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Introduction 

A central theme in social psychology is human action – why do people do what they do? 

However there is no direct answer, and as in most aspects of psychology it is important to look at 

how this issue has developed historically over time. Using Andersen & Mørch’s (2000) diagram of 

how theories and discourses have developed historically, I will attempt to highlight some key areas 

that have evolved in the exploration of human action. The three main theories I will discuss are 

Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior, Giddens’ structuration theory and understanding of modernity 

in relationship to human action, and finally Antonovsky’s concept of ‘sense of coherence.’ My aim 

will be to compare and discuss these three very different approaches by presenting their positions 

seen historically and in comparing them briefly to other social approaches.      

Question 1 

Asplund describes that the establishment of social psychology and the need to understand 

human action is connected historically to the shift that occurred around the turn of the century due 

to industrialization (Andersen & Mørch 2000). People were liberated from being dependent on the 

rigid social system, and emerged as individuals, who were suddenly more or less free to do what 

they wanted. Individualization became a new challenge as people, at least partially, began to take on 

the role of active agents in their lives (ibid). These new possibilities and demands called for a new 

understanding of human actions, in order to know how to control people and keep order in the 

society. For many this new development toward individualization and liberation was a threat to the 

social order. Theories began to form trying to explain human social action, in order to understand 

what makes people behave the way they do in a social context (ibid).  

Attitude Theories 

The first group of theories trying to explain human action was attitude theories. Attitudes were 

seen as having great influence on behavior, and were declared by Allport (1935) as social 

psychology’s most indispensable concept (Franzoi 2006). “Attitudes determine for each individual 

what he will see and hear, what he will think and what he will do. (Allport in Frazoi 2006, p. 171)” 

Although attitudes have played such a key role in the history of social psychology, disputes about 

what an attitude is and how it relates to a person’s life and behavior have existed about as long as 

attitude research has been conducted (Wetherell 1996). One popular definition is from Zanna and 

Rempel (1988) who define an attitude as “the categorization of a stimulus object along an 

evaluative dimension based upon, or generated from, three general classes of information: 1) 
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cognitive information 2) affective/emotional information and/or 3) information concerning past 

behaviors or behavioral intentions (Wetherell 1996, p. 124).”   

The belief and motive behind this research was that if it was possible to understand how 

attitudes affected behavior, then it would also be possible to predict behavior. One of the main 

reasons for studying attitudes was then to be able to improve techniques in changing them, thereby 

controlling people’s behavior (Wetherell 1996). However, during the 1970s, attitude theories hit a 

crisis, where a number of studies didn’t find much association between attitudes and behavior 

(Franzoi 2006). Many began to doubt if attitudes were, in effect, so influential in determining 

behavior.   

Theory of Planned Behavior  
One of the theories that rose to try and rescue attitude theory was Ajzen’s theory of planned 

behavior (ibid). This theory expresses the belief that people think about the consequences of their 

behavior before they act, thus intending a certain outcome. Therefore, according to this model, the 

immediate cause of behavior is not attitudes, but intention, which is the conscious cognitive 

decision to carry out an action (Franzoi 2006). Attitudes thereby influence behavior through 

influencing intentions. 

 

 Theory of Planned Behavior Model 

 
     Source: Based on Ajzen 1988 in Wetherell 1996 p. 132 

 

According to Fishbein and Ajzen, attitudes toward a certain behavior are formed as the product 

of one’s beliefs about the consequences of that behavior and one’s evaluation of those consequences 

(ibid). However attitudes are not the only aspects that influence intention. Intentions are also 
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affected by subjective norms, which can be defined as the perceived expectations of significant 

others and one’s motivation to conform to those expectations (ibid).The last aspect that can be seen 

as affecting intentions is one’s perceived behavioral control. In the case where someone feels they 

have little control over the performance of an action, for example due to lack of ability or resources, 

this factor will affect their behavior regardless of the intention. Therefore, perceived behavioral 

control can be seen as sometimes directly affecting behavior, illustrated by the broken arrow in the 

diagram (Wetherell 1996).    

The diagram also shows bidirectional arrows between the three factors showing how they can 

influence each other. This is to illustrate that each aspect is not necessarily independent of each 

other. For example, the opinions of significant others could influence or change one’s own attitudes 

toward the behavior or change the amount of control one feels over the situation (ibid). 

Criticism of the Theory of Planned Behavior 

Although empirical results support this model much more than other attitude theories, there are 

still many critiques of the theory of planned behavior. The main critique comes from social 

constructionists who criticize the mainstream attitude research for seeing attitudes as individual 

possessions and, therefore, focusing mainly on the individual while largely ignoring the social and 

societal aspects. Many attitudes are however ‘shared views’ and part of a cultural and social 

discourse. Attitude theories lack a sufficient explanation of the relationship between collective 

views and individual attitudes. Another weakness pointed out by discursive theorists is that 

evaluations vary with context. Attitude theories do not look at the everyday natural situations 

involving evaluations and judgments and instead remain on the abstract plain of attitudes. 

A Historical Shift in Discourse 

These critiques and many others, which expand the view of human action to include a broader 

social perspective, can be seen in correspondence with the historical development and shifts in 

discourse that evolved over the last century. Andersen and Mørch (2000), in the following diagram, 

describe these shifts as a movement through four stages.  
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Diagram of historical shifts in discourse1 

 
Source: Andersen & Mørch 2000 p. 390 

 

The first stage as we described before was characterized by a focus on attitudes, with the 

intention of controlling people’s behavior to keep order in society. During the post-war period, there 

came a slight shift from ‘control’ to ‘socialization’ or ‘upbringing.’ In this stage, attitude theories 

were thought of as a way to shape people’s attitudes to the acceptable social norms through the 

‘right’ upbringing. Socialization theories explained people’s behavior as a result of the 

attitudes/norms which they developed through socialization, which primarily meant their childhood 

(Andersen & Mørch 2000). Also included in socialization theories, was that people developed their 

own special identity, as a result of the socialization process. This meant that on the one hand, people 

were seen as psychological results of their own upbringing, while on the other hand, they were seen 

as active, motivated and intentional agents (ibid).    

The next shift in discourse can be seen as a shift of focus from ‘upbringing’ to ‘participation’ 

(ibid). Much more focus was put on the individual as an active participating agent in his own life. 

The social psychological challenge then became to look at people’s actions in connection with their 

new societal conditions and democratic state of influence (ibid). 

The final phase can be seen as setting focus not only on the individual as participating in 

society, but as in having influence on society and social decisions. The individual is seen as having 

his own identity, while functioning socially in order to be part of creating the social environment 

(ibid). 

                                                 
1 My own title as the diagram was not titled in the original work 
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As the view on the individual’s role in society shifted over time, there also developed new 

theories explaining human action from these new perspectives. Parsons’ theory can be seen as 

representing the second stage in the model, where individualization was a result of socialization and 

the adoption of societal norms. Problems in the society were thought to be the result of a deviation 

from those norms, which then could be corrected through re-socialization (ibid). However, as 

people began to become increasingly influential in their own lives, theories such as Giddens’ were 

developed to try to explain the new modern trend.  

Question 2 

Giddens has two major theories: his structuration theory and his perception of modernity and 

self-identity. To outline his understanding of the relationship between the individual and the society 

and how this affects human behavior, I will begin by briefly describing the main points discussed in 

his structuration theory. I will then compare his view of human action to the view portrayed in 

Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior. 

Duality rather than Dualism 

One of the main aspects of Giddens’ structuration theory is a confrontation of the dualism that 

exists in many other theories. Functionalism for example focuses on social phenomena as 

independent from individuals and sees ‘social systems’ as having their own properties and ‘needs’ 

that can be analyzed separately from the individual (Layder 2006). On the other hand, 

ethnomethodology and phenomenology focus on the individual, and see anything outside of 

subjective experience as having little or no relevance to social life. Giddens takes a stand against 

this division of individual and society or structure and action (ibid). He suggests what he calls a 

‘duality of structure’ which shows how structure and action are intrinsically connected and are like 

two sides of the same coin (ibid). He describes that the two unite through social practices and the 

everyday actions of people’s lives. With this theory he hoped to overcome the theoretical problems 

that occurred due to a constant division between society and the individual. 

Against Traditional Scientific Approaches 

Giddens also took a stand opposing theorists such as Durkheim who argued that sociology, like 

the other natural sciences, should be concerned with an independent objective subject matter. This 

subject matter or ‘social facts,’ according to Durkheim, should be dealt with objectively and 

detached with no reference to subjective attitudes (Layder 2006). This objectivistic view Giddens 

could absolutely not agree with, as this ‘subject matter’ which includes people and the products of 
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their social activities, are intrinsically involved with society. It is human nature according to 

Giddens to be affected by and affect their social environment (ibid). This is also linked to Giddens 

opinion that humans are not constrained and controlled by the structural environment, as are subject 

matter in the natural sciences. People always have some choice in the situation and can, by 

reflecting on their own behavior and circumstances, to some degree resist the constraints from 

society and have an influence on their own situation (ibid). It is a key issue for Giddens that people 

are skilled and knowledgeable and are not helpless victims of social forces. Through making 

choices based on their reasons and motives, they are constantly changing and molding the world 

and situation in which they find themselves (ibid). 

Giddens’ Definition of Structure 

In Giddens’ structuration theory, ‘structure’ does not at all have the same meaning as in 

conventional approaches. To him, ‘structure’ can be defined as “the rules and resources that actors 

draw upon as they produce and reproduce society in their activities (Layder 2006, p. 171).” Rules 

can include both explicit and unwritten rules applied to behavior, and can be seen as a type of 

formulae providing guidelines for the way people interact in different social situations. Resources 

can be divided into two types: allocative resources, which refer to material objects, and authoritative 

resources, which refer to non-material factors such as status or position. These resources and rules 

allow people to act and make a difference in the world (ibid). Giddens focuses on how these rules 

and resources create opportunities, rather than seeing them as constraints. According to Giddens, 

“social constraints do not operate independently of the motives and reasons that agents have for 

what they do (Giddens in Layder 2006 p. 171).”  

It is also important to understand that Giddens’ meaning of ‘structure’ in social life has to be 

seen as both the medium and outcome of social activity (ibid). Rules and resources enable us to do 

things and have intentions, and at the same time are the consequences of our actions, as we 

“endorse their value by using them, and therefore contribute to their further continuance (Layder 

2006, p. 166).  

Giddens’ Theory of Action 

So how does Giddens’ structuration theory relate to human action? Action is according to 

Giddens, the central focus, as it is through action that people create the structures, with which they 

then act (Mørch 1994). Giddens explains that structure is ‘internal’ to activity, and therefore has no 

existence beyond the situations in which people are acting (Layder 2006). “Social structures, 

institutions and systems do not exist independently of the reasons, motivations and reflexive 



 8

behavior of actual people. They exist only insofar as they are continually produced and reproduced 

via the duality of structure (Layder 2006, p. 173).”   

Giddens analyses how people act, pointing out that people act conscious of what they want, and 

can reflect over what they do. This is what Giddens means when he says that people are 

‘knowledgeable’: they know what they are doing and why they are doing it (Mørch 1994). This can 

be paralleled to how Ajzen assumes that people rationally think and plan their behavior prior to 

acting (Franzoi 2006). However, Giddens does not see intention as the main cause of behavior and 

therefore does not believe that motivation or intentionality should be the basis for studying people’s 

actions (Mørch 1994). Motivation and intention are prerequisites for action, but it is important to 

Giddens not to lose focus on the essential feature: the capability of humans to act in the first place 

(Layder 2006). In the same way society and structure can be seen as prerequisites for human action, 

but they are not the conditions which create action. They are there as possibilities and are then 

changed and formed through action (Mørch 1994).  

In Giddens view of action, people act not because they necessarily intend something, but 

because they use the conditions available to do something in their life (Mørch 1994). Perhaps the 

most essential feature of human action to Giddens is the ability to produce an effect, to ‘make a 

difference’ (Layder 2006). It is through this that human action becomes meaningful and can have an 

effect on the world. In this way, action always expresses a measure of power (Mørch 1994). 

However this power doesn’t just flow from the wills and intentions of individuals, as it is limited by 

the resources at one’s disposal. In this way power is relational, and the power I have over you is 

somewhat dependent upon the power you have over me (Layder 2006). There can never, however, 

be one group holding absolute power over the others, as everyone always has some resources at 

their disposal which they can use to attempt to alter the power relationship (ibid). 

Giddens’ Levels of Awareness 

Giddens also describes three levels of awareness that affect how people actually engage in 

activity (Layder 2006). The first level is the unconscious motivational level, which represents 

people’s deepest desires and feelings. These are however often repressed from consciousness and 

may create only a general or background influence on behavior (ibid).  

The next level is practical consciousness, which refers to the practical skills and knowledge that 

people have in order to know how to ‘go on’ in social situations. It is described as practical 

consciousness because although people use this knowledge automatically in everyday situations, 

they are not often able to put it into words or rationally explain it (ibid). 
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The final level is discursive consciousness and is the level at which we can comment rationally 

on our actions and give reasons for our behavior (ibid).  

Comparison of Giddens’ and Ajzen’s view on Human Action 

In Ajzen’s model of the theory of planned behavior, the focus seems to be primarily on the 

individual. Although the aspect of ‘subjective norms’ is included and shown to be able to affect 

attitudes and behavior, the theory does not put very much focus on how the society and the 

individual are intertwined. On the other hand, Giddens’ theory sees society and the individual as 

inseparably intertwined, where one cannot exist without the other. 

As mentioned before, although both Ajzen and Giddens see people as rational, cognitive or 

‘knowledgeable’ prior to performing an action, Ajzen focuses on intention as the key to 

understanding and predicting human behavior (Franzoi 2006). Giddens, however, sees intentions 

and motives as conditions leading to behavior, but not as the immediate cause or the essential issue 

in understanding human action (Mørch 1994). Ajzen’s theory has also been criticized in that by 

placing ‘intention’ between ‘attitudes’ and ‘behavior’, it eliminates the possibility of unintentional 

behavior caused by spontaneous feelings without a rational decision (Franzoi 2006). Giddens’ 

theory, which also mainly focuses on rational planned behavior, leaves an opening for unintentional 

behavior through his explanation of the three awareness levels (Layder 2006).   

Looking at the theories according to Andersen and Mørch’s stages describing the historical shift 

in discourse, Ajzen’s model can be seen more as representing the stage in which the goal is to 

predict and control behavior. The model is, however, still valid today within the field of 

psychological social psychology. The interest in this theory today cannot be totally paralleled to the 

past interest in attitude theories, which was to control people to keep the social order. Although it is 

also used today in promoting safe sex or in the war on drugs, the main interest in influencing 

people’s attitudes and behaviors can be seen in the commercial and political arenas. Large amounts 

of money are poured into attitude research and campaigns every year in order to find out how to 

influence people’s behavior (Wetherell 1996). Although these issues evolve from a modern 

democratic society, where the individual is a free active agent, who participates in and influences 

the society through their role of consumer and democratic citizen, the theory of planned behavior in 

itself does not seem to embrace and include the perspective of how behavior affects and is affected 

by the social and societal conditions. Therefore, I would still qualify the theory under Stage 1 of 

Andersen & Mørch’s diagram.   

Giddens, on the other hand, does not look narrowly at how certain external and internal forces 

influence intentions and thereby actions. For Giddens, structures/resources and intentions are both 



 10

creating and being created through the action process, where both structure and action are 

constantly creating each other in the duality of structure. This theory can therefore be seen as 

representing the later two stages of Andersen and Mørch’s model, where the individual’s role as an 

influential agent in an active relationship with its surroundings is taken into account in the theory 

(Andersen & Mørch 2000).    

Question 3 

However Giddens’ structuration theory was not his only contribution to the shift in 

understanding of human action. Giddens’ explanation of modernity and its meaning for the 

individual’s role in society was ground-breaking for many of the more recent social psychological 

theories. I will therefore now outline his view on modernity and the concept of ‘self-identity’ in 

order to pry deeper into the topic of human action. 

Giddens’ view on Modernity and Self-identity 

Just as Andersen and Mørch’s (2000) model illustrates the historical shift in the role of the 

individual over the past century, Giddens also outlines characteristics of what he defines as a shift 

into modernity and the effects that has on the individual’s role in society. Andersen and Mørch 

(2000) summarize some of Giddens’ main views about modernity in comparison to a more 

traditional society in the following table. 

 

The traditional society The modern society 

To find oneself in time and space: to learn social 

rules 

To live across time and space: to develop self-

identity 

To develop trust in authorities as experts:  

conform to authorities 

To use different types of expertise: to develop 

reflexivity and self-assurance  

To solve conflicts: learn basic norms and rules 

connected to social positions 

To solve conflicts: Develop social practices as 

contextual ‘knowledgeability’ 

To develop confidence in everyday life: live 

with qualifications within the traditions and 

expectations. 

To be integrated socially: develop individual 

competencies and ontological security 

Source: translated from Andersen and Mørch (2000) p. 394   
 

One of the main themes that are expressed by these characteristics of modernity, pointed out by 

Giddens, is the role of the individual as an active knowledgeable agent. In the more traditional 
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society, human action was seen as being determined by norms, so it was important to learn the 

‘right’ norms through socialization. In modern society the importance is placed upon making the 

individual reflexive and knowledgeable about his/her own conditions including being able to be 

reflexive about the meaning of norms in his/her social life (Andersen & Mørch 2000). Instead of 

being socialized to follow rules and authorities, the individual must develop a different sense of 

self, which Giddens describes as a self-identity, which makes it possible for the individual to move 

and act in the world (Andersen & Mørch 2000).  

In the pre-modern culture, the idea of people having a unique character, potential and identity 

which could be used to influence society was a foreign concept (Giddens 1994). Elements related to 

identity such as race, gender, or social status were seen as relatively determined, and the different 

phases of life were relatively controlled by institutionalized processes.  

However, with the shift into modernity, it is not only important to be aware of the existence of 

self-identity, but to see it as a reflexive project that the individual is responsible for (ibid). “Vi er 

ikke, hvad vi er, men hvad vi gør os selv til (Giddens 1994, p. 94).” The ‘reflexive nature of self-

identity’ describes how the self in the modern world is constantly changeable in the light of 

circumstances (Layder 2006). For example after a divorce, an individual is forced to ‘find oneself’ 

again and develop a new more ‘independent self’ or a new ‘narrative’ which fits to their 

biographical story-line. For as Giddens explains, “Vi ‘har’ ikke blot en biografi hver især, vi lever 

en biografi, som er refleksivt organiseret på baggrund af strømme af sociale og psykologiske 

informationer om mulige måder at leve på (Giddens 1994, p. 25-26).” 

Critique of Giddens’ self-identity concept 

According to Giddens’ theory of action, action creates subjectivity; therefore one creates and is 

created through one’s actions. One’s self-identity is therefore a prerequisite for and a result of one’s 

actions. However, Mørch criticizes Giddens for losing his focus on ‘action’ while trying to 

elaborate on the concept of ‘self-identity’ (Mørch 1994). When Giddens claims that ‘self-identity’ is 

a prerequisite for being able to ‘do something’ or ‘make a difference’, and if ‘self-identity’ is more 

than just a discursive understanding of myself as an active agent, the question arises of how self-

identity develops to begin with. To answer this question, Giddens begins to look at childhood and 

shifts the focus from an action perspective to a more traditional identity problem. This shifts the 

focus more onto the individual and recreates the division of society and individual which he set out 

to avoid (ibid).  

Layder (2006) also criticizes Giddens for over-emphasizing the individual in different aspects. 

Through Giddens’ ‘stratification model’ or explanation of the different levels of awareness within 
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the human agent, he creates a very detailed and complex terrain on the individual plain, however 

only gives a very one-dimensional description of the social-structural aspect.       

Though Giddens’ can perhaps be criticized for not elaborating or deepening his exploration of 

structure and the social environment, his detailed focus on the individual and the increasing 

demands put on individuals in modern society has still been valuable for social psychology’s 

understanding of human action.  

Coping strategies 

Traditional social theories have always had their own views on which qualities individuals 

should possess to function in society. For example in Parsons’ theory there were specific social 

norms which individuals should embody in order to function properly in society. However, it has 

become a new challenge in social psychology to find out which conditions within the individual and 

in social relations are necessary for people to best master the challenges of modernity?  

The approach that has done the most research in this area until now has been coping theories. A 

more sociological approach to coping theory has been made by Antonovsky in his theory of sense of 

coherence. His starting point in tackling this broad area was to raise the question: What is it that 

makes some people able to cope with very difficult circumstances, while others in more favorable 

circumstances cannot (ibid)?  Antonovsky answers this question by saying that it is dependent on 

how strong a ‘sense of coherence’ one has. 

One could wonder why terms such as ‘sense of coherence’ and ‘self-identity’ have become 

important in social psychology, as they are based more upon an individual psychological approach. 

However, these concepts are key to understanding how people act in their environment, especially 

in modernity, as coping in crisis situations can be paralleled strongly to the more ‘normal’ crises 

connected to the challenges of modernity (ibid).    

Antonovsky’s Sense of Coherence 

Antonovsky defines ‘sense of coherence’ as “a global orientation that expresses the extent to 

which one has a pervasive, enduring though dynamic feeling of confidence that (1) the stimuli 

deriving from one’s internal and external environments in the course of living are structured, 

predictable, and explicable; (2) the resources are available to one to meet the demands posed by 

these stimuli; and (3) these demands are challenges, worthy of investment and engagement. 

(Antonovsky 1993a, p. 19) These three aspects of sense of coherence (SOC) can otherwise be 

termed comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness.  



 13

- Comprehensibility 

Comprehensibility refers to which extent the stimuli from the environment can be perceived as 

making cognitive sense, being structured, consistent and predictable (Antonovsky 1993a). The need 

for the perception of internal and external conditions to make cognitive sense can be paralleled to 

both Ajzen’s focus on the individual as a cognitive and rational being and Giddens’ concept of the 

individual as a ‘knowledgeable agent.’ According to Antonovsky, the complexity of the modern 

world increases the opportunities for conflict, differing interpretations, or what he calls ‘noise’ 

instead of information (Antonovsky 1993b). Comprehensibility is important for coherence because 

it allows the individual to comprehend the information from the environment rather than perceiving 

it as noise, which can lead a person to feel in a state of chaos (ibid). 

- Manageability 

“Assume that one has the capacity to make emotional and cognitive sense of the complexities of 

information with which one has been bombarded and can formulate a plan of action. But for a plan 

to be carried out…one must have resources at one’s disposal (Antonovsky 1993b).” The concept 

‘manageability’ refers to the extent to which one perceives that resources are at one’s disposal to 

adequately meet the demands of the stimuli one is faced with (Antonovsky 1993a). In this sense, 

high manageability allows one not to feel victimized by the threatening events in one’s environment 

(ibid). This also bears similarity to Giddens’ view of the individual as an agent who is never totally 

helpless in the face of external social forces (Layder 2006). For both Antonovsky and Giddens, 

perceiving oneself as having the resources necessary to have an influence on one’s environment, is 

key to the individual’s well-being and ability to function as an active agent in one’s social 

circumstances.   

- Meaningfulness 

Meaningfulness is seen by Antonovsky as the most crucial and central aspect of SOC. 

Meaningfulness refers to the extent to which one feels that life makes sense emotionally and that at 

least some of the demands of life are worth investing in, where one is willing to take up the 

challenge and seek meaning in even a difficult situation (Antonovsky 1993a). This can be linked to 

an individual’s motivation and driving force (Andersen & Mørch 2000). Meaningfulness can be 

seen to compensate for a lack of the other two elements in that if one can see meaning in something, 

they will also be motivated to seek understanding and resources in order to overcome the difficult 

situation (Antonovsky 1993a). Giddens touches on a similar aspect with his concept of ‘reflexivity’ 

allowing a person to reflect on their motives and the meaningfulness of an action (Layder 2006).  
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Sense of Coherence in comparison to other coping strategies 

It is important to understand that SOC is not a coping strategy in itself. SOC can be defined as a 

global dispositional orientation in which the world is seen as more or less comprehensible, 

manageable and meaningful (Antonovsky 1993b). A person with a high SOC can choose from a 

large range of coping strategies such as fight, flee or freeze. It is this flexibility in relationship to 

resources that makes a person with high SOC successful in conflict resolution (ibid). Another 

strength of SOC theory over other forms of coping theories is that a high SOC is not only seen as a 

shield against threatening life situations, but can also help the individual to see difficult situations as 

a challenge and something they can learn from (Andersen & Mørch 2000). 

The SOC construct is also unique in its sociological character. It not only focuses on structural 

sources, but by emphasizing resources and flexible coping tactics, it opens up for the study of stress 

processes, power, collective coping and macro variables, which are often disregarded in this more 

psychology-dominated field (Antonovsky 1993b). 

Antonovsky in relation to other social psychological approaches 

Returning briefly to Andersen and Mørch’s (2000) historical discourse model, coping theories, 

such as Antonovsky’s, would be placed in the last two stages: participation and influence.  His 

theory focuses on the individual’s conditions for living in a social environment, and shows the 

challenges connected to participating in and co-creating one’s life situation (Andersen & Mørch 

2000). 

Unlike other social psychological approaches such as attitude theories which focus on 

controlling or influencing people’s behavior, Antonovsky focuses on the psychological and physical 

consequences, which different coping strategies or action plans have on the individual. SOC theory 

has therefore been very influential in the areas of health and stress research (ibid).  

Antonovsky’s theory can be seen as sharing the same focus and interest as numerous other 

theories including Giddens and the critical psychological approach (ibid). They all focus on the 

interaction between societal structures, social relations and the individual’s ability to act in order to 

explain which individual conditions influence human action. In critical psychology their concept of 

‘ability to act’2 can be seen as very similar to Antonovsky’s concept of coping strategies (ibid). 

Antonovsky explains how a high SOC helps an individual to ‘cope’ and act in society. In the same 

way, critical psychology’s ‘ability to act’ represents the building blocks with which individuals 

build up their lives and activities in the social context (ibid). 

                                                 
2 own translation from ’handleevne’ 
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In this way, we can see that many different social psychological approaches are all trying to 

answer the same question. Antonovsky focuses on human action in relationship to its consequences 

for the individual’s psychological and physical well-being. Critical psychology focuses mainly on 

conflicts between people and in the social environment, while Giddens and others focus on the 

individual’s own development in a modern or high-modern society (ibid). Each approach can be 

seen as having a slightly different focus, but each is trying to understand the new challenges of 

modernity surrounding the relationship between societal and social factors and individual 

competencies in relationship to human action.  

Conclusion 

So what are the determining factors of human behavior? Why do people do what they do? And 

what makes certain people do one thing and other people something else? These are some of the 

key questions of social psychology, and as we look through history we can see an evolution in the 

theories that have tried to answer them. It is a constant quest to find a balance between society and 

individual, psychology and sociology, structure and action. All, as of yet, have their limitations, but 

every new insight opens one more door to our understanding of the phenomenon of human action.   
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