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Abstract  
 

This paper aims to understand conceptual and methodological ambiguities of perceived behavioral control 
(PBC). Theory of Planned Behavior has been much debated and criticized recently. PBC, the independent 
construct theory of planned behavior (TPB), is added to understand nonvolitional elements. However, role of 
PBC has been criticized due to the moderation effects of PBC and other variables. This discussion focuses the 
literature criticism on the moderating role of PBC and its methodological considerations for future research. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background of the study  
 

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) is the widely endorsed model to understand behavior in applied social 
psychology. It is one of the most influential and cited models for the predictions of human behavior (Ajzen, 2011, 
p. 1113). Since its introduction 26 years ago, the theory is widely used to understand behavior-specific cognitive 
determinants (Ajzen, 1991, 2005). Despite its much popularity, TPB has been much debated and criticized 
recently. Some researchers reveal that the theory does not explain human behavior adequately (Ajzen, 2011, p. 
1113). For example, the study of Wegner & Wheatley (1999, p. 408) shows that consciousness is not responsible 
for the cause of the act. Conscious will is a function of priority, consistency and exclusivity of human thought 
process in experience. Their investigation shows that people are forced to perform the action even though they 
intentionally believe that they cause the action.  
 

The central idea of TPB is to determine behavior from behavioral intentions, which are functions of independent 
TPB constructs attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control. The theory helps to understand many 
problems faced by modern societies such as sexual assaults, hate crimes, overconsumption, traffic congestion, and 
urban poverty (Oskamp, 1998). TPB is the improved version of theory of reasoned action which includes 
perceived behavioral control (PBC). PBC deals with situations when people may lack complete volitional control 
over the behavior of interest ( Ajzen, 2002, p. 666).  
 

The first TPB construct is the attitude toward the behavior deals with an individual’s favorable and unfavorable 
evaluations of the behavior. Subjective norm is the second construct of TPB referring the perceived social 
pressure from the society. The third construct The perceived behavioral control is the perceived ease or difficult 
of performing a behavior under different situations when the behavior may go beyond one’s controllable aspects 
of predicting behavior directly or through intention ( Ajzen, 1991, p. 186) According to Ajzen (1991, p. 183), the 
behavioral achievement depends on the availability of resources and opportunities. PBC has impact on intentions 
and actions as it deals with an individual’s perception of the ease or difficult of performing the behavior. 
However, the actual role of PBC varies according to the situational factors.  
 

2. Literature criticism: the moderation of perceived behavioral control 
 

In his work (Ajzen, 1991, 1985) the introduction of perceived behavioral control has been considered as a key 
component of TPB. The concept of PBC is to accommodate in TPB for understanding the nonvolitional elements. 
A high level of PBC should intensify an individual’s intention to perform the behavior, and the low level PBC 
ought to be less motivated to perform the behavior.  
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PBC is useful in assessing an individual’s actual control for a specific situation. It is likely to affect intentions and 
change behavior indirectly. Therefore, it is considered to be an additional predictor of behavior (Ajzen, 2002, p. 
667).  
 

Figure 1:  Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The behavioral achievement of PBC depends upon confidence and accuracy of perceptions. For example, if an 
individual perceive low accuracy of perception, PBC may not be realistic with respect to little information (Ajzen, 
1991, p. 185).  Studies reveal that TPB behavior depends on the nature, formulation and adequacy of the PBC 
construct as it has been conceptualized and operationalized in a variety of ways (Ajzen & Madden, 1986; Beale & 
Manstead, 1991; McCaul, Sandgren, O’Neill, & Hinsz, 1993; Wankel & Mummery, 1993). Eagly & Chaiken 
(1993) examine that TPB constructs demand further scrutiny. They mention that people have strong or weak 
perceptions of behavioral control as they are more or less prone to perform the behavior. As a result, PBC is likely 
to moderate the effects of attitudes on behavior.  
 

In his work Ajzen (1991) proposed that PBC may have direct effects on behavior. However, Yzer (2012, p. 103) 
argues that the empirical support against the moderation effects of PBC on behavior is not strong enough to 
justify that PBC is likely to affect the behavior directly. An individual’s actual control over his or her environment 
does not entail that the performance will occur in a specific situation. An individual cannot perform the behavior 
if he or she does not have the required skills to perform the behavior. Situational factors are likely to obstacle to 
enhancing the behavioral performance (Yzer, 2012).  
 

Ajzen's (1991) study explores that perceived behavioral control improves intention in relation to positive attitudes 
and subjective norms. However, Eagly & Chaiken (1993) argue that PBC produces positive intention when an 
individual forms a positive attitude, but not when an individual form a negative attitude. For example, shouting in 
a library most people perceive PBC under control, but this does not mean that people produce positive attitudes 
about not shouting. Their investigation shows that people will not perform the behavior if they are confident to do 
so. Therefore, there is a possibility that PBC moderate attitudes and normative effects of intention. The study 
made by Umeh & Patel (2004) consists the results of moderation effects of subjective norms as to PBC is under 
high or low intensity to control the performance of the behavior. Another study made by Cheung, Chan, & Wong 
(1999, p. 589) shows that  PBC moderates control beliefs to promote or hinder the performance of the behavior. 
 

3. Methodological considerations 
 

Few studies have been published on the moderation effects of PBC (Castanier, Deroche, & Woodman, 2013; 
Conner & McMillan, 1999; McMillan & Conner, 2003; Umeh & Patel, 2004), and the empirical support against 
PBC moderates attitudes and subjective norm is not strong enough to indentify the interaction effects on PBC 
thoroughly. The demonstration of PBC interaction is complicated due to the methodological difficulties in 
detecting interactions. However, it does mean that the hypothesis is flawed. The hypothesis is lack of empirical 
support for the moderation effects of perceived behavioral control (Yzer 2007, 2012).   
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The theoretical arguments for the moderation of perceived behavioral control is still intact due to inadequate 
power of detecting interaction effects of PBC. In his study Maxwell (2003) reveals that researchers should not 
overlook the small effect on the population as PBC is under high or low intensity in relation to positive attitudes. 
For example, Yzer (2007) mentions that condom use intention is at greater risk of HIV infection as people form 
positive attitudes for the condom use, but they have low perceived behavioral control in reality. The small effects 
of intention of condom use are critically important to perceive the greater risk of HIV infection. Thus, the future 
study expects a search for moderator variables, which can explain the variation of PBC and other variables.  
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