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Bandura’s Social Learning Theory 

 The film Joe the King, directed by Frank Whaley, has been termed by the filmmaker as a 

“semi-autobiographical”, loosely based on his personal experiences during childhood. The film 

follows the transformation of a 14-year-old boy as he navigates his way out of difficult domestic 

life. With an abusive, alcoholic father and an equally abusive school environment, the boy 

named Joe faces a household and social context that presents serious challenges and abnormal 

social cues. As developed by Bandura and others, social learning theories suggest that 

adolescents and children adopt aggressive behaviors through repeated exposure to such social 

cues and aggressive behaviors (Zimmerman, 2011). The emphasis on the social context in social 

learning theories means that observation of society’s actions heavily determines aggressive 

behavioral outcomes in individuals. The transformation of Joe from innocent youth to increasing 

acts of criminality can thus be understood through the perspective of Bandura’s social learning 

theory. 

  Albert Bandura first proposed social learning theory, and he has remained a heavy 

contributor to the theory’s framework evolution (Zimmerman, 2011). The framework of social 

learning theory is based on key constructs of vicarious learning, differential reinforcement, 

cognitive processes, and reciprocal determinism. Acquiring self-regulation while engaging in the 

socialization process is also considered a key component of the social learning framework of 

understanding human behaviors. Children and adolescents learn to develop characteristics of 

personality, such as aggression and dependency, skills in academics, arts, sports, or other 

professions, from experiences that are embedded in the social context of their peers, family, and 

culture. Socialization in Bandura’s social learning theory is defined through specific experiences 

such as modeling, reinforcement, emotions, and behaviors that emerge from formative 
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experiences (Zimmerman, 2011). As a part of the depictions of Joe in the film Joe the King, early 

domestic abuses are presented as formative experiences that reinforce aggressive social cues, 

negatively impacting Joe’s emotions and ultimately beginning to influence Joe’s learned 

behaviors. 

 Differential reinforcement or association in social learning theory suggests that certain 

behaviors in a social setting can result in criminal and other negative behavioral outcomes. 

Behavior that is aggressive but not severe, such as pushing or verbal threats, can be a constant 

source of frustration for children and adolescents as they interact in social settings. A number of 

studies have provided evidence of the various forms of aggressive behavior experienced by 

children and adolescents, including social aggression and physical or overt aggression 

(Neighbors et al., 2013). Together, this evidence suggests that aggressive behavior, regardless of 

its relative severity and whether an individual is directly or indirectly involved, has the potential 

to create negative behavioral outcomes and should therefore be of concern for society. Bullying, 

for example, has been shown to be a type of aggression that occurs within an imbalance of 

power, either physically or psychologically, where the bully has a higher social standing. 

Furthermore, the bullying behavior must repeatedly occur to be labeled as bullying; otherwise, it 

can be considered an occasional exchange of conflict. In Joe, the King, bullying at the hands of 

his teachers for being the son of a janitor is depicted as part of a repeating pattern of social 

stigma and physical abuse that Joe differentially associates as being the norm of social function 

and interaction. Such differential reinforcement is a precipitating set of conditions that lead to 

more risky and aggressive behavior displayed by Joe as the film progresses.  

 A key concept in social learning theories is self-regulation during human development. 

Children and adolescents must learn to self-regulate as socialization occurs, learning to delay 
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immediate gratifications to achieve delayed benefits. To successfully regulate one’s own 

behavior, Bandura stipulated that goals and well-defined objectives were necessary 

(Zimmerman, 2011). This is in line with his framework of observational learning, where 

individuals can serve as role models, with many such influential models present in a child’s or 

adolescent’s life. For example, in Joe’s social context, there are no positive role models in his 

life, despite the inclusion of a guidance counselor that is ostensibly there to help. Therefore, the 

dire social context in which Joe resides means no positive behaviors are modeled. Instead, a 

series of abusive and unsupportive relationships ultimately influence Joe to adopt more 

aggressive and criminal actions, believing there are no other options left for him (DeCamp, 

2015). A key strength of Bandura’s social learning theory explains Joe’s locus of control as 

external, meaning Joe would have benefitted from motivation and praise in his life. Instead, Joe’s 

capacity to self-regulate his behavior, despite his good nature, is compromised by a lack of 

positive cues from his social surroundings. 

 Social learning theories go beyond a description of human development and behavior as 

manifested through observation of social cues offering a ‘bridge’ between the cognitive approach 

and behaviorism (or the traditional learning theory). The social learning theory from Bandura 

achieves this by describing the importance of cognitive factors involved in learning behaviors 

(Zimmerman, 2011). Bandura strongly believed that human beings are active information 

processors capable of reflecting upon the consequences of their behaviors (Zimmerman, 2011). 

As such, observational learning is driven through such cognitive processes, where an individual 

does not automatically adopt a behavioral model but instead utilizes attention, retention, 

reproduction, and motivation processes that ultimately determine the behavioral outcome. In Joe 

the King, Joe is depicted as a kind-hearted, caring young boy who is motivated to do the right 
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things to bring together his dysfunctional family and life. However, repeated exposure to abusive 

and bullying behaviors means his mediating process between observation and action is subsumed 

by attention and retention of negative cues, distorting his motivations and ultimately leading to 

his criminal actions.    

 Despite the strength of social learning theory in providing a nuanced understanding of the 

human development process and the role of cognition in behavioral outcomes, the theory does 

not completely explain all human behaviors. For especially complex behaviors, social learning 

theory does not take into account the range of thoughts and emotional processes that are involved 

in behavioral outcomes (Zimmerman, 2011). For this and other reasons, Bandura modified his 

social learning theory in 1986 and developed a social cognitive theory to help provide a better 

understanding of the social influences on human development and learning processes. 

Nonetheless, social learning theories are most commonly critiqued for what some experts call a 

disproportionate emphasis on the environment and social context as the main influence on 

behavioral outcomes (Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018). It is instead suggested that human behavior 

is likely a result of the interaction of both the environment and biology of an individual. For 

example, Joe’s attempts to reach out to his brother for a source of positive interaction and his 

desire to do what is best for him and his family reflect behavioral and cognitive processes not 

mirrored in his social setting. There are, for example, no positive or effective role models, 

despite the presence of a well-meaning guidance counselor, that would suggest Joe behave in 

such a way, lending support to the idea that purely observational learning is not the primary 

mechanism of the behavioral outcome. 

 The theory of social learning views the development of human beings through the lens of 

socialization of children and adolescents' experiences and their ability to acquire self-regulation. 
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The development of behaviors such as aggression and criminality are modeled, reinforced, and 

motivated through social interactions and based on an individual’s locus of control. As such, the 

character of the 14-year-old Joe in Joe the King is heavily influenced by the social context in 

which he is depicted. With a dysfunctional family and school life, Joe’s gradual inclination 

towards aggressive and criminal behaviors results from identification, conditioning, and adopting 

behaviors reflected in his surroundings. Ultimately, social learning theory cannot explain Joe’s 

actions entirely in the film, including his desire to do the right thing despite extremely abusive 

and difficult circumstances, but it is an adequate framework for explaining most of the behaviors 

depicted onscreen. 
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