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Biological and Social Perspectives on Human
Behavior

Posted on September 19, 2018

Human behavior cannot be explained adequately by one cause or one school of psychology. The
original assignment asks what determines behavior from biological, cognitive, behavioral, whole-
person, developmental, and sociocultural perspectives. That question-and-answer structure should be
preserved because it shows how each perspective highlights a different level of explanation.
Biological accounts examine the brain, nervous system, hormones, genes, and evolution. Cognitive
accounts examine attention, memory, interpretation, language, and decision-making. Behavioral
theories examine learning through association and consequences. Whole-person approaches consider
unconscious conflict, personal meaning, motivation, and self-concept. Developmental theories study
change across the life span, while sociocultural theories examine relationships, institutions, power,
norms, and historical context. These perspectives are not mutually exclusive. A person’s action
usually emerges from interaction among biology, learning, thought, development, and social
environment.

What Determines Behavior From the Biological
Perspective?
The biological perspective explains behavior through processes in the body, especially the brain and
nervous system. Neurons communicate through electrical and chemical signals, and networks of brain
regions support perception, emotion, memory, movement, and self-control. Hormones influence
stress, reproduction, appetite, sleep, and social behavior. Injury, illness, medication, nutrition, sleep
deprivation, and substance use can alter behavior by changing these systems. A biological
explanation does not mean that a person is merely a machine or that social experience is irrelevant.
Experience itself can change neural connections through plasticity.

The original answer begins with René Descartes and dualism. Descartes distinguished the thinking
mind from the extended body and argued that they interact. His position helped frame a lasting
philosophical problem, but contemporary behavioral science generally investigates mental processes
as functions emerging through embodied biological systems rather than treating the mind as an
independently measurable substance. Researchers can study attention, emotion, and thought
scientifically through behavior, brain imaging, physiology, computational models, and reported
experience without claiming that subjective life is unreal.
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Genes, Evolution, and Environment
Genes influence the development of nervous systems, sensory capacities, temperament, and
vulnerability to some conditions. They do not provide a fixed script for complex behavior. Genetic
effects depend on environment, development, and interaction among many genes. A child may inherit
a tendency toward high reactivity, but parenting, stress, schooling, sleep, and peer relationships
influence how that tendency is expressed. Epigenetic processes can alter gene activity in response to
development and environment without changing the underlying DNA sequence.

Evolutionary explanations ask how psychological capacities may have supported survival or
reproduction across generations. Fear learning, attachment, cooperation, and sensitivity to social
exclusion may have adaptive histories. However, an evolutionary explanation must not become an
unsupported story that treats current behavior as inevitable or morally justified. Humans possess
flexible learning and culture, so an inherited capacity can be expressed in many ways.

What Determines Behavior From the Cognitive
Perspective?
The cognitive perspective focuses on how people acquire, organize, interpret, store, and use
information. The same event can produce different behavior because individuals assign different
meanings to it. A student who receives criticism may interpret it as evidence of failure, useful
guidance, or unfair treatment. Each interpretation can produce a different emotional and behavioral
response. Attention determines which information enters awareness; memory links the present with
earlier experience; beliefs shape expectation; and executive functions support planning, inhibition,
and flexible problem-solving.

The original answer associates William James with instincts and Wilhelm Wundt with thoughts,
images, and feelings. James viewed consciousness as a continuous “stream” and emphasized its
adaptive function rather than dividing the mind into isolated faculties. Wundt helped establish
experimental psychology and studied immediate conscious experience under controlled conditions,
while also recognizing that language and culture required broader methods. Modern cognitive
psychology developed later through research on memory, perception, language, judgment, and
information processing. (James, 1890)

Cognitive Biases and Schemas
Schemas are organized knowledge structures that help people interpret situations quickly. They are
useful because no person can analyze every detail from the beginning, but they can also support bias.
A person who expects hostility may notice threatening cues and ignore friendly ones. Confirmation
bias encourages attention to evidence that supports an existing belief. Availability influences
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judgment when memorable examples seem more common than they are. Cognitive behavior is
therefore shaped both by deliberate reasoning and by automatic shortcuts.

Cognitive approaches do not claim that thought occurs independently of emotion or biology. Stress
can narrow attention; sleep loss can impair working memory; and culture supplies the categories
through which people interpret experience. Cognition is one part of an integrated system.

What Determines Behavior From the Behavioral
Perspective?
Behaviorism emphasizes observable relations between environment and action. John B. Watson
argued that psychology should focus on behavior that can be measured rather than rely primarily on
introspection. Classical conditioning explains learning through association. A neutral cue can begin
producing a response after it is paired repeatedly with a meaningful event. A child bitten by a dog
may later feel fear when seeing similar dogs, even when the new animal is harmless.

Operant conditioning explains how consequences change the probability of behavior. B. F. Skinner
distinguished reinforcement, which increases behavior, from punishment, which decreases it. Positive
and negative do not mean good and bad; they refer to adding or removing a stimulus. Giving praise
after careful work can positively reinforce studying. Removing an unpleasant alarm after fastening a
seat belt can negatively reinforce fastening. Punishment may suppress behavior temporarily without
teaching an alternative, especially when it is inconsistent or delayed. (Skinner, 1953)

Learning Is More Than Direct Reward
People also learn through observation. Albert Bandura showed that children can imitate modeled
actions and that expected consequences affect whether learned behavior is performed. Language,
rules, and self-evaluation allow humans to learn without personally experiencing every consequence.
Modern learning theories therefore include cognition and social context rather than reducing behavior
to simple stimulus-response chains. (Bandura, 1986)

Behavioral interventions are valuable when they identify triggers, consequences, and skills precisely.
They become ethically problematic when they seek compliance without considering the person’s
goals, dignity, communication, disability, or environmental barriers. Changing behavior should not
mean ignoring the reasons it serves.

What Determines Behavior From a Whole-Person



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4

Perspective?
The original answer combines psychoanalytic and humanistic theories under a whole-person
perspective. These traditions differ but share dissatisfaction with explaining a person only through
isolated laboratory responses. Sigmund Freud argued that behavior is influenced by unconscious
wishes, conflicts, defenses, and early relationships. His theory gave sexuality and aggression
important roles, but it should not be summarized as claiming that every behavior is determined only
by those impulses. Freud also examined attachment, guilt, anxiety, loss, and internalized social
demands.

Psychoanalytic ideas are historically influential, although many specific claims are difficult to test and
some reflect the cultural assumptions of Freud’s era. Concepts such as unconscious processing and
defensive avoidance have parallels in modern research, but contemporary psychology does not
accept every classical proposition as established fact.

Humanistic Psychology
Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow emphasized personal growth, choice, meaning, and the tendency to
develop capacities under supportive conditions. The original answer incorrectly states that they
believed behavior was determined by unconscious forces outside awareness; that description fits
psychoanalytic theory more closely. Rogers focused on self-concept, empathy, genuineness, and
unconditional positive regard. He argued that distress can develop when a person’s lived experience
conflicts with the self they believe they must present to receive acceptance.

Maslow described a hierarchy of needs, including physiological security, belonging, esteem, and self-
actualization. The hierarchy is a useful motivational framework but should not be treated as a rigid
universal sequence. People may pursue meaning, creativity, or moral commitments while basic needs
remain insecure, and cultural priorities differ. Humanistic approaches remind psychology that
measurable behavior belongs to a person with values and purposes.

What Determines Behavior From the
Developmental Perspective?
The developmental perspective studies continuity and change from conception through old age.
Behavior at one age cannot always be evaluated using expectations for another. Brain maturation,
language, physical growth, family relationships, schooling, identity, work, and aging alter the
capacities and challenges available to a person. Development is influenced by both typical patterns
and individual experience.

Jean Piaget proposed sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational
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stages of cognitive development. The original article correctly identifies the first three approximate
age ranges but describes formal operations simply as adulthood. Piaget proposed that formal
operational reasoning can begin around adolescence, although not every person uses abstract
reasoning consistently in every domain. Later research shows more gradual development, greater
early competence in some tasks, and stronger effects of teaching and culture than a strict stage
account suggests. (Piaget, 1952)

Attachment Development
Mary Ainsworth’s Strange Situation research identified patterns commonly described as secure,
avoidant, and resistant or ambivalent; later work added disorganized attachment. The original answer
lists “secure, insecure, and resistant,” which combines a broad category with a specific pattern.
Attachment classifications describe patterns observed in a particular caregiving context, not
permanent personality labels. Sensitive and reliable care often supports security, but temperament,
stress, culture, and later relationships also matter.

Development continues beyond childhood. Adolescence involves identity and increasing autonomy;
adulthood includes intimacy, work, caregiving, and adaptation; later life may involve changing health,
roles, and social networks. No age group is psychologically uniform.

What Determines Behavior From the Sociocultural
Perspective?
The sociocultural perspective examines how behavior is shaped by family, peers, language, social
class, race, gender, religion, institutions, media, law, and historical conditions. People learn what is
considered normal, polite, successful, masculine, feminine, sacred, dangerous, or shameful within
communities. Culture does not control every individual identically, and individuals can criticize or
change norms. It provides meanings and opportunities through which personal decisions are made.
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006)

Social determinants such as income, education, housing, discrimination, safety, and access to
healthcare affect stress and behavior by shaping material conditions. WHO emphasizes that health
and life opportunities are strongly influenced by the conditions in which people are born, grow, work,
live, and age. A behavior described as poor personal choice may partly reflect limited transport,
unsafe neighborhoods, food availability, precarious employment, or exclusion. Understanding context
does not eliminate responsibility; it improves the accuracy of explanation and intervention. (World
Health Organization, 2025)
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Obedience and Situational Power
Stanley Milgram studied obedience to authority in a controlled laboratory setting. Many participants
continued administering what they believed were increasingly painful shocks when instructed by an
experimenter. The original answer says that Milgram concluded that everyone obeys even when harm
is involved. That is too absolute. Participants varied, some refused, and changes in proximity,
institutional authority, and peer behavior affected obedience. The research demonstrates situational
pressure, not universal helplessness.

Milgram used the terms autonomous and agentic to describe whether people experience themselves
as responsible actors or as instruments of authority. The concept remains debated and does not
excuse harmful conduct. Institutions can reduce destructive obedience by encouraging questioning,
protecting dissent, clarifying ethical responsibility, and making consequences visible.

Time Perspective and Social Behavior
Philip Zimbardo’s work on time perspective examines how attention to past, present, and future
influences decisions. A future-oriented person may delay gratification and plan extensively, while a
present-focused person may prioritize immediate experience. No orientation is always best. Excessive
future focus can reduce enjoyment, while excessive present focus can increase impulsive risk.
Personal experience and culture shape these orientations.

How the Perspectives Work Together
Consider a student who avoids giving presentations. Biology may contribute a highly reactive stress
response. Cognition may include the belief that one mistake will cause humiliation. Behavioral
learning may include earlier teasing followed by relief whenever presentations were avoided.
Developmental history may include limited opportunities to practice. Family or cultural expectations
may intensify concern about public error. A whole-person account considers identity and personal
goals. An effective response might therefore include gradual practice, cognitive restructuring,
supportive feedback, sleep and stress management, and changes to the classroom environment.

This integrated example shows why single-cause explanations often fail. A biological vulnerability can
be altered by learning; social conditions affect physiology; thoughts change behavior; and behavior
produces new experiences that reshape thought. Psychology becomes more useful when perspectives
generate complementary questions rather than compete for exclusive ownership of behavior.
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Conclusion
The biological perspective explains behavior through the nervous system, hormones, genes,
evolution, health, and embodiment. The cognitive perspective examines perception, memory, belief,
and decision-making. The behavioral perspective explains learning through association,
reinforcement, punishment, and observation. Psychoanalytic and humanistic approaches consider
unconscious conflict, self-concept, meaning, motivation, and growth. Developmental psychology
examines change across the life span, while sociocultural psychology examines norms, relationships,
institutions, and material conditions. Descartes, James, Wundt, Watson, Skinner, Freud, Rogers,
Maslow, Piaget, Ainsworth, Milgram, and Zimbardo each contributed ideas, but no theorist alone
explains the complexity of human behavior. The strongest account is interactive: people are biological
organisms who think, learn, develop, form relationships, inhabit cultures, and exercise constrained
but meaningful agency.
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