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Introduction and Definitional Framework

The concept of Planned Behavior resides at the core of cognitive social psychology,

differentiating actions that are performed volitionally and reflectively from those that are reactive,

reflexive, or habitual. Planned behavior, fundamentally, refers to actions that are under the living

being's direct cognitive management and control, requiring conscious decision-making, evaluation,

and forethought. This stands in stark contrast to more automatic or primal responses, which often

bypass complex cognitive processing. Understanding planned behavior is crucial because it

provides a framework for predicting and influencing human actions, particularly in areas requiring

significant self-regulation, such as health promotion, consumer choice, and ethical decision-

making.

In the realm of social psychology, the formalization of this concept is encapsulated within Icek

Ajzen's Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), an influential model designed to predict and explain

human actions across diverse contexts. The TPB posits that the immediate precursor to engaging

in a specific behavior is the individual's behavioral intention. This intention, or the conscious aim

to participate in the behavior, is itself determined by a complex interplay of three primary cognitive

determinants: the individual's attitude toward the behavior, the perceived social pressure

(subjective norms), and the individual's assessment of their capacity to execute the behavior

(perceived behavioral control). These three factors mathematically predict the strength of the

intention, which subsequently predicts the likelihood of the behavior being performed, assuming a

sufficient degree of actual control over the situation exists.

The theory provides a robust conceptual structure wherein behavior is not simply a reaction to

external stimuli but a carefully calculated outcome derived from reasoned deliberation. For an

action to be classified effectively within the domain of planned behavior, the actor must possess

sufficient cognitive resources to evaluate potential outcomes, weigh societal expectations, and

assess internal and external limitations. This emphasis on cognitive management is what makes

the TPB particularly useful in judicial and ethical contexts, where determining whether an action

constitutes planned behavior versus an impulsive reaction is often essential for assigning

responsibility and culpability. The theory suggests that if the determinants are favorable, the

intention will be strong, and the resulting action will be highly representative of a planned, rather

than an accidental or forced, outcome.

Historical Context: Evolution from the Theory of Reasoned Action

The Theory of Planned Behavior did not emerge in a vacuum; it developed directly from its

predecessor, the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), formulated by Martin Fishbein and Icek

Ajzen in the 1970s. The TRA was groundbreaking in its assertion that most human actions of

social relevance are under volitional control and are predictable from intentions, which are, in turn,
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derived from attitudes and subjective norms. The TRA proved highly effective in predicting

behaviors over which individuals had complete, or near-complete, control, such as voting for a

political candidate or choosing a specific brand of toothpaste. However, empirical studies began to

reveal significant limitations when applied to behaviors where external factors or skills deficiencies

posed substantial barriers to execution.

The critical limitation of the TRA lay precisely in its assumption of perfect volitional control. Many

significant behaviors, such as engaging in regular exercise, losing weight, or overcoming addiction,

are often hindered by non-volitional factors like lack of opportunity, scarcity of resources,

insufficient skill sets, or unforeseen obstacles. If an individual has a positive attitude and strong

social support (high intention), yet lacks the resources or belief in their ability to perform the action,

the TRA would inaccurately predict the successful performance of the behavior. Recognizing this

deficiency, Ajzen expanded the model in 1985 by introducing the third, crucial determinant:

Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC), thereby establishing the Theory of Planned Behavior.

The integration of PBC fundamentally transformed the model's scope and predictive power. By

explicitly accounting for the perceived ease or difficulty of performing the behavior, the TPB

became applicable to a much broader range of actions, especially those characterized by

uncertainty, habit formation, or dependence on external factors. This refinement allowed

researchers to better understand why strong intentions often fail to translate into actual behavior--a

phenomenon frequently termed the "intention-behavior gap." The transition from TRA to TPB

marked a conceptual shift, acknowledging that planning and execution are contingent not only on

desire and social approval but also on the individual's assessment of their capability and available

resources.

Determinant 1: Attitude Toward the Behavior

The first primary determinant of behavioral intention within the TPB framework is the Attitude

Toward the Behavior. This component reflects the degree to which an individual holds a favorable

or unfavorable evaluation of the specific behavior in question. It is not a generalized attitude toward

an object or person, but rather the specific affective and evaluative disposition toward performing

the action itself. A strong, positive attitude suggests the individual anticipates beneficial outcomes

and perceives the act itself as desirable, thereby creating a powerful impetus toward forming a

strong intention.

Attitudes are formed through what Ajzen terms behavioral beliefs and outcome evaluations.

Behavioral beliefs are the individual's subjective probability that performing the behavior will lead to

specific consequences (e.g., "If I exercise regularly, I will improve my health"). Outcome

evaluations represent the value or importance the individual places on those consequences (e.g.,

"Improving my health is extremely important to me"). The overall attitude is computed
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mathematically as the summation of the products of each accessible behavioral belief multiplied by

its corresponding outcome evaluation. Therefore, to influence an individual's attitude toward a

behavior, intervention efforts must either alter their perception of the likely outcomes or change the

value they place upon those outcomes.

For instance, if a public health campaign seeks to increase vaccination rates, it must first ensure

the target audience believes the vaccine will result in protection (behavioral belief) and that being

protected is a worthwhile outcome (outcome evaluation). If the individual holds strong beliefs that

the behavior leads to positive, valued outcomes, their attitude will be positive, reinforcing the

intention to act. Conversely, if the individual anticipates negative or trivial consequences, or places

low value on the positive outcomes, their attitude will be negative, thus weakening the behavioral

intention and making the performance of the planned behavior less likely.

Determinant 2: Subjective Norms

The second determinant, Subjective Norms, captures the perceived social pressure to engage or

not engage in a behavior. Humans are fundamentally social beings, and our intentions are heavily

modulated by our perception of what important others--known as referent individuals or groups--

think we should do. Subjective norms reflect the perceived social desirability of the action. If an

individual believes that most people important to them approve of the behavior, they experience a

strong subjective norm supporting the action, thereby bolstering their intention.

Subjective norms are complex constructs built upon two distinct elements: normative beliefs and

motivation to comply. Normative beliefs refer to the individual's perception of whether specific

referent individuals or groups (e.g., family, friends, colleagues, doctors) approve or disapprove of

performing the behavior (e.g., "My doctor thinks I should quit smoking"). Motivation to comply

measures the extent to which the individual is motivated to adhere to the perceived expectations of

those referent groups (e.g., "How much do I want to do what my doctor recommends?"). The

strength of the subjective norm is derived by weighting each normative belief by the corresponding

motivation to comply.

It is important to note that the TPB emphasizes the subjective nature of this social pressure. It is

not the actual opinions or expectations of others that matter, but the individual's *perception* of

those opinions. Furthermore, research has sometimes delineated between injunctive norms

(perceptions of what others think one should do) and descriptive norms (perceptions of what others

actually do). While the core TPB model traditionally focuses on injunctive aspects, the overall

social environment significantly mediates the relationship between subjective norms and intention.

A powerful subjective norm can sometimes override a neutral or even slightly negative attitude,

particularly in behaviors related to group identity or public performance.
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Determinant 3: Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC)

The third and arguably most critical determinant added by the TPB is Perceived Behavioral

Control (PBC). PBC refers to the individual's belief regarding the ease or difficulty of performing

the behavior; it is a measure of self-efficacy and perceived control over the necessary resources,

skills, and opportunities. If an individual believes they possess the requisite capabilities and

resources, their PBC will be high, which significantly contributes to a stronger intention and a

higher likelihood of behavioral performance.

PBC is derived from control beliefs and perceived power. Control beliefs relate to the presence

or absence of factors that may facilitate or impede the performance of the behavior (e.g., "I have

enough money and time to join a gym"). Perceived power refers to the perceived impact or weight

of each control factor (e.g., "How influential is the lack of time in preventing me from exercising?").

High PBC indicates that the individual anticipates few obstacles and believes they have control

over the necessary conditions, fostering confidence in their ability to plan and execute the action

successfully.

The unique significance of PBC is its dual function within the TPB model. First, like attitude and

subjective norms, PBC directly contributes to the formation of behavioral intention. Second, PBC

can exert a direct influence on the actual behavior itself, independent of intention. This direct link

acknowledges that even if an individual intends strongly to perform a behavior, if they encounter

insurmountable difficulties or realize their perceived control was inaccurate, the action may still fail.

Conversely, in situations where intentions are moderate but perceived control is very high (e.g., a

simple, low-effort task), the behavior may still occur. This dual pathway provides the TPB with its

superior explanatory power over the original TRA, allowing it to model actions that are constrained

by situational, environmental, or internal limitations.

The Central Role of Behavioral Intention

In the hierarchy of the Theory of Planned Behavior, Behavioral Intention serves as the

immediate, proximal determinant of planned behavior. Intention is defined as the individual's

readiness or resolution to perform a given action. It represents a commitment to exert effort and is

conceptualized as the cognitive bridge linking the three antecedent determinants (Attitude,

Subjective Norms, and PBC) to the actual execution of the behavior. A stronger intention signifies

a higher probability that the individual will attempt and successfully perform the behavior when the

opportunity arises.

The theoretical model posits a clear, linear relationship: changes in the three cognitive

determinants lead directly to changes in the strength of the intention. If an individual holds a

positive attitude, perceives strong social support, and possesses high confidence in their ability to

execute the action, the resulting intention to perform the behavior will be robust. This strong

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=17690
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


PLANNED BEHAVIOR 6

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

intention acts as a motivational force, guiding the individual's subsequent cognitive planning and

resource allocation. Conversely, if any of the three determinants are weak or contradictory, the

resulting intention will be weak, making the ultimate performance of the planned behavior unlikely.

However, the TPB recognizes that intention is a necessary but not always sufficient condition for

behavior. The translation of intention into action is moderated by two key factors: the accuracy of

the individual's Perceived Behavioral Control and the existence of sufficient Actual Behavioral

Control. If the individual's perception of control (PBC) is wildly inaccurate, or if unforeseen

circumstances drastically impede actual control (e.g., a sudden illness or resource depletion), the

intention-behavior link may fail. This observation has spurred subsequent research focusing on

implementation intentions and planning strategies designed to help individuals bridge the gap

between their commitment (intention) and their ultimate actions (behavior).

Applications and Empirical Support

The Theory of Planned Behavior has demonstrated remarkable versatility and predictive validity

across an expansive array of behavioral domains, establishing it as one of the most widely applied

models in applied psychology. Its structure allows researchers and practitioners to systematically

identify the most influential levers for behavior change within specific populations.

In Health Psychology, the TPB has been instrumental in developing interventions aimed at

promoting healthy habits and curbing risky behaviors.

It successfully predicts intentions related to weight loss, adherence to medical regimens,

participation in screening programs (e.g., mammography), and engagement in regular physical

activity.

The model helps explain why individuals adopt safer sex practices, reduce alcohol consumption, or

quit smoking, by identifying which determinant--attitude, social pressure, or self-efficacy--holds the

greatest predictive weight in that specific context.

Beyond health, the TPB has proven valuable in Organizational and Environmental Psychology.

It predicts employee performance intentions, the adoption of new technologies in the workplace,

and intentions related to ethical decision-making. In environmental studies, it has been used to

predict recycling behavior, intentions to purchase green products, and conservation efforts. The

consistent empirical finding is that, across most volitional behaviors, the TPB accounts for a

significant portion of the variance in intention (often 40-50%) and a moderate portion of the

variance in actual behavior, confirming its utility as a foundational tool for social influence and

intervention design.
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Critiques and Theoretical Refinements

Despite its extensive support and practical utility, the Theory of Planned Behavior is not without its

critics, and ongoing research continues to explore its limitations and potential refinements. One

common criticism centers on the model's inherent rationality: critics argue that TPB

overemphasizes deliberate, reasoned decision-making and insufficiently accounts for behaviors

driven by emotion, habit, past experience, or deeply ingrained moral convictions. Many daily

actions are performed automatically or impulsively, bypassing the comprehensive cognitive

assessment predicted by the model.

Furthermore, the persistent challenge of the intention-behavior gap remains a primary focus of

theoretical refinement. While the TPB successfully predicts intentions, the correlation between

intention and subsequent behavior is often only moderate, suggesting that other factors mediate or

moderate the translation process. Researchers have proposed various extensions to enhance the

model's predictive power:

Adding Moral Norms: Incorporating personal feelings of moral obligation, particularly relevant for

ethical behaviors like cheating or donating blood.

Including Affective Components: Adding measures of anticipated regret or immediate emotional

reactions to the behavior, which can influence intention independently of rational attitudes.

Integrating Past Behavior/Habit: Recognizing that repetitive past behavior can create automaticity

that bypasses conscious deliberation, making strong habits resistant to changes in attitude or

norms.

Ultimately, while the TPB may not capture the totality of human behavior, especially spontaneous

or highly emotional acts, it remains the leading framework for understanding and predicting actions

that fall under the category of planned behavior--those actions guided by conscious aims,

evaluations, social awareness, and perceived self-control. Ongoing research continues to integrate

temporal factors, contextual variables, and non-rational influences to create more comprehensive

and nuanced models of behavioral control.
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