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This essay will focus on three psychological explanations for understanding human behaviour. It will include the biological approach, cognitive approach and behaviourist approach with empirical evidence, such as case studies to support the understanding of phobias, eating disorders and depression. It will explore the theories and reasoning behind each example and possible ways to deal with these issues.

The biological approach believes that your behaviour is based on your genetics and that most characteristics are inherited. This perspective takes thoughts and feelings into examination and decides that they are both important roles within the cause of our behaviour. (Mcleod, 2015). Then we have the cognitive approach, this is known for focusing on the ‘scientific study of the mind’, as it looks at the way we process information from the outside world. (Mcleod,2020). The final approach that the essay will focus on is the behaviourist approach. This is the approach that concentrates on the environmental effects on our behaviour, and that humans are influenced by their surroundings, this process is called conditioning. (Mcleod, 2022). 

This essay will be looking at the connections between the selected approaches and the examples chosen. The first example is depression, which is commonly known as a weakening mental disorder that causes a continuous feeling of sadness and loss in motivation and interest in daily activities. (Stringaris, 2017). There are several types of depression such as major or clinical depression, persistent depressive disorder, bipolar disorder and postpartum depression. (Thomspon, no date). The NHS has a few options for treating this mental disorder, which would include self-help, medication and talking therapies. Self-help would include exercise and talking to someone about your feelings so that your feelings do not get bottled up, which would make the individual feel worse. (NHS, 2019).

Depression has a link to the biological approach as it shows that forty to fifty percent of the cause behind depression is genetic. Each person inherits a unique combination of genes from both their parents, therefore, if your parents suffer from a mental illness, it is likely that the next generation will inherit this the potential mental illness. However, the behaviourist approach also plays a role within the cause of the disorder, as the other fifty to sixty percent is linked to psychological or physical factors. (Thompson, no date). This can include past experiences in life, that can leave a lasting impact on your personality after a certain experience or event, this could include abuse, neglect or losing someone close to you. 

Similarly, the biological approach connects with the cognitive approach when it comes to treating this mental disorder. For mild or severe depression, patients are often prescribed anti-depressants or referred to talking therapies. (NHS,2019). Mild depression is when an individual feels constant tiredness, sadness and lack of motivation. As it is a subtle form of depression, individuals are not often aware of their condition, as they see being unhappy as their normal behaviour. (Schimelpfening, 2022). Anti-depressants are a biological form of treating depression, the commonly prescribed SSRI such as sertraline, increases the levels of serotonin in the brain and the SNRIs such as duloxetine, increases both serotonin and norepinephrine levels within the brain. When the patient begins to take medication, such as sertraline, they will begin to feel better as the selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors block serotonin reuptake. The individual will eventually feel better and will gain interest in their hobbies again. (Aremu, 2020). However, the individual will experience side effects on their behaviour, such as feeling agitated, shakey or uneasy, from the new load of chemicals within the brain. (NHS, 2019). Likewise, the cognitive approach also has an important role within depression, specifically motivation. Motivation is the feeling of wanting to achieve something, therefore, the individual sets goals in order to reach their target, it also provides reason for behaving in a certain way. (Gross,2020).

The case study that the essay will discuss is the care of Lynda, a client who was presented with first onset depression. Lynda’s treatment consisted of cognitive behavioural therapy in the local health center with a member of the Primary Care Mental Health Team. The case shows care at step 2 of the Stepped Care Model. Lynda is a single parent, who has recently lost her job, which leaves her feeling helpless and constantly down. Lynda made an appointment with the GP to look for help with the lack of motivation and low moods she has been experiencing. Lynda is alone throughout the day and struggles to find motivation to look for a new job. At her first appointment with the GP, she was prescribed anti-depressants and referred to the PCMHT for level 2 stepped care model interventions. (Thomas, M & Drake, M, 2011).

Taking Lynda’s current situation into account, she was asked to complete the four-question screening tool, developed by Cooper-Patrick, Crum and Ford in 1994. Lynda’s results did not specify any suicidal intention. There is a large range of psychometric questionnaires that assess the levels of depression and anxiety. Lynda completed both the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9; Kroenke,2002) and the Hospital Anxiety Depression Scale (HADS; Zigmond, 1963). After the questionnaires had been completed, Lynda was then asked to write a problem list to identify her cause of depression. Lynda described her problems as feeling worthless as a person and a mother as well as feeling unmotivated and isolated. Between therapy sessions, Lynda was asked to record her behaviour and feelings, as it would provide an explanation of cognitive and behaviourist interventions for upcoming sessions. For every problem Lynda came across, she had to think of a goal to help her overcome that problem. For example, when she was feeling alone and isolated, she should aim to get out of the house to socialise with people. With low motivation, it is important to keep the goals realistic and achievable. Over time, the client will start to feel better from completing self-help such as talking about their feelings to one another. (Thomas, M & Drake, M, 2011).

The second example the essay will discuss is phobias. This is when an individual has a sense of danger or experiences an overwhelming feeling towards either an object, place, feeling or an animal, which will make it impossible for the individual to behave and function normally when in contact with their fear. When a person has an extreme fear towards something, they will often experience palpitations, shortness of breath or sweating, as a phobia is a type of anxiety disorder. There are two types of phobias, simple phobias, such as having a fear of a specific animal or complex phobias such as a social phobia which would include speaking in front of large crowds. There are a wide range of causes of phobias, including a learnt response from a parent or sibling or genetics may play a role. (NHS,2022). 

Phobias and depression have a link, through the biological approach as they are both caused by the regulation of serotonin levels, which moderates mood. Similarly, phobias are also treated with a form of anti-depressant, known as SSRIs, to prevent some of the serotonin from being reabsorbed. The medication used to treat both depression and phobias helps to regulate mood, whether it is sadness or fear, which will help that individual behave how they were before they developed the mental disorder. (Fritscher, 2020). 

The causes of phobias vary from biology to environmental factors. Phobias are a type of anxiety disorder, which means it is possible for a person to develop it from a family member. Research has found that twin studies showed that when one twin has agoraphobia, afraid of open spaces, the other twin has a relatively high chance of developing the same phobia. (Fritscher, 2020). However, the most common cause of phobias is through environmental factors, meaning experiencing a traumatic event and then seeing things that remind of that event, resulting in feeling intense fear. This could include being attacked by a dog at a young age, this traumatic event will be stuck with that person for potentially the rest of their life, and they will constantly associate all dogs as danger. People will behave differently around dogs if they have had a bad experience with them. On the other hand, if an individual has grown up with someone who has a fear as dogs, they will be familiar with that person’s response and will assume it is normal to behave negatively towards dogs, even if they have not experienced anything bad with dogs, this is known as conditioning. (Benedicto, 2020). 

A case study to support classical conditioning would be the ‘Little Albert Experiment’ conducted by Watson and Rayner (1920). Watson and Rayner (1920) presented the nine-month-old, known as ‘Little Albert’, with a variety of objects and small animals such as a white rat, a rabbit, a monkey, masks and burning newspaper and observed Little Albert’s reaction. Initially there was no reaction from him. However, the next time Albert was shown the stimuli, Watson made a loud noise with a metal pipe with a hammer, this resulted in the baby crying. Watson continuously paired the stimuli with the loud noise, so just seeing the rat alone, it resulted in Albert crying. This experiment shows how classical conditioning can be used to condition an emotional response. (Cherry,2022). 

The final example used to explain human behaviour, would be eating disorders. This is a mental health disorder where you use food to control your feelings, whether it is binge eating or not eating enough as they are worried about how they look. The common types of eating orders would be anorexia, which is when people control their weight by not eating enough food or doing too much exercise. Bulimia is when people lose control over how much they eat and make themself physically sick, so they do not put on weight. Then binge eating disorder is when people continuously eat without knowing when to stop. The patients would be referred to an eating disorder specialist, which usually includes talking therapy or completing a guided self-help programme for treatment. (NHS, 2021). 

All the approaches play an important role within eating disorders as it can be passed through genetics, or the individual can be affected by environmental factors. Biological research shows that eating disorders are linked to having too much serotonin production in their brain, which can also cause stress and anxiety. Therefore, from reducing the calories to starvation levels, it results with the decrease of serotonin levels, which makes that individual feel better. (Mental Health, 2022). The cognitive approach affects the cause of eating disorders as people have negative thoughts about their body and self-esteem, which results in them convincing themselves that they are overweight, even when they are not. (Legenbauer, 2018). The behavourist cause would be conditioning, as people get told they look good when they lose a bit of weight, which will encourage them to keep losing weight, to keep getting that ‘feel good’ feeling. (Polivy, 2002). 

For an individual to overcome an eating disorder, they must go through the process of conditioning with their therapist. A case study that would support positive reinforcement would be Skinner’s rat in the box experiment, as we are rewarded for good behaviour and are likely to perform the behaviour again in order to receive the reward. Skinner’s experiment consists of a rat in a box surrounded by levers that activated food. When the lever is pressed, or a certain behaviour is performed, the rat is either rewarded or punished. (Theodore T, 2022). 

The treatment for an eating disorder would be overcome by conditioning, as the starting point that makes you have a bad relationship with food, is known as negative reinforcement. Therefore, their mindset can possibly be changed with the right help. The patients would first concentrate on the cognitive side of the disorder, ensuring that their mindsets are gradually changing for the best and that they begin to see food as energy and fuel, not something that is going to make you gain weight. The positive reinforcement would come from the therapist, trying to motivate the individual to eat normally again. However, the individual would also experience positive reinforcement as their body will get back to working normally, meaning it will function properly again as it is receiving the nutrients and fuel through the foods being consumed. (Murphy, 2010).

Research shows that genes have an important role in your behaviour and psychological characteristics such as personality and potential mental disorders. It shows that children’s personality and intelligence are impacted by their parents, which is known as a genotype-environment correlation. If the mother has higher education, they are likely to be more engaged with their child when it comes to learning and will spend more hours reading with their children. Therefore, if the child has been bought up with education, they will be more likely to be committed to their studies when they start school, which will help develop their intelligence. (Baker,2015). 

All the examples used within the essay are mental disorders, which are all caused by either environmental factors or genetics. Phobias and depression can be potentially treated with anti-depressants that increase the levels of serotonin in the brain, however, eating disorders are more likely to be treated through talking to a therapist, for them to mentally change their mind set towards food, as medication would not help with this mental illness. (Murphy,2010). Mental illnesses affect many people’s social and cognitive function, as it can lead to struggling to find motivation to do activities they are used to doing regularly. Furthermore, the lack of motivation can cause negative effects on the individual’s life as they cannot continue to live their life as they intend to, such as anxiety affecting their social life as they cannot bare to be among a large crowd of people or someone suffering with depression might find it difficult to leave their bed and could possibly just stay there all day. (2019). 

To conclude this essay, it is clear to say that there are many causes for the way people behave, whether it is features they have inherited from their parents or environmental factors that have changed them as a person. Throughout the essay, it is clear to see that most of our behaviours are affected by mental illness, which are either from traumatic life events or through biology, however, there are potential ways on treating these mental disorders such as medication or talking to a therapist or specialist.
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