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Preface
Theory is the foundation of a profession. It is 
what professional practice and preparation are 
built upon. While this does not make the learn-
ing of theory any easier, it does make it necessary.

Theory can be difficult for students to 
grasp. Perhaps because there is no reservoir of 
knowledge from which to draw from as there is 
for say math, history, English, or the sciences.

The purpose of this text then, is to pro-
vide an easy-to-understand, interesting,  and 
engaging introduction to a topic that is usually 
perceived as challenging, dry, and boring. The 
language used and the depth and breadth of 
the information presented are intentional. It 
is not meant to be a comprehensive tome on 
theory, but rather an introduction to theory. It 
is meant to be the headwaters of that reservoir 
of knowledge.

While written with the undergraduate 
in mind, this text would also be of value to 
graduate students or practicing professionals 
whose own “reservoir” of  theory knowledge 
and understanding could use a refill. It would 
be an excellent text to use along with others 
in preparing for certification examinations in 
which health behavior is included.

The text begins with an explanation of 
what theory is, how theories are developed, 
and an expanded section on the factors that 
influence health behavior. Chapters 2 through 
11 cover the more frequently used health 
behavior theories in public health. Each theory 
chapter has been revised and expanded, and 
images have been changed or added where 
appropriate. Each of these chapters begins with 
a revised table containing the theory essence 
sentence (a statement that reflects the essence 
of the theory in one sentence), its constructs, 

and brief definitions. This is followed by more 
in-depth discussion of the theory concept 
and constructs using multiple examples from 
the literature to demonstrate how the theory 
is used in practice. While some examples 
are related to college students, many are not 
because they are meant to show how theories 
are used in a variety of settings, by an array of 
public health professionals working with dif-
ferent populations, addressing an assortment 
of health issues.

Each chapter with the exception of Chap-
ter 1, ends with a Theory in Action section—
a full-length, peer-reviewed journal article 
that provides a complete picture of how the 
theory was used in a practice setting to guide 
research, develop an intervention, or conduct 
an evaluation. The Theory in Action articles 
address a variety of health issues in different 
populations. All the articles and class activities 
in this fourth edition are new.

Also new to this edition are additional 
examples of “Theory in Action.” These addi-
tional open access, annotated articles further 
illustrate the application of theory. They can 
be used by students to reinforce the content 
of the chapter and by faculty as the basis for 
supplementary assignments or class activities.

The final chapter in the book,  Chapter 12, 
“Choosing a Theory,” answers the often asked 
question, “How do I know which theory to 
use?” This chapter includes a Theory Chart to 
help answer that question. The chart groups 
the theories by levels and is a compilation  
of the tables provided at the beginning of 
each chapter.

In no way does this book purport to 
cover all the theories that could be used to 
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explain health behavior, nor does it claim to 
provide an in-depth, exhaustive discourse of 
the theories it does contain. It does, how-
ever, provide an introduction to the more 
commonly used theories in public health 

education and promotion. It is my hope that 
students find this book engaging enough 
to read it, practical enough to use it, and 
comprehensive enough to begin filling their 
theory reservoirs.

x Preface
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