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THEORY OF PLANNED BEHAVIOR

Introduction and Historical Context

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) is a prominent social-psychological model designed to
predict and explain human behavior in specific contexts. Postulated initially by the American social
psychologist Icek Ajzen in 1985, TPB arose as a necessary extension of its predecessor, the
Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), which Ajzen co-developed with Martin Fishbein in the 1970s.
While TRA was highly effective in predicting behaviors that were under the individual's complete
volitional control--meaning the person could choose to perform the action or not at will--it proved
insufficient for behaviors where external constraints or required resources limited performance.
The TPB addresses this crucial limitation by integrating a third, powerful antecedent factor:
Perceived Behavioral Control. This addition allows the model to account for non-volitional
actions and vastly expands its applicability across diverse fields, ranging from public health
campaigns and environmental conservation efforts to consumer decision-making and
organizational management.

The fundamental premise of the TPB is that the immediate determinant of any given behavior is
the individual's Behavioral Intention. This intention, representing the person's motivation and
conscious plan to execute the behavior, is in turn determined by three core conceptually
independent constructs. These three antecedents--Attitude Toward the Behavior, Subjective
Norms, and Perceived Behavioral Control--combine to form a comprehensive framework for
understanding the motivational influences underlying actions. The model posits a causal flow:
these three beliefs lead to the formation of intention, and intention, coupled with sufficient actual
control over the behavior, ultimately leads to the performance of the action itself. Understanding
the interaction of these variables is key to designing effective interventions aimed at behavior
modification and change.

The shift from TRA to TPB marked a significant evolution in behavioral science, acknowledging
that motivation is not always enough. Ajzen recognized that individuals often intend to perform
certain behaviors, such as adopting a healthier diet or exercising regularly, but fail to execute them
due to perceived or actual barriers, such as lack of time, financial constraints, or difficulty
accessing resources. By incorporating the concept of perceived control, TPB provides a more
nuanced and realistic prediction of behavior, especially complex or effortful actions. This
enhancement distinguishes TPB as one of the most robust and frequently utilized frameworks for
predicting specific behaviors within the social and behavioral sciences, providing a powerful tool for
researchers and practitioners alike who seek to analyze the psychological mechanisms driving
human choices.

The Core Constructs: Attitude Toward the Behavior

The first of the three primary determinants of behavioral intention in the TPB framework is Attitude
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Toward the Behavior. This construct refers to the degree to which a person has a favorable or
unfavorable evaluation of the behavior in question. Unlike general attitudes toward an object or
concept, TPB emphasizes the specific attitude toward the *act* of performing the behavior. This
specificity is crucial for achieving high predictive validity, as general attitudes often fail to correlate
strongly with specific actions. A person's attitude is not considered a monolithic entity but is rather
an aggregate function built upon underlying cognitive components, specifically the individual's
beliefs about the outcomes of the behavior.

Attitudes are rooted in behavioral beliefs, which are the subjective probabilities that performing
the behavior will lead to certain outcomes or consequences. For instance, an individual might
believe that exercising (the behavior) will lead to improved physical fithess (the outcome). These
behavioral beliefs are paired with outcome evaluations, which reflect the value (positive or
negative) the individual places on those anticipated outcomes. If the person strongly values
physical fitness, the belief linking exercise to fitness will contribute positively and strongly to their
overall attitude toward exercising. The TPB utilizes an expectancy-value model to mathematically
combine these elements: the strength of each belief is multiplied by the evaluation of its
corresponding outcome, and these products are summed across all relevant behavioral beliefs to
yield the overall attitude score.

A positive attitude is a necessary, though not sufficient, condition for forming a strong behavioral
intention. If an individual believes that smoking cessation will lead to highly valued outcomes, such
as better health and financial savings, they will develop a positive attitude toward quitting.
Conversely, if they believe cessation will lead to undesirable side effects, such as anxiety or weight
gain, their attitude will be less favorable, reducing the likelihood of forming an intention to quit.
Interventions targeting attitude formation within the TPB framework typically focus on changing the
individual's behavioral beliefs, perhaps by highlighting previously unconsidered positive outcomes
or by challenging the perceived likelihood of negative outcomes, thus reshaping the overall
evaluation of the target behavior.

The Core Constructs: Subjective Norms

The second major determinant is Subjective Norms, which capture the perceived social pressure
to engage or not engage in a behavior. This construct reflects the individual's perception of
whether most people who are important to them think they should perform the behavior. Like
attitude, subjective norms are underpinned by specific cognitive components: normative beliefs
and motivation to comply. Normative beliefs relate to the individual's perception that specific
important reference groups or individuals--such as family, friends, colleagues, or medical
professionals--approve or disapprove of the behavior. Motivation to comply is the degree to which
the individual is willing to conform to the expectations of these specific referents. A high motivation
to comply with the expectations of an approving group results in a strong positive subjective norm
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regarding the behavior.

In contemporary behavioral research, the conceptualization of subjective norms has been refined,
often distinguishing between two types of social pressures that contribute to the overall norm. The
first is injunctive norms, which reflect perceptions of what others think one should do, aligning
closely with Ajzen's original definition focusing on social approval and disapproval. The second is
descriptive norms, which reflect perceptions of what others are actually doing. For example, an
injunctive norm might be the belief that one's parents expect one to vote, while a descriptive norm
might be the perception that most young people actually do not vote. Research suggests that both
types of norms can independently influence behavioral intention, and often, descriptive norms--the
perception of prevalence--can be just as powerful, or even more powerful, than injunctive pressure,
particularly among certain peer groups.

Subjective norms play a critical role, especially in behaviors that are highly visible or sensitive to
social acceptance, such as adherence to cultural practices, substance use among adolescents, or
the adoption of new technologies within a community. If an individual perceives that their social
network strongly supports a behavior, even if their personal attitude toward it is lukewarm, they are
significantly more likely to form an intention to perform the action to maintain social harmony or
gain approval. Therefore, effective interventions based on social norms often involve identifying
and leveraging influential reference groups or correcting misperceptions about the prevalence of
undesirable behaviors, thereby increasing the perceived social acceptability of the desired action.

The Core Constructs: Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC)

The inclusion of Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC) is the defining characteristic that
differentiates the Theory of Planned Behavior from the Theory of Reasoned Action, providing TPB
with significantly greater explanatory power for behaviors that are not entirely under volitional
control. PBC refers to the individual's perception of the ease or difficulty of performing the
behavior, reflecting beliefs about the presence of requisite resources, skills, and opportunities, as
well as the anticipated barriers and obstacles. This construct captures a sense of self-efficacy or
competence regarding the successful execution of the behavior.

PBC is conceptually determined by control beliefs and perceived power. Control beliefs are the
individual's perceptions regarding the presence or absence of specific factors (internal or external)
that facilitate or impede the performance of the behavior. For example, believing one has enough
money to buy organic food is a control belief. Perceived power refers to the strength of the
influence these control factors are expected to have on the behavior's execution. If an individual
believes that having money is essential to buying organic food, and they believe they possess
sufficient funds, the resulting PBC regarding the purchase of organic food will be high. This mirrors
the structure used for attitude and subjective norms, employing the expectancy-value formulation
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where the strength of the control belief is weighted by the perceived power of that factor.

PBC plays a crucial dual role within the TPB framework. First, similar to attitude and subjective
norms, it serves as an antecedent to Behavioral Intention. A person is more likely to intend to
perform a behavior if they believe they possess the necessary skills, resources, and opportunities
to succeed. If someone believes that running a marathon is exceptionally difficult or impossible for
them due to physical limitations or scheduling conflicts, the intention to train for the marathon will
likely never form, regardless of how positive their attitude or social norms might be.

Second, and uniquely, PBC exerts a direct influence on the actual behavior, independent of
intention. This direct link acknowledges that even if a person forms a strong intention (high
motivation), the behavior may not occur if actual control is low or if unforeseen obstacles arise.
This direct path acts as a proxy for actual control, predicting that individuals who perceive greater
control will be better equipped to overcome challenges and successfully execute their intended
actions. This dual pathway provides a critical mechanism for explaining the intention-behavior gap,
where intentions often fail to translate into action due to external constraints or a sudden erosion of
self-efficacy upon encountering difficulty.

Due to its similarity to other psychological concepts, PBC is often compared to Albert Bandura's
concept of Self-Efficacy. While self-efficacy focuses predominantly on internal factors, such as
one's confidence in one's ability, Ajzen's PBC is deliberately broader, encompassing both internal
capabilities (skills, self-efficacy) and external factors (opportunity, resources, time). Therefore,
interventions designed to enhance PBC often address both the development of necessary skills
and the practical removal of environmental barriers, ensuring that individuals not only feel capable
but truly are capable of performing the desired behavior.

The Role of Intention and Behavior

In the Theory of Planned Behavior, Behavioral Intention serves as the most proximal determinant
of the actual performance of the behavior. Intention is conceptualized as the cognitive
representation of a person's readiness to perform a given behavior, encapsulating the degree of
motivation, effort, and conscious planning that an individual is willing to exert to carry out the
action. According to the model, the stronger an individual's intention to engage in a behavior, the
greater the likelihood that the behavior will actually be performed, assuming a sufficient level of
perceived and actual control exists.

Intention is formed through the weighted integration of the three preceding factors: attitude,
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. Researchers typically use multiple regression
analysis to determine the relative weight and importance of these three factors in predicting
intention for a specific behavior within a specific population. While in some contexts attitude may
be the dominant predictor (e.g., highly personal choices), in others, perceived behavioral control
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(e.g., complex skills) or subjective norms (e.g., social activities) may exert the strongest influence
on the formation of intention. This variability highlights the necessity of conducting thorough
preliminary research to identify which component is most salient for the target behavior.

Despite its strong predictive power for intention, the TPB recognizes the existence of the
intention-behavior gap--the phenomenon where strong intentions do not always translate into
successful actions. This gap is particularly pronounced in health-related behaviors and long-term
goals. The TPB accounts for this gap partly through the direct path from Perceived Behavioral
Control to behavior, suggesting that even with high motivation, low actual control or unforeseen
circumstances can derail execution. Furthermore, the model operates under the assumption that
the intention must remain stable between the time it is measured and the time the behavior is to be
performed, and that the specific behavior being measured must align precisely with the intention
(the Principle of Compatibility).

To enhance the translation of intention into action, subsequent research has often coupled the TPB
with concepts like implementation intentions. Implementation intentions are specific, concrete
plans that link a future situation (a "when and where") to a goal-directed response (a "then | will").
For example, instead of merely intending to exercise, an individual forms the plan: "When 1 finish
work on Tuesday, | will immediately put on my running shoes." While not formally part of Ajzen's
original TPB framework, combining the TPB's motivational components (attitude, norms, control)
with these volitional components (implementation plans) has proven highly effective in bridging the
intention-behavior divide, further solidifying the practical utility of the motivational foundations
established by the TPB.

Applications and Empirical Support

The Theory of Planned Behavior has demonstrated remarkable versatility and predictive validity
across a vast array of behavioral domains, making it one of the most widely applied social-
psychological theories globally. Meta-analyses consistently show that the TPB explains a
significant proportion of the variance in behavioral intention (typically around 40% to 50%) and a
moderate portion of the variance in actual behavior (usually around 20% to 30%), especially when
paired with objective measures of past behavior or actual control. Its strength lies in its
parsimonious structure and its adaptability to highly specific behaviors, offering a diagnostic tool for
identifying the leverage points for intervention.

One of the most extensive application areas is health behaviors. Researchers utilize the TPB to
predict engagement in various health-promoting and health-risk behaviors, including smoking
cessation, adherence to medical regimens, safe-sex practices, organ donation intentions, and
physical activity levels. For instance, studies on dietary change often find that Perceived
Behavioral Control (e.g., belief in one's ability to resist temptations or plan healthy meals) is the
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strongest predictor of intention to eat healthily. Interventions are then designed to boost this sense
of control through practical skill-building workshops or by restructuring the environment to make
healthy choices easier.

Beyond health, the TPB has been instrumental in understanding behaviors related to
environmental sustainability and consumer choice. Researchers have successfully applied the
model to predict intentions regarding recycling, purchasing energy-efficient appliances, reducing
water consumption, and using public transportation. In these contexts, attitude often plays a key
role (e.g., valuing environmental protection), but subjective norms can be critical when behaviors
are public (e.g., community recycling programs). Furthermore, the TPB is frequently used in
business and marketing to predict employee performance, adherence to organizational policies,
and consumer adoption of new products, especially complex technologies where perceived control
over usage is a significant barrier to adoption.

The widespread empirical success of the TPB can be summarized by the consistency in its
findings across different cultures, age groups, and behaviors. The predictive power of the model
components allows practitioners to tailor communication strategies precisely. If research shows
that subjective norms are weak, campaigns can focus on highlighting the approval of important
reference groups. If attitude is the weak link, messaging can concentrate on enhancing the
perceived positive outcomes of the behavior. This diagnostic capability ensures that resources are
allocated efficiently to the most influential psychological determinants, maximizing the efficacy of
behavior change efforts across diverse societal challenges.

Common areas of successful application include:
Preventative Health: Screening behaviors, vaccination uptake, and dental hygiene.
Addiction Treatment: Intentions to reduce alcohol intake or quit smoking.

Organizational Management: Adherence to safety protocols and willingness to participate in
training programs.

Finance and Economics: Intentions toward saving money, retirement planning, and investing.

Criticisms and Future Directions

Despite its considerable empirical success and broad applicability, the Theory of Planned Behavior
is not without its critics. Most critiques focus on the model's intentionalist nature and its limited
scope regarding cognitive and emotional processes that influence behavior outside of rational
deliberation. A key limitation often cited is the model's assumption of **rational decision-making**,
which implies that behavior is the result of a deliberate, systematic evaluation of beliefs and
consequences. This framework struggles to adequately account for behaviors that are
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spontaneous, habitual, emotionally driven, or based on unconscious processes.

Specifically, the TPB often exhibits difficulty in predicting habitual behaviors--actions that are
performed automatically and without conscious intention (e.g., reaching for a seatbelt, buying the
same brand of coffee). In such cases, past behavior often proves to be a stronger predictor than
current intention, suggesting that a history of successful execution creates an automaticity that
bypasses the rational calculation process central to the TPB. While past behavior is sometimes
added to the model as an auxiliary variable to improve predictive power, critics argue that the core
model itself lacks a mechanism to explain these automatic processes, thus limiting its ability to
explain deeply ingrained or impulsive actions.

A second major criticism concerns the model's focus solely on cognitive beliefs and the exclusion
of affective factors. Attitude in the TPB is primarily cognitive (based on expected outcomes),
neglecting the immediate emotional experience or anticipated enjoyment/discomfort associated
with the behavior itself. For many behaviors, such as exercise or dieting, the affective component
(e.g., "l enjoy the feeling of running" or "I dread the taste of diet food") can be a more powerful
driver of intention than the anticipated long-term cognitive outcomes (e.g., "Running is good for my
heart"). Future developments of the TPB increasingly incorporate measures of affective beliefs to
address this shortcoming.

Furthermore, the TPB is criticized for its limited scope regarding the social dimension, particularly
its reliance on the highly generalized concept of Subjective Norms. Researchers have proposed
extensions to include specific social components, such as Moral Norms (personal feelings of
obligation or responsibility), which have been shown to be critical determinants for behaviors with
ethical implications, such as honesty or charitable giving. Other proposed additions include self-
identity (the extent to which the behavior aligns with one's self-concept) and anticipated regret, all
of which seek to enhance the model's **limitation of variance** explained, particularly in complex,
real-world settings where intentions are subject to constant flux and competing motivational forces.
Despite these limitations, the TPB remains the foundational framework against which most new
theories of intentional behavior are tested.
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