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I am told that Bandura is currently the most cited psychologist in the world. He is one the originators of cognitive-behavioural therapeutic approaches, an expert on aggression, self-efficacy and though he teaches at Stanford University in California, he is Canadian (Alberta) by birth and currently the Honorary President of the Canadian Psychological Association.

As Martin Seligman did during his tenure as President of the American Psychological Association, Bandura is promoting a change of focus for Canadian psychology. He suggests a move away from an individually focussed psychopathology obsessed field to a more integrated view of the individual in society with a clear focus on positive and healthy psychology. (Both Bandura and Seligman are walking in the footsteps of another remarkable psychologist and former President of the APA, Seymour Sarason, who wrote Psychology Misdirected back in 1981.) We need to study and consider not so much what we learn from people who don’t do well but more importantly what we learn from people who cope very well indeed in our complex, stressful and haphazard world. He argues that though biology and particularly genetics seem to be the up and coming fields of behavioural and mental health research and theory building, that indeed psychology continues to be “the integrative discipline that is best suited to advance understanding of human adaptation and change” (page 12).

This presidential address goes over many issues including globalization, the internet, biological reductionism, one-sided evolutionism and so on, and in that, it is a very broad and engaging paper. (However, the weakest parts of the paper are on globalization and the internet, which seem to be there mostly because they are topical.) However, more importantly, Bandura reflects on his lifetime work around self-efficacy and how it serves as an integrative theory that broadly captures much that is positive about human adaptation in a complex and changing world.

Bandura does not dispute the importance of genetics and of nature in determining who and what we are. He does however suggest that nurture, the interplay between ourselves and the environment continues to be of prime importance and should be the focus of our research and our endeavours. He suggest that “biology has culture on a loose leash” (p. 14). Individuals, groups and cultures have demonstrated time and again rapid adaptation in times of quick and dramatic environmental change. Quoting Steven J. Gould, he suggest that nature operates as a “potentialist”. 

From his theoretical vantage point, Bandura argues for educational, occupational, and health self-regulation suggesting that it is not formal and technologized structures that determine human activity but rather that there is still a great deal of room for self-regulation. The individual still has the possibility of agency and the self can be efficacious. Thus, the internet and information technologies generally will only be efficacious in as much as individuals learn to control them and self-regulate. “Given the influential role of psychological factors in whether and how educational technologies are used, one must guard against placing excessive hope in the technology itself. Learners need live mentors to help build their self-regulatory efficacy, cultivate their aspirations, and to find meaning and direction in their intellectual pursuits” (p. 15).

Self-regulation is increasingly important in the world of work. “A major part of people’s daily life is spent in occupational activities. These pursuits do more than provide income for one’s livelihood. They serve as a major source of personal identity, self-evaluation, and social connectedness” (p. 15). The modern world of work is one of fast pace change where knowledge and technical skills need to be constantly updated. Employees who take charge of self-development are those best suited for the increasingly dynamic world of work.

Health is another important area of self-regulation. We are reminded that beyond basic medical care adding more care does not make people healthier “medical care cannot substitute for healthful habits and environmental conditions. It is mainly self-care that keeps people healthy” (p. 16).

There follows a long section on positive psychology, resilience and their connection to self-efficacy. Bandura starts by suggesting that psychological theories “grossly overpredict psychopathology” (p. 17). “Our theories would lead one to expect that most of the children living in these impoverished, risky environments would be heavily involved in crime, addicted to drugs or too physically impaired for a normal life. In fact, most of the children make it through the developmental hazards. In adulthood, most support themselves through legitimate jobs, form partnerships, and stay clear of criminal activities” (p. 17-18). In fact, most children growing up in such situations do very well indeed for a whole variety of reasons. One of these is through the agentic management of fortuity and Bandura spends some time going briefly over some of the research on life paths. Very briefly, the life path concept suggests that one bad thing tends to lead to another and that for instance when we suggest that negative childhood experiences have a continued impact in adulthood, what we more often see is that negative childhood experiences lead to a sequence of negative experiences that extend into adulthood. Indeed, the most powerful predictors of outcome are usually proximal in nature. Sometimes, life paths can take surprising turns. A child having known a sequence of unfavourable circumstances meets an adult who takes him under his wing, provides positive role modelling and continuous positive support. “Some of the most important determinants of life paths occur through the most trivial of circumstances... Chance favours the inquisitive and venturesome who go places, do things, and explore new activities... Pasteur put it well when he noted that, “chance favors only the prepared mind”” (p. 17).

However, in psychology and in therapeutic organizations like our own, we seem to be most heavily invested in “intricate theories of failure” more than in theories of success. Self-efficacy, competence and the like enable people and equip them with “the personal resources to select and create successful life courses” (p. 18).

In a statement reminiscent of Bronfenbrenner’s famous first developmental proposition, Bandura affirms that “A crucial factor is the development of a stable social bond to a competent, caring adult. Such caregivers offer emotional support and guidance. They promote meaningful values and standards. They model constructive styles of coping and create opportunities for mastery experiences. Enabling caretaking builds trust, competencies, and a sense of personal efficacy. Physical attractiveness and a sociable temperament help to draw nurturing caretaking. As children develop positive attributes, they become more engaging to others and attract support from them. Supportive teachers are often important enabling influences in the lives of children who surmount severe adversities. Social connectedness to a variety of other caring persons outside the family provides further continuing guidance and opportunities for self-development. Intellectual competencies also help to promote successful development under adversity.

The children’s heroic life stories support an agentic, rather than a protective view of resilience. The children play a proactive role in selecting and constructing beneficial social environments that shape their life courses. They operate out of a sense of efficacy that they can exercise some control over their lives. Theories of resilience should be recast in proactive agentic terms, rather than in epidemiologic terms of protective factors buffering the negative effects of adversity” (p. 18).

Our focus on failure and our obsessive interest in psychopathology leads us to underpredict, for instance, sobriety after an ongoing experience of substance abuse. Bandura tells us that over 40 million people in the United States have quit smoking on their own. He provides studies showing that some groups of individuals have had a great deal of success kicking alcohol and narcotic dependency, such as heroine addiction. Tongue in cheek, he asks, where was their brain disease? He quotes a team of researchers who “characterized the conspicuous inattention to successful self-changers in substance abuse as, “the elephant that no one sees.”” (Page 19)

One of the most important foundations of self-efficacy is taking charge of one’s developmental trajectory and through the development of prosocialness. “As reflected in cooperativeness, helpfulness, sharing, and empathicness, (prosocialness) can help ... promote interpersonal relationships conducive to social and academic development” (p. 19). Investing resources in teaching children how to act appropriately with each other provides them with a strong foundation for resilience. Moral agency is not so much defined by the power to refrain from transgressing or hurting others but rather the capacity to act humanely and positively toward others, sometimes culminating in great acts of altruism and heroism as he recounts in his speech.

Psychology teaches us that stress is bad but self-efficacy would argue that stress is controllable and that indeed it is good as long as we learn to master stressors. “Stress aroused while gaining coping efficacy through mastery over threats can boost the immune system. The few studies that have examined the immune effects of positive emotions, show that antibody levels to orally ingested antigens are higher on pleasant days” (p. 21). This recalls a great deal of the work done on placebos and the expectancy effect where the positive expectation of effect or the positive belief of mastery lead to physiological changes beneficial to oneself.

Psychology tends to view dual roles as adding stress, exhaustion and conflict in one’s life, when in fact a great deal of research shows that job satisfaction increases the quality of family life. This has been shown particularly in the studies on women.

Psychology has tended to psychopathologize optimism when in fact “resilient self-efficacy provides the needed staying power. The people who are successful, innovative, sociable, nonanxious, nondespondent, and tenacious social reformers take an optimistic view that they can bring about valued changes” (p. 21). At the end of their lives, most people regret not what they have done but rather what they have not.

Bandura concludes by suggesting that “social systems that cultivate competencies, instill a robust sense of efficacy, create equitable opportunity structures, provide aidful resources, and allow room for self-directedness increase the chances that people will realize what they wish to become” (p. 22).

There is much that is positive in this paper and that provides for an important critique of our field on the one hand and optimistic refocusing on the other. However, as in other works that I have read of his, Bandura seems to describe a mostly first world and at that a bourgeois view of mental health  and competence. Indeed, much of what he describes, one might consider the good things in life that the great majority in the western world has access to.

But he doesn’t deal with, at least explicitly, that there are classes of individuals who, because of race, handicap and intelligence, are systematically excluded from opportunities to develop self-efficacy on the one hand, and where one might doubt the likelihood of self-efficacy being the necessary factor for change in their life courses.

However, in his concluding remarks, he does talk about social systems that cultivate competencies and instill a robust self-efficacy and so on. Underlying those words are an argument I suspect for social justice by the creation of “equitable opportunities structures”. However, none of this will make all individuals equal nor will it provide all individuals with equal access to these positive life courses. Indeed, Bandura suggest as much when he says “physical attractiveness and the sociable temperament help to draw a nurturing caretaking.”  There is obviously more to it than that , however, children and youth who are obese, handicapped, of a different racial background, who are sullen, misbehaved and insulting (though these situations are not insurmountable) will require a great deal of positive support and intervention, and moreso than their good looking, pro-social peers. There is no magic to self-efficacy, but it is a more hopeful theory than most we have been encumbered with through our professional training.

However, on the whole, Bandura’s paper provides a new framework for research and intervention whereby we have a lot to learn from individuals who’s life courses’ take positive turns, who are resilient and are able to exert self-efficacy.

Raymond Lemay
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