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Planned Behavior

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Health Psychology, Criminology

1. Conceptual Definition and Distinction

The concept of planned behavior fundamentally refers to actions that are executed under the

direct, conscious management and volitional control of the individual or living being, standing in

sharp contrast to actions that are either reactive, reflexive, or purely habitual. In essence, planned

behavior involves a sequence of cognitive processes where an individual weighs potential

outcomes, social pressures, and their capacity to perform the action before forming an explicit

intent to act. This focus on volitional control distinguishes planned actions from innate reflexes,

such as blinking or the knee-jerk response, and also from highly automatic, deeply ingrained habits

that require minimal conscious deliberation, like routine handwashing or driving a familiar route.

The presence of conscious management signifies that the actor possesses the ability to choose

whether or not to engage in the behavior, making the concept foundational to moral, legal, and

psychological assessments of responsibility.

Within the domain of social psychology, the study of planned behavior is inseparable from the

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), a highly influential model developed by Icek Ajzen. The TPB

posits that human behavior is primarily driven by behavioral intentions, and these intentions are

themselves predicted by three key cognitive determinants: attitude toward the behavior, subjective

norms, and perceived behavioral control. Therefore, when academics or practitioners discuss

planned behavior, they are often referring to the framework provided by TPB, which outlines the

systematic cognitive pathway leading up to the execution of a non-reflexive, goal-oriented action.

This theoretical linkage ensures that the concept is not merely descriptive but offers a predictive

framework for understanding and influencing human choice.

The distinction between planned behavior and automatic behavior holds significant practical

implications, particularly in legal and clinical settings. For instance, the original source notes that

courts determine whether a defendant's actions "do constitute planned behavior," which is a

crucial distinction in determining culpability and sentencing. If an action is deemed planned--

meaning the actor formed a deliberate intent and possessed control over its execution--it implies a

higher level of responsibility than an action committed purely on impulse or during a state of

diminished capacity. This legal application underscores the necessity of identifying and measuring

the cognitive antecedents of the action, which the TPB is designed to model, thereby bridging

theoretical psychology with practical jurisprudence concerning free will and accountability.

2. The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) Framework

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_of_planned_behavior
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Icek_Ajzen
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=63231
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


PLANNED BEHAVIOR 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) emerged in 1985 as an extension of the earlier Theory of

Reasoned Action (TRA), which Ajzen and Martin Fishbein developed in the 1970s. The TRA was

successful in predicting behaviors that were entirely under the individual's volitional control,

asserting that intention was solely determined by attitude and subjective norms. However,

researchers quickly recognized that many behaviors--such as losing weight, attending a complex

medical appointment, or securing employment--are not purely voluntary but are often constrained

by non-motivational factors, including required skills, resources, or opportunities. Recognizing this

limitation, Ajzen introduced the concept of Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC), transforming the

TRA into the more robust TPB.

The central tenet of the TPB is the principle of compatibility, which dictates that measures of

attitude, subjective norm, perceived control, intention, and behavior must correspond precisely in

terms of the action, the target, the context, and the time frame. According to the TPB, the most

immediate determinant of whether an individual performs a specific planned behavior is the

strength of their behavioral intention. A strong intention to perform a behavior is generally assumed

to increase the likelihood of its performance. This intention, in turn, is a function of three

conceptually independent predictors: the individual's favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the

behavior (Attitude), the perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the behavior

(Subjective Norm), and the individual's perception of the ease or difficulty of performing the

behavior (Perceived Behavioral Control).

Furthermore, the TPB proposes a dual-pathway influence on behavior. While all three components

influence the behavioral intention (the indirect path), Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC) is

also hypothesized to exert a direct influence on the behavior itself. This direct link acknowledges

that even if a person has a strong intention to act, the actual execution of the behavior might still be

subject to limitations in resources or skills. For instance, a person may strongly intend to run a

marathon (strong intention), but if they break their leg (low actual control), the direct path prevents

the behavior from occurring, regardless of the high intention. This structural relationship makes the

TPB a highly flexible model applicable to a vast spectrum of complex human behaviors where

environmental and internal constraints are significant.

3. Core Determinants of Behavioral Intention

The comprehensive understanding of planned behavior requires a detailed examination of the

three core cognitive components that merge to form a behavioral intention. These components are

rooted in underlying sets of beliefs held by the individual, which are elicited and assessed

empirically through rigorous measurement. The first determinant, Attitude Toward the Behavior,

reflects the degree to which a person has a favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the specific

behavior in question. This attitude is formed by the individual's assessment of the likely outcomes

of performing the behavior, weighted by the value or importance they place on those outcomes.
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For example, if someone believes exercising will lead to weight loss (a positive outcome) and they

highly value weight loss, their attitude toward exercising will be strongly positive.

The second determinant, the Subjective Norm, captures the social component of planned

behavior. It represents the perceived social pressure to engage or not engage in a behavior,

reflecting the influence of important referent individuals or groups. This component is derived from

an individual's normative beliefs--beliefs about whether key people (e.g., family, friends,

colleagues) approve or disapprove of the behavior--multiplied by the individual's motivation to

comply with those referents. A strong subjective norm favoring the behavior will significantly boost

the intention to perform it. It is crucial to note that the subjective norm is based on the individual's

perception of what others believe, rather than the actual beliefs of those referents.

The third and most distinctive determinant of the TPB is Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC).

This factor reflects the individual's perception of the ease or difficulty of performing the behavior,

essentially capturing self-efficacy and control beliefs. PBC is crucial because it accounts for

situations where effort or motivation alone are insufficient to guarantee action. A high level of PBC

means the individual believes they possess the necessary resources, skills, and opportunities to

successfully execute the plan. This perception not only contributes to the formation of a stronger

intention but, as previously noted, also directly influences the behavior itself, acting as a proxy for

actual control in situations where objective measures of control are unavailable or unreliable.

4. Measurement and Empirical Validation

The predictive utility of the Theory of Planned Behavior hinges on the meticulous and consistent

measurement of its latent constructs. Research utilizing the TPB framework employs standardized

procedures to operationalize beliefs, attitudes, norms, control, and intentions. Behavioral beliefs,

which underpin attitudes, are typically measured using questionnaires that assess the perceived

likelihood of specific outcomes and the evaluation of those outcomes. For instance, respondents

are asked to rate the probability that a behavior (e.g., attending a breast screening) will lead to a

particular result (e.g., early detection) and then rate how desirable or undesirable that result is.

These products are summed to form the overall attitude score.

Similarly, subjective norms are measured by assessing normative beliefs--the expectation that

specific referents (e.g., spouse, doctor) want the person to perform the behavior--and the

individual's motivation to comply with those referents. Perceived Behavioral Control is often

measured using items that reflect both self-efficacy (confidence in one's ability to perform the

behavior) and controllability (perception of external factors facilitating or inhibiting the action).

These items are typically rated on seven-point Likert scales or semantic differential scales,

allowing for quantitative analysis of the cognitive determinants driving the intent toward planned

behavior.
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Empirical validation across numerous meta-analyses confirms the robust predictive power of the

TPB, particularly concerning behavioral intention. Studies across diverse fields--including health

psychology, consumer behavior, environmental studies, and organizational management--

consistently demonstrate that the model accounts for a substantial proportion of the variance in

intentions, often ranging between 40% and 60%. While the prediction of actual behavior from

intention is generally weaker (due to external constraints and the passage of time), the model still

typically accounts for 20% to 30% of the variance in observed behavior. This strong evidence base

establishes the TPB as one of the most reliable and frequently applied models for understanding

and predicting human choice architecture and the execution of planned behavior.

5. Applications Across Disciplines

The versatility and predictive accuracy of the Theory of Planned Behavior have led to its

widespread application across numerous disciplinary fields aiming to predict and modify human

action. In Health Psychology, the TPB is fundamental to designing interventions related to risk

reduction and health promotion. Researchers use the model to understand why individuals choose

to engage in behaviors such as smoking cessation, safe sexual practices, adherence to medication

regimens, or dietary changes. By identifying which determinant (attitude, norm, or control) is the

weakest link, targeted health campaigns can be designed to strengthen that specific cognitive

factor, thereby boosting the intention to adopt healthier planned behavior.

In Environmental Psychology and Consumer Behavior, the TPB helps explain decisions

related to sustainability and consumption patterns. For instance, researchers might use the model

to predict the likelihood of an individual choosing to recycle, purchase energy-efficient products, or

reduce meat consumption. If an individual has a positive attitude toward recycling but perceives a

low level of control (e.g., their city lacks proper infrastructure), interventions should focus on

increasing PBC by providing convenient access or education on local services, rather than

focusing exclusively on the attitude component. Similarly, in organizational settings, the model is

employed to predict employee behavior regarding safety compliance, technology adoption, or

ethical reporting.

Furthermore, the TPB has critical implications for Criminology and Legal Studies. As highlighted

in the source content, the assessment of whether an act constitutes planned behavior is essential

for legal judgment. Researchers utilize the principles of TPB to understand the cognitive

antecedents of deliberate criminal acts, such as fraud or premeditated violence. By mapping the

intentions and perceived control of offenders, interventions can be developed to address the

cognitive distortions or normative influences that drive antisocial behavior. The application in these

fields underscores that planned behavior is not only a psychological concept but a framework for

evaluating agency, responsibility, and the potential for behavioral change across society.
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6. Limitations and Theoretical Extensions

Despite its widespread success, the Theory of Planned Behavior is subject to several significant

limitations and ongoing theoretical debates. One of the most frequently cited criticisms is the

existence of the intention-behavior gap. While the TPB is highly effective at predicting intention, a

substantial proportion of individuals who form a strong intention to perform a behavior fail to

execute the action when the critical moment arrives. Critics argue that the TPB is predominantly a

cognitive model that neglects non-volitional factors that operate post-intentionally, such as

implementation failures, sudden changes in environmental context, or the influence of strong

emotion and affect.

Another major limitation is the model's exclusion of past behavior and habitual processes. The

TPB focuses on reasoned decision-making, which is most applicable to novel or effortful behaviors.

However, much of daily life is governed by habits that are automatic and require little conscious

deliberation. When highly habitual behaviors are studied, past behavior often proves to be a

stronger predictor than the components of the TPB. Critics also contend that the model minimizes

the role of emotional responses, moral obligations, and deeply held values that influence decisions

independent of social pressure or calculated outcomes.

In response to these criticisms, several theoretical extensions have been proposed to enhance the

predictive power of the framework. One prominent extension involves integrating the TPB with the

Health Action Process Approach (HAPA), which explicitly models the transition from intention

(motivation phase) to action (volition phase), incorporating concepts like coping planning and

recovery planning to bridge the intention-behavior gap. Other extensions include the addition of

new predictor variables, such as Moral Norms (the individual's personal feeling of moral

obligation), self-identity, or affective components. These adaptations aim to create a more

comprehensive understanding of human action that accounts for both reasoned choice and the

powerful influence of automatic, emotional, and moral factors on the ultimate execution of planned

behavior.

Further Reading

Theory of Planned Behavior (Wikipedia)

Icek Ajzen's Official Website and Publications

Theory of Reasoned Action (ScienceDirect)
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