
Social and Behavioral ! eory in Public Health

Mark Edberg, MA, PhD
Associate Professor

Department of Prevention and Community Health
School of Public Health and Health Services

Joint Appointment, Department of Anthropology
! e George Washington University

Washington, DC

Essentials of 
Health Behavior

SECOND EDITION



World Headquarters

Jones & Bartlett Learning

5 Wall Street

Burlington, MA 01803

978-443-5000

info@jblearning.com

www.jblearning.com

Jones & Bartlett Learning books and products are available through most bookstores and online booksellers. To contact Jones & 

Bartlett Learning directly, call 800-832-0034, fax 978-443-8000, or visit our website, www.jblearning.com.

Copyright © 2015 by Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC, an Ascend Learning Company

All rights reserved. No part of the material protected by this copyright may be reproduced or utilized in any form, electronic or 

mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission 

from the copyright owner.

The content, statements, views, and opinions herein are the sole expression of the respective authors and not that of Jones & Bartlett 

Learning, LLC. Reference herein to any specific commercial product, process, or service by trade name, trademark, manufacturer, or 

otherwise does not constitute or imply its endorsement or recommendation by Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC and such reference shall 

not be used for advertising or product endorsement purposes. All trademarks displayed are the trademarks of the parties noted herein. 

Essentials of Health Behavior: Social and Behavioral Theory in Public Health, Second Edition is an independent publication and has not 

been authorized, sponsored, or otherwise approved by the owners of the trademarks or service marks referenced in this product.

There may be images in this book that feature models; these models do not necessarily endorse, represent, or participate in the activi-

ties represented in the images. Any screenshots in this product are for educational and instructive purposes only. Any individuals and 

scenarios featured in the case studies throughout this product may be real or fictitious, but are used for instructional purposes only.

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the Subject Matter covered. It is sold with 

the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional service. If legal advice or 

other expert assistance is required, the service of a competent professional person should be sought. 

Production Credits

Executive Publisher: William Brottmiller

Publisher: Michael Brown

Associate Editor: Chloe Falivene

Production Assistant: Alyssa Lawrence

Senior Marketing Manager: Sophie Fleck Teague

Manufacturing and Inventory Control Supervisor: Amy Bacus

Composition: Aptara®, Inc.

Cover Design: Scott Moden

Photo Research and Permissions Coordinator: Amy Rathburn

Cover and Title Page Image: © Deklofenak/ShutterStock, Inc.

Printing and Binding: Edwards Brothers Malloy

Cover Printing: Edwards Brothers Malloy

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Edberg, Mark Cameron, 1955- author.

 Essentials of health behavior : social and behavioral theory in public health/Mark Edberg.—Second edition.

       p.; cm.

 Includes bibliographical references and index.

 ISBN-13: 978-1-4496-9850-8 (pbk.)

 ISBN-10: 1-4496-9850-6 (pbk.)

 1. Title.

 [DNLM: 1. Health Behavior. 2. Attitude to Health. 3. Health Promotion—methods. W 85]

 RA418

 362.1—dc23

                                                            2013026309

6048

Printed in the United States of America

17  16  15  14  13     10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Substantial discounts on bulk quantities of Jones & Bartlett Learning publications are available to corporations, professional 

associations, and other qualified organizations. For details and specific discount information, contact the special sales department 

at Jones & Bartlett Learning via the above contact information or send an email to specialsales@jblearning.com.



This book is dedicated to my family for their support and tolerance; to all those at 

The George Washington University and at Jones & Bartlett Learning who are behind 

the Essential Public Health series; and, most importantly, to all those already working 

or planning to work on the front lines to help improve the lives and health of so 

many people in the United States and around the world. Your work is a 

testament to humanity at its best. 

Dedication
© Deklofenak/ShutterStock, Inc.





Prologue ix

Preface xi

Acknowledgments xiii

About the Author xv

Section I On Health and Behavior—An Introduction 1

Chapter 1 Introduction: The Links Between Health and Behavior 3
The Setting: Daily Life 3

The Questions 4

The Complex Social–Ecological Web 6

In This Text 7

Your Thoughts 9

Chapter Questions 9

References 10

Chapter 2 Health Issues and Behavior 11
Obesity 11

Youth Violence 14

HIV/AIDS 17

Behaviors, Theories, and Interventions 19

Chapter Questions 20

References 21

Table of Contents
© Deklofenak/ShutterStock, Inc.



Table of Contentsvi

Section II On the Roots of Behavior—
A Multidisciplinary Survey 25

Chapter 3 Social Behavioral Theory and Its Roots 27
Thinking About Theory 27

The Context of Theory in Western Tradition 28

Antecedents 31

Chapter Questions 35

References 36

Chapter 4 Individual Health Behavior Theories 37
What Are We Talking About? 37

The Health Belief Model 37

The Theory of Planned Behavior (Formerly Known 

As the Theory of Reasoned Action) 41

Two Models of Behavior Change in Stages: The Transtheoretical 

Model and the Precaution Adoption Process Model 45

Chapter Questions 51

References 52

Chapter 5 Social, Cultural, and Environmental Theories (Part I) 53
What Are We Talking About? 53

Social Cognitive Theory, Formerly Known as Social Learning Theory 53

Social Network Theory 58

Social Process Theories and Approaches: Diffusion of 

Innovations and Social Marketing 61

Chapter Questions 65

References 66

Chapter 6 Social, Cultural, and Environmental Theories (Part II) 67
Communications Theory 67

Community and Organizational Change 71

Political Economy 75

Anthropology and Cultural Theory: Behavior as Adaptation, Behavior 

as Meaningful and Symbolic 76

Chapter Questions 79

References 80

Chapter 7 Multilevel Theories 81
Now What Are We Talking About? 81

The Granddaddy: Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 82

Flay’s Theory of Triadic Influence 85

Examples of Other Multilevel Models  89



Table of Contents vii

Chapter Questions 92

References 93

Chapter 8 Doing Something About It: The Ecological 
Perspective and the Move from Theory to Practice 95

Where Do You Start? Picking Your Battles 95

Planning Approaches—A Sampler 96

Chapter Questions 105

References 106

Section III Putting Theory into Practice 107

Chapter 9 Communities and Populations as the 
Focus for Health Promotion Programs 109

Community Intervention, or Intervention in Community? 109

Community Intervention and the Complexity of Communities 113

Communities as Experts 115

Population-Based Health Promotion 115

Tailoring 116

Sustainability 116

Chapter Questions 117

References 118

Chapter 10  Application of Theory:  Schools and Worksites  119
Settings for Intervention 119

Schools 119

Workplace Settings 124

Chapter Questions 129

References 130

Chapter 11 Application of Theory: Communications Campaigns  131
Communicating Through the Public Media 131

Communications Campaigns 132

Health Behavior Theory and Communications Campaigns/

Mass Media Campaigns 136

Program Examples 138

Chapter Questions 140

References 141

Chapter 12 Application of Theory: Global Health 143
The Setting: Health in the Global Context 143

The Global Health System 145

Theory and its Application 146



Table of Contentsviii

Health Behavior Theory and the Global Setting 149

Program Examples 151

Chapter Questions 154

References 155

Chapter 13 Application of Theory: High-Risk and Special Populations 157
Introduction 157

Applying Behavioral Theory to High-Risk Populations and Contexts 160

Harm Reduction Approaches to Addressing High-Risk Behavior 162

Generative Approaches to Understanding Risk Behavior 163

Chapter Questions 168

References 169

Chapter 14 Evaluation: What Is It? Why Is It Needed? 
How Does It Relate to Theory?  171

Introduction 171

Evaluation and the Current Program Environment 171

The Types of Evaluation 173

Using a “Logic Model” to Set Up an Evaluation  174

On Evaluation Methods 177

What Kinds of Outcome or Impact? 179

Chapter Questions 181

References 182

Section IV Current Trends 183

Chapter 15 Culture, Diversity, and Health Disparities: 
Are Current Theories Relevant? 185

Introduction 185

Why Health Disparities? 186

What to Do: How is Theory Connected 

to Resolving Health Disparities? 190

Chapter Questions 193

References 194

Chapter 16 Career Choices and Social/Behavioral 
Theory in Public Health: A Brief Introduction 197

The Possibilities 197

Chapter Questions 202

Index 203



Prologue

Essentials of Health Behavior was one of the first books in the Essential Public Health series, which now includes over 20 

books. It set a standard for the series. Dr. Edberg’s writing engages students as he  takes them on a journey connecting 

theory and practice while reassuring them every step of the way. The Second Edition continues in this tradition with 

its emphasis on making theory come to life using stories and scenarios. A new chapter on multilevel theories takes 

on the challenge of integrating the multiple factors that influence behavior. Dr. Edberg’s writing allows students to 

understand these complex theories in ways that relate to their lives. 

From cigarette smoking to eating habits to our daily routine, our everyday behaviors affect our health in ways 

that we often fail to appreciate or even notice. Beyond our individual behaviors, there are larger social and population 

forces at play in all of our lives, which serve to mold and further reinforce our individual behavior. 

Essentials of Health Behavior skillfully combines an emphasis on individual behavior with a clear focus on the 

social factors that influence the “big picture” population health perspective. Mark Edberg’s approach grounds the 

practical everyday behaviors within key theories of human behavior drawn from the social sciences. Building on this 

understanding of health behavior, Essentials of Health Behavior examines a range of methods for changing behavior 

and applies these to programs in health promotion and disease prevention. 

Edberg brings the lessons of extensive teaching experience at both the undergraduate and graduate levels to his 

writing, as well as his training and experience as an anthropologist and social researcher with a public health focus. At 

The George Washington University School of Public Health and Health Services and its Columbian College of Arts 

and Sciences, he taught health behavior courses as well as courses that focus on the impact of culture on health. As an 

anthropologist, he has a unique understanding of the impact cultural and social factors have on individual behavior. 

Essentials of Health Behavior can be used in social and behavioral sciences as well as public health curriculums 

that look at the many factors that affect health behavior. Health behavior is a key building block for a curriculum in 

health education. In addition, health professions educators in the clinical disciplines are increasingly coming to ap-

preciate that good outcomes rest on understanding the social and economic factors that affect individual behavior. 

As the behavioral and social sciences become more integrated into preparation for the clinical professions, the second 

edition of Essentials of Health Behavior provides a structured curriculum designed to fulfill these needs.

Students in a wide range of disciplines will benefit from Essentials of Health Behavior. They will take away key 

concepts that will serve them well for many years to come. They will find themselves engaged in a voyage of discovery 

and enjoy the journey.

 Richard Riegelman, MD, MPH, PhD

 Editor, Essential Public Health series
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Health promotion, education, and prevention programs ultimately focus on changing health behavior. But what do we 

mean when we say “health behavior?” Is health-related behavior really something different than any other behavior? 

There is no reason to think it is. To help us understand it, we can draw from the fascinating, multidisciplinary, and 

ongoing quest to try and understand human behavior in general. That, of course, is a big task, and no book can cover 

that in any adequate way. What we can do is provide an introduction to the kinds of theoretical approaches that are 

used, or could be used, in developing and implementing health promotion programs, and to show how such ap-

proaches are applied to real-life settings. 

It is my hope that combining these elements together in one book will fill an important gap for undergraduate 

programs in public health, and will provide an important piece of the foundation necessary for understanding the 

field. It is important that students in public health have a solid grounding in social/behavioral theory, and particu-

larly important that they gain a general understanding in this subject area before they proceed to a graduate program 

or move to direct involvement in prevention and health education programs that apply such theory. Why? Because 

proper use of theory in public health means, in part, the ability to place particular theoretical approaches in context, 

to have some sense of their origins, their underlying assumptions, their strengths and weaknesses, and the programs 

and situations for which they might or might not be most applicable.

More and more, public health interventions and their evaluations are guided by theoretical frameworks. Program 

goals, program components, and the types of data used as evidence of program success are thus built on specific 

theoretical underpinnings. Without at least a general background, application of theory can all too easily become for-

mulaic and inappropriate form without substance. A key aim of this book, in that sense, is to provide the groundwork 

for understanding, assessing, and effectively applying theory. 

In that spirit, Essentials of Health Behavior is designed to: 

1) Introduce students to the relationship between behavior and a selection of major health issues; 

2)  Provide an introductory background to the kinds of social and behavioral theories that guide our understand-

ing of health-related behavior and that form the background for health promotion and prevention efforts; and 

3)  Explore some of the ways in which these theories and approaches are used in applied health promotion efforts. 

In the first section, we will introduce the relationship of behavior to health, review a sample of current and ongoing 

health problems (domestic and international), and, in a broad sense, discuss the relationship of behavior to those health 

problems. In the second section, we will provide a context from which to understand theory, and survey theoretical 

perspectives from psychology, social psychology, sociology, anthropology, and other disciplines that offer explanations 

of human behavior, keeping in mind that health behavior is one domain of human behavior in general—thus linking 

the field of health promotion and prevention to the broader context of social/behavioral theory. The third section will 

Preface
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Prefacexii

introduce students to theory-based program planning and application, providing real-world examples across a range 

of settings—including community, school, and workplace programs, global health, mass media/communications, and 

programs targeting special populations. This section will also show how theory links program design, implementation, 

and evaluation. In the fourth section, current issues in the applied field of health behavior/health promotion will be re-

viewed, and we will present some of the occupational and career possibilities for which material in the book is relevant. 

NEW TO THE SECOND EDITION

For the Second Edition, data and other information have been updated throughout, with additional applied examples of 

theoretical applications. A new chapter on multilevel theory has been added in the second section because of the growing 

recognition that complex community contexts require interventions that address multiple levels.
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