Operant conditioning and short term effects as an explanation of substance misuse.
Operant conditioning says that if a behaviour is reinforced it is more likely to be repeated.
What is positive reinforcement?

The brain has specialised systems that rewards behaviours, usually behaviours that ensure our survival. The substance used acts as a reinforcer by activating these reward systems, the pleasurable consequences of taking a drug give a positive reinforcement and so people take that drug again to feel the pleasurable effects. This eventually leads to the substance being used more and more often, and so leads to misuse. So heroin acts in a way similar to our natural endorphins which block pain. Heroin floods the endorphin receptors, allowing large amounts of dopamine to be released which then activates the reward centres of the brain, and it also produces feelings of well being. Both these effects act as a positive reinforcer. 
 We could also be reinforced by our peers, if they see taking the drug as cool, and it allows you to keep in with a group of friends this then acts as a reinforcement. 
Evalaution.

· Chein et al found that when normal ppts. were given narcotics they found the experience pleasurable but did not become addicts, and he also found that most drug addicts found the first time a drug was used unpleasant. 

· Newton et al asked methamphetamine users why they took the drug and found that the most common reason give was “pleasure seeking” (56%), followed by impulsivity and habits (26%), with 30% of ppts. saying that pain avoidance was NOT a reason for taking drugs.

· It ignores other environmental factors such as the effects of parents; it has been found that children who have addicted parents (including alcohol) are more likely to become addicted themselves.
· Aigner & Balster found that rhesus monkeys and rats prefer to reinforce themselves with cocaine rather than food.

· Bozarth and Wise found that rats will self administer cocaine in order to reinforce themselves to the point that they will die from it.

· However, both these studies allowed the animals to have a unlimited constant access to the cocaine which is not true of human drug users.

· DeGrandpre found that the higher the number of responses needed to gain cocaine initially the higher the response rates. However these eventually reached a maximum and then the response rate decreased, so it isn’t just the pleasurable effects of the drug that affect substance misuse, but the cost of getting the drug.
· This explanation of substance misuse takes into account he biological processes involved when taking a drug.

· Some people can ignore the effects of peer pressure and not become involved in drugs, so operant conditioning cannot explain this.

· It ignores social factors that may influence substance misuse, such as how available the drug is, and whether it is culturally acceptable to take the drug. 

Exercise.

You have been asked to produce a booklet on an explanation of drug addiction for the local youth club to give to its workers to help them understand the causes of substance misuse.
Use the information on this sheet to produce the booklet.
