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Good morning. I am Pamela, and today, I will critically evaluate the applicability of two social cognition models—the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) and the Transtheoretical Model (TTM)—to stress management and safe driving behaviours. These behaviours have a significant public health impact, as stress is linked to chronic illnesses, and unsafe driving remains a leading cause of preventable injuries and fatalities.
Social cognition models are key frameworks in health psychology, helping us understand how individuals adopt and maintain health-promoting behaviours. However, their effectiveness can vary across behavioural domains. This presentation assesses whether the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) and the Transtheoretical Model (TTM) offer sufficient frameworks for understanding and influencing behaviours related to stress management and safe driving.
I will begin by outlining both models and critically evaluating their application to stress management interventions. I will then examine their utility in promoting safe driving behaviours before concluding with a synthesis of their overall applicability.
The Theory of Planned Behaviour, developed by Ajzen (1991), posits that behaviour is driven by intention, which is shaped by three components: attitude towards the behaviour, subjective norms (perceived social pressure), and perceived behavioural control. According to the TPB, individuals are more likely to engage in health-promoting behaviours when they hold positive attitudes, perceive social expectations, and believe they control the behaviour.
Recent advancements have addressed some of the model’s limitations. For instance, Zhang et al.'s (2019) meta-analysis found that incorporating past behaviour and habit strength significantly enhances the TPB’s predictive validity—an essential consideration for stress responses and driving, where automatic processes often dominate.
In contrast, the Transtheoretical Model, proposed by Prochaska and DiClemente (1983), views behavioural change as a dynamic process that unfolds across five stages: precontemplation, contemplation, preparation, action, and maintenance. Individuals move through these stages non-linearly, often cycling back before achieving lasting change.
Prochaska et al. (2021) refined the model by identifying stage-specific change processes. For example, consciousness-raising is particularly effective during early stages, whereas counterconditioning is more useful in later phases.
When applied to stress management, the TPB focuses on rational decision-making when adopting stress-reduction techniques. Keyworth et al. (2020) found that interventions targeting perceived behavioural control particularly enhanced engagement. Nonetheless, several limitations persist. First, the TPB overlooks emotional factors central to stress responses. Second, the intention–behaviour gap is especially problematic in this context; individuals may intend to use stress-reduction strategies but fail to implement them during high-stress moments. Third, as Norman and Webb (2022) demonstrate, the assumption of rational processing often breaks down under acute stress, precisely when such techniques are most needed.
By comparison, the TTM provides notable advantages for stress management. Its stage-based structure acknowledges that adopting stress-reduction behaviours is a gradual process. Bernard et al. (2020) showed that stage-matched interventions outperformed generic ones, particularly in contexts where readiness to change varies significantly. TTM also supports tailored interventions. For instance, Arroyo et al. (2021) implemented a stage-based programme for healthcare professionals and observed greater adherence and reduced stress relative to a control group. Likewise, Kim and Lee (2023) applied the TTM to university students and found that increased mindfulness practice was significantly associated with those in the action and maintenance stages.
Nevertheless, limitations remain. David and Smith (2021) questioned the TTM’s use of rigid timeframes, noting that transitions between stages for stress management occurred more rapidly than expected. Romain et al.'s (2018) meta-analysis also raised doubts about whether stage-based tailoring yields superior outcomes. Sutton (2005), followed by Lippke et al. (2019), highlighted that the model’s predictive power is limited and may oversimplify the complexity of behaviour change.
Despite this, the TTM’s strength lies in its capacity to individualise intervention. It accounts for readiness, self-efficacy, and relapse factors critical for sustained behavioural change in stress management.
Turning to safe driving, the TPB is particularly useful in understanding deliberate violations of road safety rules. Scott-Parker and Oviedo-Trespalacios (2022) found that attitudes and subjective norms predicted up to 67% of the variance in young drivers’ intentions to engage in risky behaviour. Similarly, González et al. (2022) found that subjective norms had a significant influence on seatbelt use.
Zhou et al. (2020) applied the TPB to mobile phone use while driving, finding that the model accounted for 39% of the variance in intention, with perceived behavioural control emerging as the strongest predictor.
These findings suggest that the TPB effectively targets the cognitive determinants underlying intentional risky driving behaviours.
However, it faces key limitations. Crespo-Ruiz et al.'s (2021) systematic review highlighted a pronounced intention–behaviour gap in speeding, where situational factors often override intentions. The model also fails to adequately address habitual or automatic aspects of driving, as noted in Chen and Wu's (2020) study on routine traffic violations. Moreover, Ferrer et al. (2019) found that emotional states, such as anxiety, heavily influence driving decisions, which the TPB does not address. Nevertheless, the model excels in clarity, operationalisability, and predictive validity where intentions are central.
The TTM also meaningfully contributes to safe driving interventions. Shen et al.'s (2022) review revealed that stage-based mobile interventions significantly outperformed generic approaches in reducing mobile phone use while driving.
Yet, applying the TTM to driving is not without challenges. Li et al. (2021) found that behavioural transitions in driving were often prompted by external triggers (e.g., near misses or fines) rather than internal cognitive processes. Zhou and Wang (2023) further questioned the validity of discrete stages in capturing the more fluid and continuous nature of behavioural change in driving contexts.
In conclusion, the Theory of Planned Behaviour and the Transtheoretical Model offer valuable, though incomplete, frameworks for promoting healthy behavioural change in stress management and safe driving. The TPB provides a robust, measurable model for intention-driven behaviour, yet struggles with emotional and automatic influences. The TTM accommodates the fluctuating and staged nature of behaviour change but is limited by concerns about stage validity and transition mechanisms.
An integrated approach may be most effective. Combining the TPB’s cognitive focus with the TTM’s process-oriented structure may offer a more comprehensive strategy. Hagger and Hamilton (2023) support this, suggesting hybrid models offer greater practical utility than either framework alone.
These insights suggest the importance of moving beyond single-model approaches for practitioners. Health psychologists should adopt flexible, context-sensitive strategies informed by multiple theories and individual variability. Future research should focus on validating integrated models, particularly in complex domains such as stress and driving, where reflective and automatic processes are at play.
Thank you for your attention.
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