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Social Learning Theory

[image: image1]Albert Bandura devised theory of social learning in the 1960s. 
He combined ideas from the Psychodynamic Approach such as ‘identification’ with that of reinforcement from the Learning Approach. 
He explained that we have a tendency to observe and imitate those people who we identify with (models) and thus learn new behaviours, via a process he called 'modelling'. 
He explained that we are more likely to imitate those models that we see being rewarded for their behaviour. He called this vicarious reinforcement as it also made the behaviour more likely in the observer. 
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Bandura explained that for modelling to be successful, the observer had to pay attention to the model, retain that knowledge, be able to reproduce the behaviour and be motivated to do so. 
One example of social learning in real life is the way that small children observe and imitate the behaviour of adults particularly around the age 2-3, where they start to imitate behaviour of their parents, for example a child may watch her parent working from home and then pretend to work on her own toy computer. Children also pick up facial expressions and mannerisms from their parents, e.g. talking with their hands (gesture). 
An example of observational learning in the animal kingdom was recorded on the island of Koshima; a juvenile Japanese macaque developed the innovation of washing sweet potatoes before eating them. Other macaques observed the behaviour and soon the whole population were potato washers. Now none of the original macaques are alive yet potato washing continues as each generation observes and imitates its elders. 
Another example of observational learning with primates was shown in a series of studies by Mineka and various colleagues. Monkeys who had observed another monkey being frightened by a snake went onto avoid snakes themselves; this is an example of observational learning through vicarious punishment.
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Bandura provided his own research example of observational learning; children watched  video footage of male or female models playing in an aggressive way with an inflatable BoBo doll. When they were later given the opportunity to play with the same BoBo doll, they were more likely to play aggressively and use similar language to the model.
The processes involved in social learning…

Observation: Observation means that an individual watches another person’s behaviour, paying specific attention to the important parts of that behaviour. Observation is more likely to happen if the person is motivated to observe them for some reason, for example, a person is more likely to be observed if they are powerful, attractive, successful or even simply the same gender or if they have been seen to be rewarded in the past. All these qualities make identification more likely. Once a person has been identified with then they are more likely to be observed and the behaviour observed is more likely to be imitated. An example of observation which may lead to imitation can be seen in school age children. Children may identify the most interesting child in the class, interesting because they are attractive, popular or rewarded by the teachers; this child then models behaviour which may be observed by others and imitated. 

Imitation: Imitation means that a behaviour which has been observed is then copied (reproduced) by the observer. Imitation can only take place if the individual is physically able to carry out the act. Imitation is more likely to happen when the individual is motivated to do so, i.e., if they have observed another individual being rewarded for the behaviour, it will be more likely to be imitated. A person is more likely to be imitated if the observer identifies with them in some way, i.e. same gender, attractive or powerful. An example of imitation is when a child dresses up like their parent and enacts their behaviours, i.e. talking on a toy telephone, working on a toy computer. 
Modelling: Modelling refers to an individual enacting a certain behaviour which will act as an example to others who may or may not observe and imitate the behaviour. It also refers to the process of the observer identifying with the model. Without this identification then the person is not a model and thus modelling does not take place, the person is simply behaving in the presence of others. An example of modelling in real life might be when a celebrity is involved in some new diet or beauty treatment and young women identify with the celebrity in some way, i.e. they see themselves as similar in some way. 
Following identification, the women may replicate that behaviour, beginning the same diet or saving up towards the same treatment. Another example of modelling would be a mother changing a younger sibling’s nappy while watched by an older daughter. Young children usually identify with their same-sex parent and thus they are likely models. The child may then imitate the nappy changing routine with her dolls.

Can you think of any examples of observational learning in humans?








See what you can find out about Mineka’s research on observational learning in monkeys





Find out what is meant by…


Vicarious reinforcement, vicarious punishment, vicarious extinction, modelling effect, eliciting effect, disinhibiting effect, inhibitory effect


Try to find examples of each of these processes and comment on how other socio-cultural concepts that we have discussed might impact upon this form of cultural transmission/socialisation, e.g. social representations, in-group and out-group, social identification, social categorisation, stereotypes, situational and dispositional factors, etc.











