


This assignment will be looking at psychological theories relating to human behaviour and the impact they have on public service organisations, mainly that of the police force. I will be looking at theories such as operant and classical conditioning, observational learning, psycho-biological, and attachment. Griggs (2019: 1) defines psychology as “the science of human behaviour and mental processes” and is similarly defined by Hoeksma et al. (2014: 6) as “[psychology] can be defined as the study of scientific behaviour and mental processes”. Psychologists and the police first began working together in the late 60’s and continue to work together now. Tyler et al. (2015) stated that psychology has “played a significant role” on policing by shaping “law-related behaviours”. These “law-related behaviours” include ways individuals stay in line with the law.

Classical conditioning, also referred to as “Pavlovian” conditioning is defined as “a process that involves creating an association between a naturally existing stimulus and a previously neutral one” (Cherry, 2020). Ivan Pavlov established that certain behaviours can be triggered through association. In his research, Pavlov established the food (which is the unconditioned stimulus) caused the dog to salivate (which is the unconditioned response) and then established that the tone (which is the neutral stimulus) did not cause the dog to salivate. He then presented the food each time the tone was played which then caused the dog to salivate in response to the tone as the food became associated with it each time it was played (which is the conditioned response). This established that certain behaviours can be associated because of a certain stimulus. This type of conditioning can link to everyday life, such as why people get anxious/ nervous when looking, hearing, or seeing specific things (Bouton, 2021). This can also be linked to the police as individuals associate the police with the law and their authority which creates a fear of punishment through certain individuals which may prevent individuals from committing crimes and can act as a deterrence. Although, classical conditioning is based on real and factual evidence, it has been largely criticised for primarily focusing on nurture over nature as it takes a “reductionist approach” (Shrestha, 2017). By focusing on just one explanation, this will not be sufficient enough to explain the complexity of human behaviour and all behaviours produced by humans.

Another psychological theory is operant conditioning. Weiss (2020) defines operant conditioning as “learning that occurs through rewards and punishment in response to a particular behaviour”. Thorndike created a puzzle box which a cat was placed into which could be opened by a simple device. A treat was placed outside as an incentive for the cat to lure the cat out of the puzzle box. It was found that the cats took less time to get of the box each time. He referred to this type of reinforcement as the “Law of Effect”. Operant conditioning has been criticised by many for focusing too much on individuals learning through reinforcement and “ignoring cognitive processes”. It has also been criticised for “overlooking genetic predispositions” (Learning Theories, 2013) which can all also explain human behaviour. By focusing on just one explanation of human behaviour, it completely dismisses other psychological theories and evidence and cannot provide a full explanation of human behaviour, similar to classical conditioning. However, operant conditioning has been and will continue to be used in everyday life, such as within parenting and within schools. It Is used to help parents reinforce desired behaviours through using rewards and if children misbehave, punishments such as “the removal of privileges” are used to discourage children from misbehaving or acting in an undesired way (psychologist world, n.d.). Operant conditioning is used in schools to reinforce or prevent behaviour. If a student receives a reward, they will most likely repeat that behaviour and other children will see that they have been rewarded, therefore they will also repeat the same behaviour (Renner, 2018). This can also be linked to observational learning. Operant conditioning is often used within public services, primarily as a deterrent to prevent behaviour and is also used to reinforce behaviour. One way public service organizations aim to reinforce behaviour is with the use of token economies. Token economies are “behavioural techniques” (Hall, 1979) which are used to increase “desired behaviours” (AccuPoint, 2021). If an individual in prison has behaved appropriately in prison, they will receive a token economy and will be able to exchange this for rewards, such as, cigarettes, sweets, and other privileges. Another technique which is used in order to prevent certain behaviour within public service organizations is imprisonment. Imprisonment is often used as a general deterrence as well as an individual deterrence, however, many have criticised the effectiveness of imprisonment due to reoffending rates. Gov.uk (2021) recorded that 38.4% of young offenders reoffend and 28.5% of adults reoffend. These statistics can be provided as evidence to show that perhaps reinforcement is not as effective as many believe. 

In addition, Observational/ social learning is another psychological theory. Stone (2016) defines observational learning as a “method of learning that consists of observing and modelling another individual’s behaviour, attitudes, or emotional expressions”. Observational learning focuses on how situational forces influences our behaviour and thinking and is believed to be “an important part of social learning” (Hayes at al, 2021). Bandura (1961) created an experiment which included the use of a Bobo Doll. 24 children watched a model act aggressive towards the bobo doll and non-aggressive models were shown to another group of 24 children (McLeod, 2014). The children’s behaviours were guided by the behaviour of the model to which they were exposed to, therefore, the children who witnessed the aggressive behaviour tended to mimic that behaviour and the children who witnessed the non-aggressive behaviour mimicked the non-aggressive behaviour. Many have criticised the observational learning theory for the same reasons as previously stated with classical and operant conditioning; the theory alone is insufficient to be able to explain all human behaviour. Humans have “a lot of cognitive control” over behaviour, therefore, just because an individual may have observed violence growing up, does not necessarily mean they will mimic and produce the same behaviour (McLeod, 2016). However, there have been a variety of cases where observational learning has played a significant role on individual’s aggressive behaviours. One example that often has an influence on individual’s aggressive behaviours is media violence.  It was reported by Psychiatric Times (2012) that nearly two-thirds of TV programmes contain physical violence of some sort. Most violence is shown in video games, including that of children’s games. A real-life example of where media violence influenced aggressive behaviour is the Jamie Bulger case. It is believed that the murderers of Jamie Bulger had watched “Child’s play 3” (Crime investigation, 2021) which may have influenced their act of murder. Observational learning links with public service organizations, more specifically, social workers through the use of Cognitive- Behavioural therapy. Cognitive- behavioural therapy looks at the “individual’s early or current environments, influences, and models”. This type of therapy aims to find the cause of the individual’s “observed tendencies” (Social Work License Map, 2021). According to Core Wellness (2019), observational learning can also link to social work to “utilize information” which can be used “to address negative behaviours” and potentially explain the reasons for the individual’s behaviour and to explore the root of the behaviour.

Another psychological theory which is used to aim to explain human behaviour is the attachment theory. This theory believes that, in order for humans to develop, humans need to form a bond with their mother/ caregiver (Simpson, 2017), and believes that the relationships have more of an impact on the “emotional development and emotional stability” (American Psychological Association, 2020) of the child. This theory was first created by John Bowlby who was “interested in understanding the separation anxiety and distress children experience when separated from their caregivers” (Cherry, 2019). Bowlby also wanted to further investigate the relationship between a mother and child and the impact the relationship has on the child’s development. To do this, Bowlby created the study of forty-four thieves in 1944. Bowlby interviewed the forty-four thieves to determine if they showed any evidence for affectionless psychopathy and also interviewed the thieves’ family to determine if the thieves had experienced prolonged separation (Psychology Hub, 2021). In Bowlby’s study, it was found that 86% experienced prolonged separation (Follan et al, 2009) and many experienced maternal deprivation. From this study, Bowlby concluded that maternal deprivation has a significant impact on the child’s early development and can cause life-long emotional damage and well-being (McLeod, 2017). A strength of the attachment theory is that there has been other research which can be used to support this theory. One example is Harlow’s (1965) experiments with the monkeys. In this experiment, Harlow separated the baby monkeys away from their mother at birth with no contact at all. After a variety of months that the monkeys experienced, he placed the monkeys back with their mothers in order to see the effect separation had on their behaviour (McLeod, 2020). When separated from their mothers, the infants displayed “disturbed behaviours” such as: rocking compulsively, circling their cages, and self-mutilation. However, when they were placed back with their mothers, they were “unsure of how to interact”. It was found that the monkeys developed “social deficits” (APS, 2108). This piece of research shows that prolonged separation and maternal deprivation can have a detrimental impact on an infant’s stability and social behaviour. However, the attachment theory has also been criticised for purely putting the “blame” on the parents, more specifically, the mother, however, this is not the case. It is believed that parents are not the only ones responsible for shaping the child (Harris, 1998, recited by Lee, 2003) and that the child’s peers can also have a significant impact on the child’s behaviour. Therefore, the attachment theory primarily focuses on the influence and impact maternal deprivation and pro longed separation has on the child, however, other factors including the influence of peers are completely ignored. The attachment theory ties in with public service organizations such as social work. It is of vital importance that social workers are trained with the knowledge of the attachment theory as it is important to “understand relationships” which enables them “to apply that learning with observation” (Willis Palmer, N.D).

Lastly, another psychological theory is the physiological theories. There are two main theorists for the physiological theory who are: Lombroso (1876) and Sheldon (1942). Sheldon believed that individuals could be classified into three types of body types/ somatotypes: ectomorphs who are tall, thin and were found to be more introverted, mesophorps who are strong, muscular and were found to have aggressive behaviour and be more adventurous, and endomorphs who are large and heavy and were found to be sociable (Blagden, 2012). He used his theory on somatotypes to explain criminal and delinquent behaviour by finding that there was a high number of delinquent/ criminal mesomorphs and low number of ectomorphs (Bernard, 2021). Furthermore, Lombroso believed that an individual could be identified as criminal because of the way they look (Brookes, 2021) and that individuals who are criminal show “primitive features” (Criminological psychology, N.D). Lombroso stated that murders have thick curly hair, strong jaws and bloodshot eyes and sex offenders have slanting eyes, lots of hair and projecting ears (Blagden, 2012). A strength of this theory, more specifically, Sheldon’s theory, is that there is research which can be used to support this theory, such as Glueck and Glueck (1956). In their research, it was found 60.1% of delinquent boys in their sample were mesomorphs, compared to 30.7% of non-delinquents (Huxley, 1957). However, a weakness of Lombroso’s research is that if an individual has certain types of features which are associated with a criminal, this many lead the individual to experience “unpleasant social interactions” (Agnew, 1992, recited by Brookes, 2021). Furthermore, the individual who has these types of features may also experience “poor interactions with others” due to the way they look which could lead to “self-derogation” and an “increased frustration” which may lead them to become more aggressive and commit crimes (Kaplan, 1980, recited by Tutor2u, 2021), suggesting that it is in fact, not actually because of the certain types of features the individual has, it is actually due to society and the way others treat individuals all because of the way they look. The psycho-biological theory may link to policing as police officers may be able to narrow down potential criminals due to specific features and/or somatotypes, however, this could also lead to stereotyping as this means officers will make assumptions based on the way an individual looks which is already an increasing issue within the police force.

In conclusion, although there is evidence for the theories stated above, it could be believed that many of the theories are reductionist and provide a “cause and effect” argument which is not always the case. Therefore, perhaps a more multi-dimensional approach is to be created which could explain all behaviours seen in humans as one theory alone is insufficient to provide an explanation for all human behaviour. Furthermore, it is without a doubt that psychology has and will continue to have a significant impact on public service organizations and the way ensure individuals abide by the laws, however, it is evident that not all psychological theories can explain human behaviour, therefore, not all psychological theories can be used within the police to try and reinforce certain behaviours or prevent crime.
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