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Objectives

Today we will discuss common behavioral theories 
underpinning health programs/interventions.

• What is a theory? 

• Using behavior change theory to understand health behavior 
◦ Social Ecological Model
◦ Stages of Change
◦ Health Belief Model

• Why theory is important in program planning and implementation.

• Applying health behavior theories
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Why Health Behavior Theory? 
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It’s not just that we 
“know” but don’t 

“do.”
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Knowing what to do isn’t enough.

Willpower alone isn’t enough.

Health behavior is complicated.

Choices can be influenced by 
environmental factors.
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What is theory?
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• A way to explain or predict 

• Helps us understand why and how things 
happen

• Helps us target program activities to “meet 
people where they are”

• Health behavior theories help us understand:
◦ Behaviors

◦ How to change behavior

◦ External influences on behavior
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Knowing

Doing



Social Ecological Model
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Example: Water Access in School 
Settings
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Example: Water Access in School 
Settings
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Example: Water Access in School 
Settings
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Approaches or programs can 
include more than one theory, 

framework or model. 

12



Health Belief Model
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Health Belief Model Constructs

•Perceived Susceptibility

•Perceived Severity

•Perceived Benefits

•Perceived Barriers

•Cue to action

•Self-efficacy 
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◦ Perceived susceptibility

◦ Perceived severity
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It could happen to me. 

If it happens to me it will be 

bad.

Behavior change influenced by:



Behavior change influenced by:

◦Perceived benefits

◦Perceived barriers
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BarriersBenefits



Other factors to consider

Behavior change influenced by:
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Cues to action Self-efficacy

Can be 

positive or 

negative



Behavior is impacted by: 

• Knowledge

• Attitudes

• Beliefs

• Motivation

• Self-concept

• Self-efficacy 
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Health Belief Model
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Individual

Perceptions
Modifying Factors Likelihood of Action 

Perceived 

Susceptibility

Perceived 

Severity

Gender, age, ethnicity

Personality

Socioeconomics

Knowledge.

Cues to Action
• Education

• Symptoms

• Media

Perceived 

Benefits

Perceived 

Barriers

Taking 

Health Action

Perceived Threat



Which construct(s) should be 
addressed? 

•Robert smokes and thinks 
that information on lung 
cancer is overrated. 

•His grandfather smoked all 
his life and lived to be 90. 
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Stages of Change
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Stages of Behavior Change
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Pre-contemplation

Unaware of the problem

Preparation

Intends to take action

Contemplation

Aware of the problem and of the desired behavior change

Action

Aware

Maintenance

Works to sustain the 

behavior change



Stages of Change
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Precontemplation

Contemplation

PreparationAction

Maintenance

Relapse

•Pre-contemplation

•Contemplation                          

•Preparation

•Action

•Maintenance

•Relapse



Not even thinking about change
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“I don’t 

have a 

problem.”

Pre-contemplation



Stage of Change: Pre-Contemplation

•Not aware of an issue, or

•Not considering or does not want to change a particular 
behavior

◦ No intent to change within next 6 months

◦ Not ready, not serious

•Family and friends may push for change

25



Thinking about it
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“Maybe I (we) 

have a problem.”

Contemplation



Stage of Change: Contemplation

• Aware of problem 

• Thinking about making a change

• Intent to change within 6 months

• Not committed to change 

• Weighs pros and cons 

• May be in this stage a long time
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“I’ve (we’ve) got 

to do 

something, but 

what?”

Planning to act
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Preparation



Stage of Change: Preparation

• Seriously considering, planning to change

• Intent to act in near future (in next month)

• Unsure of what to do or how to do it 

• May begin plan of action

• Collect information 

• “Testing the waters”
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Action!
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“Let’s get 

started! ”



State of Change: Action

• Actively doing things to change or modify behavior
◦ Commitment of time and energy

◦ Stopping (or starting) the behavior

• Modify lifestyle, environment to get rid of cues 

• Changes occurred in last day to six months
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Maintenance
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“How do I 

keep going?”



Stage of Change: Maintenance

• Maintain behavior change until permanent
◦ Sustained behavior for 6 months or more 

• Maintain positive changes in action phase

• Focus on preventing relapse

• Confident 

• Avoid temptation and old/new triggers

• Relapse! Causes cycle to repeat before maintenance 
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34

“What went 

wrong?”

Relapse



Relapse

• Returns to old behaviors  

• Relapse is common

• May feel like a failure, resume old behaviors, 
feel like they are no good and experience 
disappointment

• Regroup, continue to learn and grow from the 
experience
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Stages of Change

•Pre-contemplation

•Contemplation                          

•Preparation

•Action

•Maintenance

•Relapse
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Relapse

Precontemplation

Contemplation

PreparationAction

Maintenance



What Stage of Change?
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Gail knows that she needs 

to be more consistent with 

her blood pressure 

medication but she keeps 

forgetting to take them 

when her life gets busy. 



What Stage of Change?
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•Some members of the All Faiths 
Church have noted rising 
overweight/obesity levels 
among children attending the 
church’s evening outreach 
program. 

•They wonder what they can do 
to help the children be healthier.  



What Stage of Change?

• Elaine has tried to quit smoking 
many times and knows that she 
can do it. 

• She relapses in stressful family 
events like her mother’s death. 

• She is planning to quit soon and 
has thought through strategies 
to prevent relapse when family 
stress intervenes. 

• She knows that she feels better 
when she is not smoking. 
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What Stage of Change?
Tom, a police officer, failed his annual physical 

fitness test for the first time. 

• Diet high in caffeine and fat (primarily coffee, 

energy drinks and snacks, as he feels hungry). 

• Little time to cook; chooses to eat convenience 

and junk food.  

• Gained 20 pounds since last fitness test.  

Realizes the need to make dietary changes.  

• Would like info on what he can do in the next 

few months to get ready to make healthy 

lifestyle changes. 
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What Stage of Change?

•Karla has been going to 
the gym three times a 
week for almost nine 
months. She feels very 
motivated and can’t 
imagine not exercising. 
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We have a responsibility to:

•Take action within our spheres of 

influence.

•Support healthy habits of others.

•Be an example.

•Support policies that make the healthy 

choice the easy choice.
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Thank You.

Well Connected Communities is a nationwide effort to cultivate wellness led by America’s Cooperative Extension 

System, in partnership with National 4-H Council, with support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.  


