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Learning Perspective 
 
The study of how humans learn has dominated behaviourism. Behaviourism developed 
simultaneously in Russia and in the United States, becoming a major force in psychology in the 
first part of the 20th century. Traditionalist behaviourists believed that all organisms learn in the 
same way, and that all learning could be explained by the processes of classical and operant 
conditioning. Psychologists working within this perspective have investigated the ways in which 
behaviour changes, usually using laboratory experiments, and often using non-human animals. 

Development and Cultural Contexts 
 
Dissatisfaction (time right for something new) 

Pavlov   
Watson Bandura, Garcia...  
Thorndike   
Skinner 
(1910s-30s) 

 
(1960s) 

 

Behaviourism  
+ new insights 

(Social learning theory, 
Influence of biological and cognitive factors) 

 Learning perspective 

 
 Behaviourism emerged at the turn of the 20th century 
 It was extremely influential in the USA where it dominated psychology until the 1950s 
 
One main condition that contributed to the rise of the learning perspective was the dissatisfaction 
with introspection (form of self-observation) that rather concentrated on unconscious influences to 
behaviour that was impossible to study scientifically. The development was mainly in the USA during 
the early 20th century where psychologists wanted to know more about ways of controlling and 
predicting behaviour rather than subconscious. Behaviouralism could be studied experientially and 
offered simple explanations of behaviour. Freud’s theories and science where rejected with the 
development of the learning perspective. The focus was on how stimuli in the environment 
produced responses which had appeal to the American bias of a “no sense” view of the world. 
Behaviouralism became more popular in the early 20th century in the USA because it promised 
social change by arguing that behaviour could be changed if the environment was changed. It was 
a “can do” approach to the questions of the day which also appealed to the American mentality. 
 
World view of the early 20

th
 century 

 Science will solve the great questions of the day 

 Society can progress and develop 

 Individuals need to adapt to the environment (Darwin) 
 

World view of the early 20
th

 century in the USA 

 individuals can overcome barriers to progress 

 great optimism about the future 

 guiding principles were “reform efficiency and progress” 

 strong belief in capitalism which was based on the idea of market forces (the business environment) that 
rewarded those who adapted to changing business situations. 

 

Historical and cultural context: Emergence of behaviouralism (rejected Freud and Science) 

 Psychology as a scientific discipline appeared to have reached a dead end 
o Introspection was unreliable 
o Unconsciousness impossible to study scientifically 

 Behaviouralism instead based on observable behaviour that could be studied through experimentation 

 It offered simple explanations of behaviour by focusing on how stimuli in the environment produced 
responses 

 Watson’s study on little Albert offered a simple explanation of a phobia that challenged Freud’s complex 
explanation that focused on the unconscious 

 This new science was particularly appealing to the USA which liked to see itself as a new nation 

 Behaviouralism provided simple explanations of behaviour by focusing on how the stimuli in the 
environment produced responses 

 This had appeal to the American bias of a “no sense” view of the world 
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Framework 
 

1. Assumptions 
 Although we are born with a genetic endowment, which determines and instinctual 

behaviourism, the majority of behaviour is learnt from the environment after birth 

 Behaviour is determined by the environment. Our behaviour is a result of our past learning 
experiences, therefore free will is an illusion 

 Learning can best be understood in terms of external causes rather than internal causes. 
Mental activities are useless as data. 

 Only observable behaviour should be studied if psychology is to be objective (not very 
interested into internal events like thinking and emotions) – controlled experiments to 
investigate stimulus and response (behaviour is a result of stimulus-response – i.e. all 
behaviour, no matter how complex, can be reduced to a simple stimulus-response association) 

 Simple associations of stimuli or stimulus-response are the building blocks of all behaviour, no 
matter how complex.There is an innate predisposition to learning 

 Laws of learning are the same for all species and can be seen in any environment.There is little 
difference between the learning that takes place in humans and that in other animals. 
Therefore research can be carried out on animals as well as humans.  

 Humans are born tabula rasa and their behaviour and personality are simply products of 
their own conditioning history (Challenging the psychodynamic view of innate drives and 
collective unconsciousness) 

 

2. Key Concepts 

 

 

a) Traditional theories 
 

i. Classical Conditioning (Association) 
 

Non-human experiment Salivary reflex in dogs Russian Biologist Ivan Pavlov 1927 
Dogs normally salivate when food is presented 
Pavlov noticed that dogs salivate when they see the people who usually feed them 
He set up an experiment to find out if dogs could be trained to salivate to other stimuli (e.g. bell) 

 Pavlov would ring the bell at feeding time and measure saliva 
(collected salvia in a tube attached to outside of dog’s cheek) 

 Then he rang a bell without presenting food – found that dogs still salivated 

     
E: harmful to dogs 

M: can’t be generalised, low ecological validity, simplistic (artificial behaviour to complex everyday situations) 
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 Principles of classical conditioning 
 

o Extinction 
When you no longer associate the two stimuli (after several unpaired associations the 
conditioned response becomes extinct) 
 

o Spontaneous recovery 
After extinction - If you pair the two stimulus again, the condition re-emerges 
 

o Generalisation 
The dogs were able to generalise their salivating behaviour to stimuli which were similar, but not 
identical to the original stimuli, e.g. doorbell. The more similar, the more saliva 
 

o Discrimination (almost opposite of generalisation) 
You can teach a human/animal to ignore other similar stimuli and discriminate one stimulus 
o get dogs to respond to only one bell – when using slightly different bell and give out little less 

food, dogs would work it out 
o teach dogs for different smells 
o woman raped – generalises fear of that particular rapist to men – therapy to have only fear of 

the man who raped her 
 

Single case experiment – CONTROVERSIAL Little Albert Watson & Rainer 1920 
(not case study because tested him before and after – changed something) 
Aims To demonstrate that you can learn a fear response through classical conditioning 
Procedure Used 9-months old Albert; assessed him for his response to various stimuli (dog, 
monkey, burning newspaper, white rat, rabbit, cotton wool, loud banging noise) – found that he 
only had a fear response to the loud noise 
Paired a white rat with the loud banging noise – 5 times a week for 7 weeks 
Findings The rat alone lead to fear response; the rat was the condition stimulus (like bell) and 
fear had become his conditioned response that he generalised to a number of white and flurry 
objects, e.g. cotton wool, rabbit, father Christmas’ bear… 
Conclusion Albert had learnt by association to fear white flurry things 
Evaluation 
Culture: White American boy = no population validity 

Ethics: 

- extremely unethical and controversial! 
- caused psychological harm/damage = phobia for whole life 
- parents gave no INFORMED consent (they didn’t tell them that it might cause phobia) 
- No debrief for parents – they withdrew Albert before he could be reconditioned 
- Lack of confidentiality (he was made “popular”) 
Method: 
- single case experiment = can’t be generalised 
- lab conditions = no ecological behaviour 
- can’t engage how scared he was (QUANTITY of fear response) 
- no temporal validity – hasn’t been repeated 

 

Single case experiment – G BIAS Little Peter Mary Cover- Jones 1924 

Studied conditioning the same time as Watson & Rainer 

 The 2-years old orphan Peter had a natural fear of rats and generalised this to rabbits, fur 
and feathers. 

 MCJ had 40 sessions with him where she put a rabbit into a cage beside him as he ate his 
lunch (pleasure for children). Session for session she put the rabbit closer to him and finally 
let him out of the cage and on Peter’s lap. At the end, Peter was able to stroke the rabbit. MCJ 
was able to un-condition his fear response. (Systematic Desensitisation) 

Evaluation: G 

MCJ didn’t get any credit and fame for her research because she was female! 
She was able to apply classical conditioning in a more therapeutic way. 
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ii. Operant Conditioning (Reinforcement) 

 

 An operant = voluntary behaviour that is controlled by its consequences. 

 Any consequences that makes a behaviour more likely to occur again is called a 
reinforcer – positive/negative If the reinforcer results in something good happening 
then it is a positive 

 Not all consequences of behaviour are reinforcing, though. Behaviour sometimes 
produces effects that are unpleasant = punishers = make it less likely to repeat 
behaviour. 

 
1. Positive Reinforcement 

Is when a behaviour is repeated because the consequences were positive 
o rat presses a lever to get food 
 

2. Negative Reinforcement 
Is when a behaviour is repeated in order to remove a stimulus with a negative outcome 
If a behaviour has a negative outcome such as failing to gain a reward, it is unlikely to be repeated 
o a rat presses a lever to avoid getting electric shocks 
 

3. Punishment 
A particular behaviour which leads to a negative consequence will be less likely to be repeated 
o child given a slap 
 

  decreases likelihood of behaviour increases likelihood of behaviour 

presented positive punishment positive reinforcement 

taken away negative punishment negative reinforcement 

 

 Principles of operant conditioning: 

o Extinction 
If a behaviour is no-longer reinforced then the learnt behaviour gradually disappears 

o Spontaneous Recovery 
A previous response may suddenly reoccur even if you have no reinforcement 

o Generalisation 
Behaviour will be generalised to other similar stimuli 
e.g. pigeon reinforced to pick up red key would also pick up other colours 

o Discrimination 
Can teach animal to discriminate by only reinforcing one stimuli; specific about which behaviour 
shall be repeated 
 

Non-human experiment Reinforcement and Punishment Skinner 1935 
He developed the “Skinner box” which allowed him to reward with food rather than escape and 
also to punish with electric shocks as well as to measure actions easily (nr. of presses...) 

 Rat is placed in cage with a lever sticking out on one side 

 If the lever is pressed, pellet of food will be delivered 

 At first, rat presses the lever by accident but soon learns the link between lever pressing and 
food appearing (Rat operated on the environment) 

 

Non-human experiment Trial and Error Thorndike 1911 
Gave animals problems to solve, e.g. placed a cat in a box, the only escape was to operate a 
ledge. The cat would try unsuccessful behaviours like scratching, biting etc until it would eventually 
operate the ledge and escape. Then he put the cat in the box again and it was able to escape 
more quickly. He called this “law of positive effect” = any behaviour that leads to a positive 
outcome, such as successfully solving a problem, and a state of satisfaction is likely to be 
repeated and retained in the future (do something that makes you feel good = you’ll do it again) 
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 Control group (n=24) 
 Aggressive model condition (n=24) 

o Boys with same-sex model (n=6) 
o Boys with opposite-sex model (n=6) 
o Girls with same-sex model (n=6) 
o Girls with opposite-sex model (n=6) 

 Non-aggressive model condition (n=24) 
o Boys with same-sex model (n=6) 
o Boys with opposite-sex model (n=6) 
o Girls with same-sex model (n=6) 
o Girls with opposite-sex model (n=6) 

b) Alternative theories (have added to traditional explanations) 

a) Evolutionary Theory  Social Learning theory (observational learning, modelling) 

Learning  = reflexively, instinctively learn behaviour 
Social  = there must be a mental part, cautious 

Learning + Introduction of mental states  = Social Learning Theory  

In order to imitate someone’s behaviour, there must be an intervening cognitive state. 
Whereas behaviourists rejected the concept of mind, saying there was no need for it; social learning theorists 
introduced a role for cognition as well as the influence of social factors. 
Albert Bandura was one of the first psychologists to propose an alternative to learning theory that 
incorporated mental processes. He suggested that behaviour was learnt but not always through direct 
conditioning. Behaviour is often learnt by watching what other people do. If they are rewarded for their 
actions, they are more likely to imitate them = vicarious reinforcement 

Lab Experiment with controlled observation (through one-way mirror) Bandura, Ross & Ross 1961 

Transmission of aggression through imitation of aggressive models 

IV: kids watched (no) model  same/opposite sex  (non) aggressive model  gender of child 
DV = nr. of aggressive acts, (non) imitation of physical/verbal aggression 
Aims: To investigate whether learning that took place in one situation would be generalised to 
other situations; e.g. whether kids would imitate an aggressive role model 
Procedure: Hypothesis Questions: 
1) Whether children copied aggression; 2) Whether seeing people not being aggressive stopped being aggressive 
3) Whether children copied same gender; 4) Whether boys are more aggressive than girls 

 72 children (36 boys/girls) from Stanford university’s nursery school, aged 3-6 

 Observed them in their own nursery and rated their 
aggression. Then matched them up (matched pairs 
design) on age, gender and aggression rating = 
9 groups of 6 and one control-group of 24 
(nothing happened to them)  

 Stage 1 (10 mins): Children played in room; role 
models was aggressive (to Bobo doll) / or not 

 Stage 2 (2 mins): Arousal stage: Child was taken into 
room with many toys but was told that it couldn’t play 
with them because these were the best toys and reserved for other children 

 Stage 3 (20 mins) Child in room with all toys; observed through a one-way-mirror 
Findings 
1. Children who watched an aggressive role model were more aggressive 
2. Boys who watched non-aggressive models were less aggressive. Girls were similar 

aggressive no matter whether they had seen an aggressive role model or not 
3. Boys are more physical aggressive than girls 
4. Boys more likely to imitate male role model. Girls copied what females SAID (verbal aggression) 
Conclusion: We learn by observation! 
Culture: ethnocentric – all Americans (1 ethnic group) 
Gender: No gender bias (equal boys/girls. showed gender differences…) 

Ethics: Psychological harm (aggression towards toys was induced and taught to children), 

covert observation = deception, not confidential (were filmed)  

Method: Hard to distinguish between real aggression and play fighting; unrepresentative sample 

– Children from 1 nursery (Stanford Uni = smarter, higher IQ), lab setting, demand characteristics – 
children may have thought they were expected to behave aggressively to please the experimenter. 
Theory: social learning theory of imitation provides more credible explanation of transmission of 
violent behaviour than the traditional behaviourism 

 Evaluation 
+ Neo-behaviourist account because it still emphasises the role of learning as a way of explaining why 

people behave as they do, but WITH the additional involvement of cognitive (mental) and social factors. 
+ Children learn many of their behaviour by observing others and modelling their own behaviour on what 

they have seen. Role models are e.g. parents, friends, pop stars… 
- people’s internal emotional state 
- interpretation of situation 
- personality should be taken in account 
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b) Influence of Biological Factors 

 Biological Preparedness 
Animals are biologically prepared to learn actions that are closely related to the survival of their 
species and these prepared behaviours are learned with very little training. This explains how e.g. 
phobias and fears are developed. 
 

Lab experiment  Ohman 1975 
One expects people to be afraid of snakes, spiders, darkness… He showed that by pairing 
electric shock with slide images of snakes, spiders... humans quickly learnt an associated 
conditioned fear response –did NOT occur with images of flowers, houses… 
However, most phobias don’t indicate how/when they have been learnt – difficult to test in humans. 

 

 One Trial Learning 
One significant event someone learns from 
 

Non-Human Experiment E Taste Aversion Learning Experiment Garcia 1966 

Gave rats water with particular flavour to tease vomiting,  
If it caused vomiting, rats learned to avoid it 
Aversions are learnt more quickly to new flavours than familiar ones, and rats can be classically 
conditioned to novel smells more readily than to sound, images or touch stimuli – classical 
conditioning of feeling of illness to neutral stimuli. 

 

 Imprinting 
Is set to occur when innate instinctual behaviours are released in response to the stimulus (context) 
after birth. Most imprinting promotes survival of new born animals. Characteristics: 

1. Critical sensitive period (immediately after birth) 
2. It is irreversible (what we learn stays for life) 
3. Imprint establishes an individual animal’s preference for a certain species 
4. Not all behaviours are affected from imprinting 
5. Stressful stimuli strengthens imprinting 

It is the biological factors because it is the basis of survival. 
 

 Natural Observation Lorenz (1935) 
Had reared goslings from birth, they associated him as their mother and followed him like they 
would their mother goose. 

 
c) Influence of Cognitive Factors 

 Cognitive Maps 
They are a type of mental processing that stores conscious perceptions but also subconscious 
encodings of special relations to help determine ones current position where specific objects are in 
a surroundings space and know how to get from one place to another. 
 

Non-human experiment  Tolman 1948 
Had some hungry rats in a maze and let them wander through the proper path and dead-ends until 
they came to a food box to eat. He repeated this every 24 hours and the rats made less and less 
errors and took less time to get to the food. Eventually, the rats would not get to any dead ends. 

 

 Insight Learning 
When a person looks at a problem for some time and then suddenly grasps the solution (rather 
than just trying). There is more thinking involved – not just reflexive learning (influence of cognitive 
factors). 
 

Field Experiment  Kohler 
Put bananas out of reach from apes – instead of just grasping, they thought about how to get them. 
E.g. piled boxes to get bananas. 
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Applications 
Education, Work, Therapies 

 

 

 
 

1. Applications – Therapies 
Psychological question: How can we best treat psychological disorders? 
 
 

 
 
 

a) Therapies based on Classical conditioning 
 

i. Aversion therapy 

Form of treatment in which undesirable behaviour is eliminated by associating it with severe 
punishment. This can be used to treat alcoholics, homosexuals, fetishes, male transvestites and 
sadomasochists. 
Meyer and Chesser (1970) gave alcoholics a drug that induces nausea and vomiting after drinking 
alcohol so that they would throw up every time they did it. Eventually they learned to associate 
alcohol with vomiting and nausea. Participants reported that about half of them abstained from 
alcohol for at least a year after the experiment. 
However this therapy is sometimes seen as controversial because it involves intentionally inflicting 
harm on the participant and it doesn’t cure the participant because they don’t immediately have an 
adaptive response. 
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ii. Systematic desensitisation (Wolpe, therapy used for treatment of phobias) 

Definition: Systematic desensitisation involves gradually acclimatising phobic patients to a very 
weak form of their feared object or situation by teaching them relaxation techniques. 
 
Procedure: 

 The phobic patient is put into a situation in which a weak form of the feared object is present (e.g. 
a tiny spider at the other end of the room). Alternatively, they may be asked to visualize this object, 
or they may need to imagine themselves in a particular situation, if the phobia is more abstract 
(e.g. a fear of failure). 

 With their feared object physically or mentally present, they are brought into a state of deep 
muscle relaxation, initiated by progressively tensing and relaxing muscles throughout their body. 
Sometimes, hypnosis or tranquilizers are used instead. 

 The patient becomes very relaxed, despite the presence of their feared object. 

 The stimulus is changed, as the relaxation techniques continue, so that they must learn to relax 
in the presence of a slightly stronger form of the feared object (e.g. a slightly larger spider, or moving the 

spider a little closer). Once they can deal with this, a yet stronger stimulus is introduced and so on... 
This is the “systematic” part. 

 The overall idea is that relaxation and fear of the object “cancel each other out”. This part of the 
therapy is the “desensitisation”. 
 

Evaluation: generally is most effective in treating minor phobias, such as those of animals, where 
the feared object can be isolated and be made physically present. 
There is some debate as to whether relaxation and hierarchy (the systematic strengthening of 
stimuli) is even necessary. Wilson & Davison (1971) argued that although SD techniques both 
appeared to be and were often actually successful in treating phobias, SD is, in fact, simply a 
useful way of encouraging phobic patients to confront their fears in a practical way, to realise their 
harmlessness, as opposed to the desensitisation of physical/emotional states of tension and 
relaxation, as is the basis of SD. 
 
 

iii. Implosive therapy and flooding 

Implosion and flooding are used to treat phobias. The basic principle behind implosion and flooding 
is that, if a stimulus which causes fear is repeatedly presented without the unpleasant experience, 
its power to create a fear response will be lost. It is a type of classical conditioning – if you can 
break the association between fear and feared stimulus (or replace it with a better association), the 
stimulus will no longer cause fear. 
Implosion: This is when a therapist repeatedly exposes an individual to vivid mental images of the 
feared stimulus in a therapeutic setting. This is done by making the individual imagine the feared 
stimulus by giving him vivid verbal descriptions. After several times the anxiety caused by the 
feared stimulus “implodes” (extinguishes) because no harm has come to the individual in the safe 
therapeutic setting. 
Flooding: This is when the individual is forced to confront the object or situation which causes the 
fear response. E.g., a person afraid of heights would be taken up to the top of a high building and 
physically prevented from being able to escape. Initially the fear response reaches hysterical 
heights but then recedes and eventually extinguishes because no harm has been caused to the 
individual by the feared stimulus. 
Case Study: Wolpe (1973) A girl who was afraid of cars was forced into the back of one and 
driven around for 4 hours. Initially her fear increased but eventually receded and by the end of the 
journey, her fear had extinguished. 
Implosion and flooding are effective to treat certain types of phobias, however for some people 
they can lead to increased anxiety and the procedures are too traumatic. They are often mixed with 
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) so that the fear can be rationalised first and then the feared 
stimulus can be presented. 
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b) Therapies based on operant conditioning 
 

i. Token economies 
 

Ayllon & Azrin (1968) devised a programme where appropriate behaviours are reinforced with 
tokens. Tokens are secondary reinforcers and can be exchanged for primary reinforcers such as 
food.  The tokens can be exchanged for privileges. As the behaviour becomes more firmly 
established earning the tokens will get harder. Used in mental institutions and prisons. 
 45 severely debilitated female patients were given tokens as rewards for carrying out simple 
tasks such as making the bed or eating tidily. These tokens could be exchanged for luxuries such 
as watching TV or being allowed to stay up later than usual – systematic reinforcement. Tokens 
works as an effective form of positive reinforcement and tokens can be distributed immediately 
after the desired behaviour occurred, then exchanged later for “rewards”. 
Ethics: rewards were things that are considered by everyone else as basic human rights – 
therefore the patients have to be deprived of these before they can be rewarded back again. 
 

ii. Biofeedback 

Patients learn relaxation techniques and watch how it affects their autonomic responses (i.e. heart 
rate, blood pressure) on a machine. Through using the relaxation technique, the patients affect 
(either raise or lower) their autonomic responses. By observing the change the relaxation 
technique provides, the patients learn that they can control their autonomic responses through the 
usage of the relaxation technique, and can therefore alter their autonomic responses when not 
connected to machinery. 
 

2. Applications – Aggression 
Social question: How do psychologists explain aggressive behaviour? 
Behaviour that intents harm or negative consequences to others and it is an active hostility where there is a 
clear intention for a damaging outcome. 

 
 

a) Components of Aggression 

i. Behavioural 

Violence, excessive force, verbal aggression (swearing) 

ii. Cognitive 

Irrational, hostile thoughts 

iii. Affective (Emotional) 

Anger, usually arousal and passion – but can also be cold and calculating 
 

There is a strong Nature – Nurture Debate about the Causes of Aggression. 

 On one side, the earlier Biological perspective and Freud’s Psychodynamic approach explain the causes 
of aggression as innate and instinctive (native qualities = nature; nativism, innatism) 

 In contrast, the learning perspective suggests that we learn from observation of others and the Media, 
Environmental theories propose that our environment and our culture contribute to aggressive 
behaviour (personal experiences = nurture; empiricism, behaviourism) 



L e a r n i n g  P e r s p e c t i v e   P a g e 10 

b) Nature Theories 

i. Biological Perspective 
 
 

o Physiology 
Most work has been done on animals  Emotion is centred in the limbic system (amygdale and hypothalamus) 
 

Bard, 1934 
Found if you remove parts of the cortex of cats they exhibit “sham rage” when they purr and hiss 
together. This suggests that the cortex regulates the limbic system. 
 

Delgado, 1969 
Showed that in monkeys, damage to amygdale causes a placidity effect. 
 
 

o Hormones and Genes 
Suggested that males are more aggressive than females due to testosterone. But… 
 

Floody, 1968 
Found increased hostility, crime and child abuse in women when ovulating. Possibly because 
mothers need to be aggressive once pregnant to protect their unborn  

 

Jacobs et al, 1965 
Found more men in prison are XYY than in general population, 1.5% verses 0.01% 
 
 

o Ethologists 
Lorenz studied animals and concluded that aggression is innate, energy builds up and is triggered 
by something in their environment, e.g. territorial probs, the strongest fittest and most aggressive 
will lead the herd. Animals also have submissive triggers to switch off aggression, e.g. bowed 
head… perhaps aggressive criminals are less sensitive to these signals. 
 
 

Evaluation of Biological Perspective 
+ scientific 
+ experiments – easier to see cause and effect 
- reductionist 
- all done on animals – can’t be generalised! 
 

ii. Psychodynamic Perspective 

Freud, 1920 

 Argued aggression is an innate unconscious drive which is reduced every time it is shown 

 Watching others behave aggressively will release and reduce our aggressive drive 

 Displacement activities such as sport allow it to be released more acceptably 

 Freud was inspired by the 1st World War, he believed that we have life instincts (Eros) and 
Death instincts (Thonatos) 

o Thonatos is an inborn destructiveness and aggression directed against the self. 
o Since these two instincts are in conflict, we can eroticize aggression by combining this drive with 

our sex drive (innate drive) – sadism and masochism 
o Ultimately Thonatos always wins the struggle sometimes prematurely – suicide 
o Sometimes violent criminals behaviour can be explained in this way 
Margaree, 1966 
Studied case studies of aggressive crimes. They were individuals who had never been aggressive 
before, e.g. a 11-year old boy who stabbed his brother (34 times). Thus, this is an uncharacteristic 
act. If energy is not released, it all comes out in a massive break-out. 

Evaluation of Psychodynamic Perspective 
- No scientific evidence for theories 
- Qualitative data 
- Case studies – can’t be generalised (unscientific methods) 
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c) Nurture Theories 

 
i. Learning Perspective 

 

Bandura et al – Page 5 
 

o Socialization 
The way that a child is brought up, with rewards and punishments and models for appropriate 
behaviour can influence its levels of aggression, as can the media. 
 

Newson & Newson, 1968 - C 

Working class parents actively encourage their children to stand up for themselves, whereas 
middle class objected to this behaviour. WC also used more physical punishment. 

Rothbart & Maccoby, 1966 - G 

Observed that others tolerated more aggression from their sons than their daughters, thus 
encouraging gender differences. 

 
o Cultural Diversity in Aggression 

Basically we learn from/conform to social norms of our culture. Peaceful non aggressive cultures 
do exist, e.g. Amish and Quaker communities. 
 

Osterwell & Nagano – Hakamura, 1992 
Israeli mothers feel aggression should be expressed if provoked, compared to Japanese mothers 
who feel it should only be expressed within the family. 
Archer & Gartner, 1976 
Found dramatic increase in homicides post war, in France 51%, Netherlands 13%, Italy 133%, 
after Vietnam, USA murder rates doubled 
This is because the culture of a country changes after war, when aggression is almost sanctioned 

 
Evaluation 
1 Research method can’t work for all cultures (questionnaire with good questions etc) 
 
 

ii. Environmental Perspective (CGEM : CULTURE) 
Aggression can occur through social factors such as noise and overcrowding. Cultures which are 
deprived seem more aggressive (e.g. 3rd world) 
 

Donnerstein & Wilson 1978 
People are more likely to be aggressive in noisy situations than quiet, found the amount of control 
they had over the noisy contributed to their stress and subsequent aggression. (especially if noise 
is unpredictable) 
Daily Mirror 1995 
Peter Thurston was jailed for fire bombing his noisy neighbours after a decade of noise 
Baron & Bell 1075 
Showed increased aggression when provoked under hot conditions rather than cool and riots and 
physical attacks are more likely on long hot summer evenings in inner cities. 
Calhoun 1962 
Found rats that were overcrowded were highly aggressive, ate their own young despite having 
plenty of food and showed a poorer quality of offspring care (there was a 96% offspring mortality 
rate). These findings suggest that overcrowding leads to physiological and behavioural 
abnormality. (animals – can’t generalise but seems to be similar; unethical) 
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Lab experiment G (male) Berkowity & Geen, 1966 

 P were told that they are paired with another (a Stooge) in a study looking at the effects of stress 
on problem solving ability 

 P were asked to give a written solution to a problem 

 Stress was induced by their solution being evaluated by the Stooge, who delivered between 1 
and 7 electric shocks, depending on the solution 

 After completing probs, half P got 1 shock, half got 7 

 Half of P with 1/7 then watched a film with Kirk Douglas being aggressive or a non-aggressive 
track race 

 Finally, they had to mark a solution written by the Stooge and give shocks to them 

 Stooge was introduced as either Bob or Kirk (!) 

 Most aggressive behaviour was shown by the number of shocks (7) and their duration by P who 
had been given 7 shocks, seen the Kirk film and whom the Stooge had been introduced as “Kirk” 
(the name Kirk worked as aggressive trigger – if an aggressive object is nearby, it is not used but 
switches someone in an aggressive mood) 

 
Evaluation of environmental research 

 Mostly done in labs 

 Male – female differences in aggression – can’t generalise 

 We are not the same! 
 
 
 

Free Will and Determinism 
The learning perspective is a very deterministic science.  Actually, this is one of the main 
assumptions of behaviourism.  Behaviourists believe that all behaviour is trained, 
conditioned, reinforced, and essentially reflexive.  Hence, free will is basically impossible if 
looked at through the lenses of an extreme behaviourist.  This is because behaviourists 
decide to be reductionist, reducing everything down to only observable behaviour.  Is this 
strength or a weakness? (See also “Strength and weakness” section)  
Attitude towards Determinism  
Behaviourism thoroughly embraced the idea of determinism.  Key researchers such as Watson, 
and Skinner believed that the environment could be changed to mould an individual to behave in 
any way they please.  In the rough words of James Watson “Give me 5 babies and I’ll make one a 
businessman, a cook, a football star, an actor, and a criminal.  The definition of determinism is: 
The philosophical doctrine that every state of affairs, including every human event, act, and 
decision is the inevitable consequence of antecedent states of affairs.  Behaviourism states that 
everything is learned due to the environment.  Thus, determinism is a key idea.  It happens to be 
one of the learning perspective’s main assumptions. 
 


