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Introduction to 

 Health Behavior Theories 



Outline 

2 

 Why focus on health behavior? 

 What is health behavior science? 

 Why study health behavior science?  

-- The linkage among theory, practice and research 

 Level of influences – ecological perspectives 

 Brief introduction to key health behavior theories at different 
level 

 Individual level 

 Interpersonal level 

 Community level  

 Putting Theory and Practice together – Planning model 

 Using Theory to Plan Multilevel Interventions 



Determinants of Health 
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Lalonde Report (1974) indicated four factors related to human 
health, lifestyle is the most important factor. 



Factors that Contribute to Mortality 
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Healthy People: The Surgeon General’s Report on Health 

Promotion and Disease Prevention (1979) 



The Causal Chain – major causes of 

ischemic heart disease 
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WHO (2009) Global Health Risk 



Deaths attributed to 19 leading risk factors 
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WHO (2009) Global Health Risk 

Countries grouped by gross national 

income per capita – low income (US$ 

825 or less), high income (US$ 10 066 or 

more). 
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WHO (2009) Global Health Risk 



Four Modifiable Health Risk Behaviors 
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 lack of physical activity 

 poor nutrition 

 tobacco use 

 excessive alcohol consumption 

  accounted for almost one million deaths each year in US 



Social Determinants of Health 
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 Health 
starts where 
we live, 
learn, work 
and play 

~ RWJF(2010) 

Whitehead M. & 

Dahlgren G. What can 

we do about inequalities 

in health? Lancet, 1991, 

338: 1059-1063. 



What is Health Behavior Science？ 
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 “Health Behavior Science” is an interdisciplinary science which aims 
to: 

 Understand and describe the nature of human behavior 

 Investigate the relationship between behavior and health 

 Find our the barriers and facilitators which influence behavior 

 Strengthen the theoretical background of health behavior 

 Develop the behavioral modification techniques 

 Formulate the health intervention or education plan 

 Evaluate the effectiveness of intervention strategies 



What is theory? 
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 A theory is a set of interrelated concepts, definitions, and 

propositions that presents a systematic view of events or 

situations by specifying relations among variables in order to 

explain and predict the events or situations. 

 Generality 

 Testability 

 



Theory , Practice & Research 
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 ”Theory” : we know why but not working. 

 ”Practice” : we don’t know why but working anyway. 

 “Research” — as the ground between theory and practice and 

the testing of theory in action 

 The best theory is informed by practice; the best practice 

should be grounded in theory. 

 An understanding of theory may guide users to measure 

more carefully and astutely in order to assess the impact of 

intervention. (Grol and others, 2007) 
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The Ecological Perspective:  

A Multilevel, Interactive Approach 
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Individual and Interpersonal Levels 
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 At the individual and interpersonal levels, contemporary 

theories of health behavior can be broadly categorized as 

“Cognitive-Behavioral.” Three key concepts cut across these 

theories: 

1. Behavior is mediated by cognitions; that is, what people 

know and think affects how they act. 

2. Knowledge is necessary for, but not sufficient to produce, 

most behavior changes. 

3. Perceptions, motivations, skills, and the social environment 

are key influences on behavior. 



Some Individual Level Theories 
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 The Health Belief Model (HBM)  

 addresses the individual’s perceptions of the threat posed by a 

health problem (susceptibility, severity), the benefits of avoiding 

the threat, and factors influencing the decision to act (barriers, 

cues to action, and self-efficacy). 

 The Stages of Change (Transtheoretical) Model  

 describes individuals’ motivation and readiness to change a 

behavior.  

  The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)  

 examines the relations between an individual’s beliefs, attitudes, 

intentions, behavior, and perceived control over that behavior. 



Health Belief Model 
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Stage of Change Model 
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Theory of Reasoned Action and Theory 

of Planned Behavior 
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Interpersonal Level Theories 
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 Social Cognitive Theory (SCT)  

 describes a dynamic, ongoing process in which personal factors, 

environmental factors, and human behavior exert influence 

upon each other.  
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Community Level Theories 
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 Community Organization and Other Participatory 

Models  

 emphasize community-driven approaches to assessing and 

solving health and social problems. 

 Diffusion of Innovations Theory  

 addresses how new ideas, products, and social practices spread 

within an organization, community, or society, or from one 

society to another. 

 Communication Theory  

 describes how different types of communication affect health 

behavior. 



Planning Model 
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 PRECEDE-PROCEED Model 

 developed by Green, Kreuter, and associates. 

 is a planning model, not a theory. 

 does not predict or explain factors linked to the outcomes of 

interest, but offers a framework for identifying intervention 

strategies to address these factors.  

 provides a road map for designing health education and health 

promotion programs.  

 guides planners through a process that starts with desired 

outcomes and works backwards to identify a mix of strategies 

for achieving objectives. 



PRECEDE-PROCEED Model 
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 Predisposing factors 

 motivate or provide a 

reason for behavior 

 include knowledge, 

attitudes, cultural beliefs, 

and readiness to change.  

 Enabling factors 

 enable persons to act on 

their predispositions 

 include available 

resources, supportive 

policies, assistance, and 

services.  

 Reinforcing factors 

 come into play after a 

behavior has been 

initiated 

 encourage repetition or 

persistence of behaviors 

by providing continuing 

rewards or incentives 

 Include social support, 

praise, reassurance, and 

symptom relief 
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Using Theory to Plan Multilevel Interventions 
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