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Behaviourist Approach Model Answers 

 

1a)  Outline two assumptions of the Behaviourist Approach (4 marks) 

One assumption of the Behaviourist Approach is that they believe the environment influences behaviour. 

This differs to the Biological Approach which believes genetics and hormones influence behaviour. 

Another assumption of the Behaviourist Approach is that they believe scientific methods should be used 

only to study behaviour which is observable. They believe mental behaviour cannot be objectively 

measured, so choose to only study actions that can be observed. 

 

1b) Describe the Social Learning Theory of Aggression (8 marks) 

The Social Learning Theory (SLT) is learning through observing and imitating models such as parents or 

people in the media. It is a behaviourist theory because it can be tested in a controlled environment 

(laboratory) and conclusions from observations can be drawn, and behaviourists say we learn from our 

environment.  

Bandura did an experiment to see whether SLT can explain aggression in children after watching models 

acting in a certain way. He set up a laboratory where young children of equal aggression levels were put 

into groups and told to watch either a model being aggressive towards a Bobo doll, a model being calm 

towards a Bobo doll or no model at all, as a control. They were then taken into a room on their own and 

observed to see how they behaved after seeing their models depending on which group they were in. 

Bandura found that children who watched an aggressive model acted violently towards the doll, and 

children who watched a calm model were much less violent in comparison. The control group who didn’t 

watch a model were more violent than those who watched a non-aggressive model. Bandura concluded 

that aggression can be provoked or caused by observing and imitating a role model as they want to behave 

like them.  

Another experiment took place with variations to the previous experiment where a film, cartoon, real-life 

model and no model were used and the same set up was used to the original procedure. It was found that 

children who watched an aggressive cartoon were most likely to imitate it, followed by the film, then the 

real-life model, and lastly with the least aggression shown the control group with no model to imitate. 

Bandura then concluded that cartoons are an important factor in children’s aggression levels.  

Some problems with the experiments were that they weren’t like reality; they lacked ecological validity 

and it could be that the children were aggressive because they were invited to be, so it mightn’t be as valid 

as it could be. However, a real-life study by Joy et al found that there was a significant rise in aggression 

levels when TVs were introduced to a small Canadian town.   

 

 

  



Spicy Strawberry 

2) Describe how the Behaviourist Approach has been applied to either Aversion Therapy or 

Systematic Desensitisation (12 marks) 

The aim of Aversion Therapy is to help people get rid of unwanted behaviours. It is a behaviourist therapy 

because it says we learn these unwanted behaviours from the environment, therefore we can treat them 

in the same way. In the case of Aversion Therapy it suggests that behaviour is learned through classical 

conditioning. Aversion Therapy aims to treat the behaviour itself rather than the actual psychological cause 

of it, hence adopting a scientific method of study by only studying objective behaviour, i.e. that which is 

observable.  

Using the features of classical conditioning, Aversion Therapy is used to treat people who have problems 

such as alcoholism and self harming. The people undertaking Aversion Therapy (to treat alcoholism, for 

example) learn to associate something which they want to avoid (neutral stimulus – alcohol), with an 

unpleasant stimulus (unconditioned stimulus – emetic drug). During conditioning the stimulus that they 

want to avoid (alcohol) is repeatedly associated with the unpleasant stimulus (emetic drug) that gives an 

unpleasant response (unconditioned response – sickness). So after conditioning takes place, the stimulus 

they want to avoid (now a conditioned stimulus – alcohol) eventually gives an unpleasant effect by itself, 

giving a conditioned response – sickness.  

A supporting study was carried out by Duker and Seys who showed the effectiveness of Aversion Therapy 

to reduce self-injury amongst children. The children were given electric shocks (unconditioned stimulus) 

which caused pain (unconditioned response) when they self-injured (neutral stimulus). The children 

associated the electric shocks with the self-injury so that eventually they learned that the self-injury (now a 

conditioned stimulus) itself would cause pain (conditioned response). This was effective in that 7 out of 12 

children in the study stopped self-injuring and 3 reduced it. 

Although Aversion Therapy has shown to be a successful treatment for a number of problems such as 

alcoholism it does have some flaws. There are ethical implications in that people with psychological 

problems may not be of sound mind to give their full informed consent to the treatment. There are 

problems also in the fact that as Aversion Therapy is a behaviourist therapy it aims to treat the behaviour 

but doesn’t try to deal with the underlying psychological cause. This means the person may still be 

suffering after treatment. Although Aversion Therapy is seen to be fairly effective in the short term, the 

effects may not be long-lasting. A person’s old behaviour/habits may reappear (spontaneous recovery), 

possibly due to the root cause not being addressed. 
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3a) Evaluate two strengths of the Behaviourist Approach (6 marks) 

One strength of the behaviourist approach (BA) is it can be applied to everyday life and it has its 

advantages to society, for example Aversion Therapy helps stop people from doing unwanted behaviours 

such as excessive drinking. An experiment was conducted by Duker and Seys which proves this form of 

therapy works, with 7/12 children cured from self-injuring – stopping it altogether – and 3/12 reduced the 

amount of times they did it after therapy.  

Another strength of the BA is scientific methods can be used to learn about the way people and animals 

behave and establish cause and effect – why we act the way we do in certain environments. Experiments 

can be carried out in a controlled environment to ensure results are reliable and they are replicable – the 

laboratory can be set up again and again and results can be collected and checked for consistency, for 

example Bandura’s experiment into aggression levels in children using the Social Learning Theory.  

 

3b) Evaluate two weaknesses of the Behaviourist Approach (6 marks) 

One weakness of the behaviourist approach (BA) is that some scientific studies are carried out using 

animals – for example Skinner did an experiment using rats to see if they learnt through operant 

conditioning and if their behaviours changed once they were rewarded or punished for things they did. 

Humans and animals have very different neurological structures, and humans are much more complex, so 

any findings from experiments using animals may not be applied to humans as human brains are not 

similar to animal brains. Laboratory experiments used by behaviourists also lack ecological validity, 

meaning they are not true to life so it is harder to apply findings to reality. 

Another weakness of the BA is it over-simplifies the way we behave and only looks at how we react in the 

environment as this is one of their three assumptions. It is a reductionist approach, as any mental 

processes or other factors such as mood, emotions or genetics are not taken into account, even though 

they could have a great influence over the way we behave, so this approach contradicts the biological and 

cognitive approaches as no evidence from them is used to research why we interact in different 

environments the way we do. 
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5) Explain and Evaluate the methodology used by the Behaviourist Approach            (12 marks) 

Behaviourists study only observable behaviour. They would not be interested in studying mental behaviour 

because this takes place inside the head, and cannot be observed. This makes their study of behaviour very 

objective. Behaviourists produce testable hypotheses. These are predictions about what they believe will 

happen and are tested using scientific methods. Behaviourists’ favoured method is the laboratory 

experiment, a method that studies cause and effect by manipulating one variable (the independent 

variable) to see its effect on another variable (the dependant variable). Since all other variables which 

might affect behaviour are controlled, it is possible to say with a high degree of accuracy what particular 

factor has caused a change in behaviour.  

An example of a behaviourist experiment is one of Skinner’s ‘Skinner box’ studies. Skinner hypothesised 

that if a rat was given a reward for pressing a lever then it would be more likely to press the lever in the 

future compared to a rat that got no reward. In this case the IV was whether the rat got rewarded or not, 

and the DV was how many times the rat pressed the lever. Skinner’s results backed up his hypothesis. 

Because the only thing that differed between his different rats was whether or not they got a reward, he 

could say with objective accuracy that the reward had caused the increase in lever pressing. 

Behaviourists’ use of experiments is good because of such objectivity. Being in a laboratory means that any 

extraneous variables e.g. light, heat etc. can be controlled. Studying only observable behaviour means that 

no guess work has to be put into what the animal is doing. However, laboratory experiments lack 

ecological validity – anything found within the artificial laboratory environment may not be generalised to 

the real world. Also, by focusing on observable behaviour, behaviourists ignore the role of thinking in 

behaviour. Laboratory experiments are also very reductionist methods. Finally, as behaviourists use 

animals in their studies, they could be criticised because animals have different nervous systems to 

humans and therefore we shouldn’t generalise from animals to humans. Skinner’s rat experiment is an 

example study of a behaviourist experiment whose findings cannot be easily applied to humans as rats are 

very different from human beings. Pavlov’s dog used in the classical conditioning experiment is another 

example of animal findings being difficult to apply to humans. 

 


