral intention compared to someone who harbors doubts

about their capability or the feasibility of the task. PBC acts synergistically with positive attitudes

and supportive subjective norms to maximize the strength of the intention.

The secondary, yet equally important, function of PBC is its capacity to predict behavior directly,

independent of intention. This direct link is hypothesized to operate under two specific conditions.

First, when the behavior is not entirely volitional--that is, when actual control is genuinely limited by

objective external factors--PBC serves as a proxy for actual control. In this scenario, the subjective

perception of control guides behavior. If an individual believes they can overcome the external

constraint (high PBC), they may try harder or persist longer, increasing the likelihood of success,

even if the objective difficulty is high. Second, the direct link may be stronger for highly complex

behaviors requiring significant planning and management. In such cases, high PBC may not only

reflect confidence but also the perceived ability to effectively navigate unforeseen difficulties that

arise during the execution phase, turning a weak intention into successful action.

The overall predictive model of the TPB posits that behavior is primarily predicted by intention, but

this relationship is moderated and supplemented by PBC. Research confirms that PBC often

contributes unique variance to the prediction of both intention and behavior across a vast range of

domains, from health psychology to consumer behavior. The predictive efficacy of PBC

underscores the necessity of moving beyond simple messaging and motivational campaigns in

behavior change interventions. Instead, effective strategies must systematically address and

enhance the individual's sense of control. This means interventions must not only persuade

individuals that the behavior is good (attitude) and socially acceptable (subjective norm) but must

also explicitly provide the resources, skills training, and environmental support necessary to bolster

the belief that the behavior is feasible and within their reach.

Practical Applications Across Disciplines

The utility of Perceived Behavioral Control extends far beyond academic theory, serving as a

critical leverage point in applied settings across diverse disciplines, including health psychology,

organizational behavior, marketing, and environmental science. In the realm of public health, PBC

is frequently targeted to improve adherence to complex medical regimens, such as managing

chronic diseases like diabetes or hypertension. For instance, interventions aimed at increasing

physical activity or dietary compliance often fail if they only focus on the negative consequences of

inaction. By contrast, interventions that increase PBC--through structured skills training, providing

accessible equipment, or offering peer support to demonstrate task mastery--significantly improve
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the likelihood that patients will initiate and sustain the required behavioral changes. High PBC

translates into greater self-management efficacy.

In organizational behavior and workplace performance, PBC is highly relevant to understanding

employee motivation, adoption of new technologies, and safety compliance. When employees

perceive low control over their working conditions, or believe they lack the skills necessary to

master a new operational process, resistance and non-compliance are likely, regardless of

management directives or incentives. Successful organizational change management often

involves explicitly addressing control perceptions--for example, by providing comprehensive

training, ensuring adequate time for transition, or involving employees in the planning process to

boost their sense of mastery and ownership. Similarly, in safety protocols, if workers perceive that

safety procedures are overly complicated or interfere with production efficiency, lowering their

PBC, they are more likely to bypass those procedures, even if they value safety generally.

Furthermore, PBC plays a significant role in consumer behavior and environmental sustainability.

Studies show that intentions to adopt sustainable practices, such as recycling, reducing energy

consumption, or purchasing hybrid vehicles, are often heavily mediated by PBC. A consumer may

strongly desire to recycle (positive attitude) but if municipal recycling services are confusing,

inaccessible, or non-existent, their PBC for recycling drops precipitously, leading to a failure of

intention translation. Marketing campaigns leveraging PBC often focus on simplifying the process,

demonstrating ease of use, or highlighting the availability of resources (e.g., providing easy-to-use

home composting kits) to bridge the gap between environmental concern and actual behavior.

Challenges and Criticisms

Despite its robust predictive power and wide applicability, the construct of Perceived Behavioral

Control has faced several theoretical and methodological challenges since its integration into the

Theory of Planned Behavior. One of the most persistent criticisms revolves around the conceptual

overlap between PBC and Self-Efficacy. Critics argue that in practice, especially when measuring

simple behaviors, the distinction often blurs, leading to questions about whether PBC offers

sufficient unique explanatory power beyond Bandura's original construct. While Ajzen maintains

that PBC includes the crucial element of external control/feasibility, empirical evidence sometimes

struggles to consistently separate the variance attributable solely to controllability from that

attributable to self-efficacy, particularly when using standard, unified measurement scales.

A second major challenge concerns the relationship between perceived control and actual control.

The TPB hypothesizes that PBC acts as a proxy for actual control, especially when predicting

behavior directly. However, measuring actual control objectively is inherently difficult, as it requires

researchers to quantify all necessary skills, resources, and environmental obstacles. When PBC

significantly deviates from actual control--for example, if an individual is overconfident about a task
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(high PBC, low actual control), or conversely, possesses the skills but lacks confidence (low PBC,

high actual control)--the predictive accuracy of the TPB can be compromised. The subjective

nature of PBC means that it is prone to cognitive biases, such as optimism bias or defensive

pessimism, further complicating its role as a proxy for objective reality.

Finally, the stability and context-dependency of PBC present methodological hurdles. Unlike

generalized personality traits, PBC is highly sensitive to immediate situational cues. A person may

exhibit high PBC for giving a presentation in a small meeting but very low PBC for speaking at a

large international conference. This sensitivity requires precise elicitation procedures; the

measurement of PBC must be perfectly aligned with the target behavior, action, target, context,

and time (TACT) elements of the intention. Failure to match these elements precisely can lead to

weak correlations. Furthermore, while the TPB assumes PBC is formed through a rational

assessment of factors, the actual process may be influenced by transient emotional states or

recent irrelevant experiences, suggesting that the rationality assumption underpinning the

formation of PBC may be overly simplistic in real-world decision-making environments.

Future Directions in Research

Future research on Perceived Behavioral Control is likely to focus on refining its measurement,

exploring its interaction with non-cognitive factors, and integrating it within broader, dynamic

models of behavior change. One critical area involves dissecting the efficacy-controllability

components more rigorously. Researchers are increasingly developing sophisticated structural

equation models that attempt to model these two components separately to determine their unique

contributions across different types of behaviors (e.g., skill-intensive vs. resource-intensive

behaviors). This will help clarify whether interventions should focus primarily on boosting internal

confidence or removing external logistical barriers, depending on the behavior being targeted.

Another promising direction involves integrating temporal dynamics and habit formation into the

study of PBC. The TPB is often criticized for being most effective at predicting single, planned

actions rather than repeated, habitual behaviors. Research could explore how PBC changes over

the course of habit formation; initially, high PBC might be crucial for initiating the behavior, but as

the behavior becomes automatic, the conscious assessment of control may diminish.

Understanding this shift will be vital for designing long-term interventions that transition individuals

from intentional action guided by PBC to automatic action driven by environmental cues and

routines.

Finally, there is growing interest in the neural and affective correlates of PBC. Advances in

neuroscience may allow researchers to identify the brain regions involved in assessing capacity

and feasibility, potentially linking PBC to neural systems responsible for risk assessment and effort

expenditure. Furthermore, exploring the relationship between emotions (e.g., hope, anxiety,
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frustration) and fluctuations in PBC could lead to richer, more nuanced models. For example,

understanding how a momentary feeling of inadequacy impacts PBC and subsequent intention

could open new avenues for real-time, context-aware interventions that address control beliefs

immediately when they are threatened by acute emotional distress or unexpected barriers. The

enduring relevance of PBC ensures that it will remain a central pillar in the psychological study of

volitional behavior.
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