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How psychological theory impacts the role of the social worker. 
The aim of this paper is to examine how psychological theory impacts the role of a social worker. The psychological approaches that will be evaluated in this essay are the behaviourist approach, and the cognitive approach. This paper will incorporate a brief description of a social workers role and a brief overview of both of the approaches and the methods, theorists and therapies within both of the approaches. This paper will also dissect a social workers role and how the different methods within both approaches are applied in the social work profession. With the goal of determining how useful and effective both approaches are when applied in the social work sector. 
The job role that this paper will focus on is that of the social worker. Due to the complexity and nature of social work the role of the social worker is exceptionally diverse. The international federation of social workers (2012) claims the social work profession promotes social change, with the principles of human rights and social justice being fundamental to social work. Asquith, et el (2005) describes that the basic values for social workers are based on the respect for the integral worth and dignity of all people, and social workers should challenge discrimination and recognise diversity. Asquith et el also explains that the key origins of the role of the social worker are to be a counsellor, to work with individuals to help them identify and address personal issues. An advocate, on behalf of the poor and socially excluded. An assessor of risk or need. A care manager, and an agent of social control, to help maintain the social system against the demands of individuals whose behaviour proves problematic. Saxe Zarden, Lomardi and Jones (2019) emphasize that social workers are responsible for helping individuals and families to cope with a variety of different problems that they may be facing to improve the individuals lives. An integral part of this is teaching skills and mechanisms for the individuals to incorporate to better their lives and environments. It is widely recognised that a job in the social care sector is not for the ‘faint hearted’ as they would be working with some of the most troubled, vulnerable people in society. Ranging from children in need, to wayward teenagers to the elderly. Therefore, it is vital that their standard of work is not compromised, and they deliver good quality work and service always.
The behaviourist approach was founded and adapted by John Watson, and is an approach that promotes the scientific study of behaviour, claiming that we are all born as a blank slate therefore we learn through our environment and relationships, (Plomin and Bergeman 1991). The main theorists within the behaviourist approach are Ivan Pavlov with his theory on Classical conditioning, and B F Skinner’s theory on operant conditioning. Elmer (2020) describes classical conditioning as a type of learning that occurs unconsciously, classical conditioning is commonly known as learning through association. Gormezano and Moore (1996) describes classical conditioning as an important concept in behaviourism and forms the basis for some of the techniques used in behaviour therapies, many of which are used across the health and social care sector frequently. Gormezano and Moore define classical conditioning as a process of closely linking a neutral stimulus with one that induces a reflexive response, so that eventually the neutral stimulus alone will produce the same response. Whereas Staddon and Cerruti (2003) describe operant conditioning as behaviour that is controlled by its consequences, this is achieved through positive and negative reinforcement. Another very effective technique founded through the school of behaviourism is token economies, Mclaughlin and Williams (1988) explain token economies are used in most behavioural interventions in schools. Token systems include a determination of target behaviours, specific rules and expectations on how tokens are earned or lost, and specification of back up consequences and their cost. The use of token economies have been very effective in classroom settings for decades. Token economies can also be used for a wide range of mental health problems such as schizophrenia.  
Hudson (1986) claims that a behavioural approach is well suited to the multiplicity of tasks presented to social workers, the behavioural approach is useful in this line of work as it is adaptable and would be the intervention of choice for many problems. Daniel (2013) supports this by saying that social workers who employ behaviourist beliefs apply the principles of learning when trying to change challenging behaviour patterns. This is made possible by creating an environment which reinforces support for the required behaviour, with the use of positive reinforcement to encourage pro social behaviour. Nicolson and Bayne (2014) also agrees with this by asserting a working knowledge of psychology is vital in the social work profession because every individual expresses themselves through our thinking, behaviour and emotions. Without an appreciation and understanding of psychology it would prove extremely difficult to practice effectively as a social worker. By applying the principles in the behaviourist approach it would enable the social worker to direct any challenging behaviour in a beneficial way with appropriate behaviour modification therapies such as classical conditioning, operant conditioning or token economies. 
Contrary to the school of behaviourism Brunas-Wagstaff (1998) explains the cognitive approach focuses on how humans think, process information and solve problems. So, unlike the behaviourist approach the cognitive approach focuses on the processes of the human mind. Baraslou (2014) describes the cognitive approach as comparing the human mind to a computer, which is determined by an individual’s environment, how they process information and their mental capacity. Baraslou continues to explain that through the cognitive approach ‘abnormal behaviours’, for example as a result of any mental health problems, are the result of faulty thought processes, leading to irrational thinking, and sometimes even phobias. One of the most frequently used, and most popular therapies to arise from the cognitive approach is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). National Health Service (2019) asserts that CBT is a talking therapy that aims to help an individual manage their problems by changing the way they think and behave. CBT is more commonly used to treat depression and anxiety, but CBT can be used to treat a variety of different issues, for example, personal and family problems, and a range of different mental health disorders. Tarrier and Haddock (2002) mirror this by highlighting that CBT has become a distinguished treatment for psychosis in the United Kingdom. 
Ronan (1994) illustrates that the common goal for CBT and the social work profession is the focus of the individual and their environment. Both CBT and social work stress the need to adapt the resources of the individual to meet the norms and requirements of their surroundings. Gambrill (1994) agrees with this by highlighting that the targets for CBT are modification, change and maintenance of behaviour, while social workers are seen to feature a unique value of change, their purpose is to influence changes within the individuals, the family and society. Howe (2008) describes the cognitive approach as having an increasingly profound effect on the ‘helping professions’ such as social work in recent years. Chatterjee (1984) champions this by claiming that understanding cognition is an important part of comprehending and effecting changes in human behaviour is vital in the social work sector and this practice is being seen to be used more frequently than ever among social workers. So, whilst traditional behaviourist models of practice underline the importance of shaping human behaviour through methods such as conditioning, for cognitive therapists the most important focus is on the service users thoughts, beliefs and desires (Cohen, 1985).
To summarise, an extensive understanding and application of psychology is an essential part of becoming a successful social worker. Applying both the behaviourist approach and cognitive approach effectively will have positive results in the difficult situations that social workers are faced with on a daily basis, such as dealing with individuals with challenging behaviour. The therapies and methods such as token economies, operant and classical conditioning and CBT are effective in helping individuals change and improve their lifestyles and behaviour and are integral in the social care profession. It is the social workers role to fight for the most vulnerable people in society, whilst treating them with respect and understanding, holding these core beliefs and applying them throughout one’s professional work will assist in identifying and assisting individuals problems and working towards a better standard of living for all parties involved.  
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