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The Theory of Reasoned Action and Planned Behavior
The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) has proven its validity 

and usefulness to explain health behaviors; it has also been used 
to substantiate interventions that modify health behaviors [1]. This 
theory is applicable to explain how sexual communication occurs 
between parents and children. The TRA of Fishbein and Ajzen 
[2] states that behaviors are under the control of the individual 
because humans are rational beings that process information, using 
it in a structured manner with the aim of evaluating and making 
decisions. In other words, behavior is determined by a process 
of logical thought known as intention. Likewise, the individual’s 
intention to perform a specific behavior is achieved as a result of the 
interaction between behavioral and normative beliefs. Therefore, a 
brief description of how beliefs are formed is presented.

 
Beliefs

Beliefs refer to subjective judgement of the relationship between 
the object of belief, other objects, values, concepts or attributes 
that make people understand themselves and the environment that 
surrounds them. The source of information for this relationship is 
direct observation. These direct experiences with the object give, 
as a result, the creation of descriptive beliefs. Other beliefs, called 
inferential beliefs, which go beyond a direct observable relationship, 
also exist. The difference between these two types of beliefs is that 
the former has to do with the acquisition of new information and the 
latter with the processing of information. Therefore, an individual 
forms his or her beliefs of an object from direct observation and 
the information received from external sources. In this way, the 
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ARTICLE INFO Abstract

The objective of this revision is to explain how sexual communication of parents 
and children occurs using the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) and Planned Behavior. 
The TRA has proven validity and usefulness to explain health behaviors. The theory 
states that behaviors are under the control of the individual with the person being a 
rational being who processes information using it in a structured manner with the aim 
of evaluating and making decisions. Behavior is determined by a logical thinking process 
called intention. The intention of the individual of carrying out a particular behavior is 
achieved as a result of the interrelation between behavioral and normative beliefs. Ajzen 
and Fishbein (1988) expanded the concepts and relationships of TRA and proposed 
the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). In this extension, another belief is introduced, 
behavioral control, which is described as the perception of factors that can facilitate or 
impede the performance of a behavior. Because of the aforementioned, this theory is 
considered pertinent for explaining sexual communication of parents and adolescent 
children.
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human being is conceived as a rational being that uses available 
information to emit judgements that lead to decision making. These 
personal beliefs serve as baseline information that determines 
their attitudes, intentions, and behaviors.

Attitudes

According to the aforementioned, the attitude of the individual 
towards an object is based on their behavioral beliefs, which are 
unique and refer to the subjective probability that the behavior will 
produce a favorable or unfavorable result. The attitude of a person 
influences the way an action is performed since it is related to the 
belief that a certain behavior will lead to certain consequences. 
According to this, attitude is seen as the greatest determinant 
of the intention to perform said behavior. It can be said that the 
parent´s belief regarding a favorable or unfavorable result in the 
communication of sexual topics with their adolescent children, 
such as the prevention of unwanted pregnancies, STDs and HIV/
AIDS, will increase or decrease the intention of speaking with their 
children about contraceptive methods or condoms.

Subjective Norm

Another relevant belief for a behavioral intention to occur is the 
normative belief, which refers to the person´s perception regarding 
the approval of important referents (other individuals or groups) 
about a certain behavior; these beliefs are of a social nature. The 
normative component requires establishing a relationship between 
the information base and its specific components and that its 
effects be examined. According to this, the individual may or may 
not be motivated if they receive normative pressure from a referent. 
The  interrelation between normative beliefs and this motivation is 
called a subjective norm. In other words, parents will have greater 
communication regarding sexual topics with their adolescent 
children if they believe that others, such as the family, their children 
or the church, approve this. According to this, intention has two 
precursors that explain it: one that is individual, which is the 
attitude towards behavior, and another, which is social, called the 
social norm [3,4].

Perceived Behavioral Control

Ajzen and Fishbein [3] expanded the previously mentioned 
concepts and relationships of the Theory of Reasoned Action and 
proposed the Theory of Planned Behavior. In this extension, another 
belief is introduced, the belief of control, which is described as the 
perception of factors that can facilitate or impede the performance of 
a behavior. The authors assumed that these beliefs, in combination 
with the power perceived over factors to control, determine the 
perceived control of behavior. In other words, the power that the 
person perceives over factors that impede or facilitate carrying out 
a behavior contributes to the perception of behavioral control. It is 
important to mention that the foregoing should be in direct relation 
to the subjective probability that the control factor is present. 
Therefore, perceived behavioral control is the person´s perception 
of his or her ability to carry out a determined behavior. In contrast 

to the other two beliefs, only the perceived behavioral control can 
directly or indirectly predict the intention and/or behavior. Based 
on this, it is said that parents will talk with their children about sex 
issues if they believe they have the necessary capacity to do so.

Internal Factors

Ajzen [3] analyzed several factors that can influence the degree 
of control that a person has over a given behavior. He mentions that 
there are internal factors such as information, abilities, capacities, 
and emotions. Internal factors are elements that depend on the 
individual and that can facilitate or hinder control over certain 
behaviors. The internal factors that can influence communication 
between parents and children are the knowledge of sexual topics 
and the comfort to communicate them. These factors are described 
below. Achterbergh and Vriens [5] state that knowledge is a 
dynamic, conscious and fundamental process that precedes the 
individual´s decision making and behavior. Knowledge allows 
articulating the possible course of actions,  judging  if  the  course  
of  these will lead to the planned result, and using these judgments 
to select the actions that will be executed. Likewise, Givaudan, 
Vijver, and Poortinga [6] define knowledge as the information  that 
increases the range of alternatives of courses of action that can be 
considered by an individual in a particular situation.

Knowledge is directly related to the perceived control of 
behavior. Studies indicate that parents that perceive greater 
ability and capacity to talk with their children about sex topics are 
those that  consider  that  they  have  the  necessary knowledge 
to communicate these topics [7,8]. Therefore, the knowledge of 
sex topics is the information that a parent has about the methods 
of transmission of STD/HIV- --AIDS, their prevention and that of 
unwanted pregnancies. Likewise, comfort refers to a comfortable 
or pleasant feeling that produces wellbeing. A relationship between 
this variable and perceived behavioral control and knowledge has 
been found. Research studies have found that parents of adolescents 
who perceive that they have the necessary knowledge report that 
they feel more comfortable speaking about sex [9,10]. Villarruel et 
al. [10] found that there is a relation between the belief of control 
and the parent´s comfort to communicate about sex. The comfort 
to communicate sex matters is conceptualized as the comfortable 
feeling that the parent perceives when sharing information with 
their adolescent child about topics related to sexuality such as 
pregnancies at an early age, STD, and HIV/AIDS.

Individual Variables

Additionally, TRA establishes that any individual variable, such 
as sociodemographic or personal characteristics (for example, 
sex, religion, education, personal stimulus, etc.) can influence 
intention through attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived 
behavioral control. However, there are studies that show that sex 
and education are directly related to communication of sex topics 
[8,11,12], making it possible to state that individual variables, 
such as sex and education, are related to attitudes, the subjective 
norm, perceived behavioral control, and communication about sex 
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topics; in turn, these individual variables indirectly influence the 
intentions of sexual communication.

Intention

Intentional behavior is composed of four elements: the behavior, 
the object that the behavior is directed at, the situation in which the 
behavior is carried out (place), and the time in which the behavior 
is performed [4]; all these elements are a function of the behavior 
itself. In consequence, the most specific level of intentions is that in 
which the person proposes carrying out an action regarding a given 
object at a specific moment and situation. Therefore, intention is 
considered the predictor closest to behavior and it is determined 
by the beliefs of individuals. An individual will have the intention 
to perform a given behavior when he or she has a positive attitude 
towards their own performance, when he or she believes that his 
or her significant social referents think that he or she should carry 
it out, and when he or she considers that he or she has the skills 
to perform it [13]. The parent´s intention to communicate with 

their adolescent children about sex is determined by attitudes, 
subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control; therefore, if the 
parents have the intention of communicating about sex, it is more 
probable that they will.

Behavior

Behavior is defined as the observable manifestation of 
specific behavior and it is determined by the intention to carry 
out said behavior. The expected behavior of parents is sexual 
communication with their adolescent children. According to 
King [14], communication is the means by which information is 
transmitted in specific situations to identify interests or problems 
that will allow adequate decision making. Communication of 
sex topics is conceptualized as the means by which the father or 
mother shares information with their adolescent child about how 
to protect themselves from early pregnancy, STD, and HIV/AIDS. 
The relationships of these concepts are presented in (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Diagram of the relationship of Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) concepts for sexual communication of parents and 
children.
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