Albert Bandura’s social-cognitive theory:

Bandura agrees with Skinner that behavior is learned but with that point their similarity ends. The following are important ways in which Bandura differs form Skinner:

1. Bandura believed that instead of using individual animal subjects, human research participants must be observed while interacting with each other. Only then will the research findings be applicable to real life because human behavior always occurs in a social setting in the real world.

2. Bandura agreed that reinforcement influences learning but his main point was that learning can and does take place without reinforcement also.  He presented an approach called observational learning in which new responses are learnt by observing the behavior of other people. Often we don’t need to personally receive reinforcement. We learn through vicarious reinforcement i.e. by observing the actions of others and seeing the consequences of those actions for other people. 

3. Unlike Skinner, Bandura stressed the role of cognitive processes in learning. We don’t automatically imitate the behavior of others in a mechanical, unthinking manner. Rather we consciously make a decision to behave in the same way.

Modeling: The basis of observational learning:

Bandura argues that operant conditioning in which trial and error behavior continues until the person accidentally discovers the correct response is an inefficient and potentially dangerous way to learn skills such as driving or swimming. To Bandura, most human behavior is learned through example i.e. by observing other people and imitating them. This method saves effort and is safer.

Bobo Doll Studies:  

Bandura’s classic demonstration of modeling involves the Bobo doll, an inflatable plastic figure 3 to 4 feet tall. The research participants were preschool children who watched an adult hit and kick Bobo. When the children were left alone with the doll, they acted in the same aggressive way towards the doll. The children in the control group who were not exposed to the aggressive model were considerably less aggressive than their experimental counterparts.

Other Modeling Studies: 

In additional research, Bandura compared the behavior of parents of two groups of children. One group consisted of highly aggressive children, the other of more inhibited children. According to Bandura’s theory, the children’s behavior would reflect their parents’ behavior. The research findings showed that the parents of the inhibited children were inhibited and the parents of the aggressive children were aggressive, thus confirming Bandura’s predictions. 

The effects of Society’s Models: 

On the basis of extensive research, Bandura concluded that much behavior—good and bad, normal and abnormal—is learned by emulating the behavior of other people. So he outspokenly criticized the kind of society that provides the wrong models for its children. He was against the violence that is shown on television and in movies and video games etc. 

Characteristics of the Modeling Situation: 

Bandura has discussed three factors known to influence learning:

1. The characteristics of the models

2. The characteristics of the observers

3. The reward consequences associated with the behavior

Characteristics of the model:  Not all models are equally effective models. The characteristics of the models affect our tendency to imitate them. In real life, we may be more influenced by someone who appears to be similar to us than by someone who differs from us in obvious and significant ways. Status and prestige are also important factors. It was found for example that pedestrians were much more likely to cross a street against a red light if they saw a well-dressed person crossing than if they saw a poorly dressed person crossing. TV commercials make effective use of high-status, high prestige models like athletes, rock stars and movie stars who claim to use a particular product. The expectation is that consumers will imitate their behavior and buy the advertised product. 

Characteristics of the observers:  

The attributes of the observer also determine the effectiveness of observational learning. People who are low in self-confidence and self-esteem are much more likely to imitate a model’s behavior than are people high in self-confidence and self-esteem. 

The reward consequences associated with the behaviors: 

The reward (or punishment) consequences related to a particular behavior can affect the extent of the modeling. A high status model may lead us to imitate a certain behavior, but if the rewards are not meaningful to us, we will discontinue the behavior. In the Bobo doll studies, children who saw the model receive verbal and physical punishment for aggressive behavior displayed significantly less aggressive behavior than the children who saw the model being rewarded. 

The Process of Observational Learning: 

Bandura identified four processes related to observational learning:

Attentional processes: 
Observational learning will not occur unless the subject pays attention to the model. (Example: Staying awake during a driver’s education class). Such characteristics as age, status, sex and the degree of similarity between the model and the subject help determine how closely a subject attends to the model. It has also been found that celebrity models, experts and those who appear confident and attractive command greater attention.

Retention Processes: Retaining or remembering the model’s behavior so that we can imitate or repeat it a later time. For this we use our cognitive processes to encode or form mental images and verbal descriptions of the model’s behavior. (Example: taking notes on the lecture material in the class)

Production Processes: Translating the mental images or verbal representation of the model’s behavior into our own overt behavior and receiving feedback on the accuracy of our continued practice. (Example: Getting in a car with an instructor to practice shifting gears and dodging the traffic cones in the school parking lot.)

Incentive and motivational processes: Perceiving that the model’s behavior leads to a reward and thus expecting that our learning and successful performance of the same behavior will lead to similar consequences. (Example; Expecting that when we have mastered driving skills, we will receive a driver’s license) 

Self-reinforcement and self-efficacy: 

Two important aspects of the self in Bandura’s theory are self-reinforcement and self-efficacy. 

Self-reinforcement: is as important as reinforcement administered by others. We set personal standards for behavior and achievement. We reward ourselves for meeting those expectations and standards and punish ourselves for our failures. Self-administered reinforcement can be tangible such as a new pair of shoes or it can be emotional such as the feeling of pride. Self-punishment can be expressed in shame, guilt or depression. 

Self-efficacy: How well we meet our behavioral standards determine our self-efficacy. In Bandura’s system, self-efficacy refers to feelings of adequacy, efficiency and competence in coping with life. People low in self-efficacy feel helpless, unable to exercise control over life events. Low self-efficacy can destroy motivation, lower aspirations, interfere with cognitive abilities and adversely affect physical health. People high in self-efficacy have greater confidence in their abilities, less fear of failure, high aspirations and better problem-solving and analytical skills. 

Sources of information about self-efficacy: 

Our judgment about our self-efficacy is based on four sources of information:

1. Performance Attainment:  Previous success experiences provide direct indications of our level of mastery. Prior achievements strengthen our sense of self-efficacy while failures lower it. 

2. Vicarious Experiences: Seeing other people perform successfully strengthens self-efficacy. In effect, we are saying, “If they can do it, so can I”. In contrast, seeing others fail can lower self-efficacy; “if they can’t do it, neither can I”.  

3. Verbal Persuasion: Reminding people that they possess the ability to achieve whatever they want to achieve. Persuasion can be provided by parents, teachers, spouses, friends and therapists who say, “You can do it”. 

4. Physiological and emotional arousal: We often use information related to how stressful or calm we feel in order to judge our ability to cope. We are more likely to believe we will master a problem successfully if we are not agitated, tense or bothered by headaches. 

Behavior Modification: 

Bandura’s goal in developing his social-cognitive theory was to modify those learned behaviors that society considers undesirable or abnormal.

Fears and phobias:  Bandura applied modeling techniques to eliminate fears and other intense emotional reactions. In a classic study of snake phobia, Bandura and associates eliminated an intense fear of snakes in adult research participants. The participants watched a film in which children, adolescents and adults made progressively closer contact with a snake. At first the filmed models handled plastic snakes, then touched live snakes ad finally let a large snake crawl over their body. The phobic patients could stop the film whenever the scenes became too threatening. Gradually their snake fear was overcome.  A technique called guided participation involves watching a live model and then participating with the model. In covert modeling, subjects are instructed to imagine a model coping with a feared situation. 

Reflections on Bandura’s theory:  

1. Social learning theory focuses on overt behavior. Critics charge that this emphasis ignores distinctly human aspects of personality such as motivation and emotion. By concentrating on the undesirable symptoms, they ignore the underlying cause of the disorder. If just the symptom is treated and not the cause, substitute symptoms may appear. 

2. The social learning approach has several advantages. First, it is objective and has a great amount of empirical support. This is particularly true for Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy.

3. Second, observational learning and behavior modification are compatible with the functional, pragmatic spirit of American Psychology. As compared to other approaches, observational-learning techniques can be more readily taken from the laboratory and applied to practical problems. In addition, these techniques produce quicker results than other methods. Dramatic changes can be seen in the client’s behavior within weeks or even days. 

4. Behavior changes on larger scale have also been demonstrated. Bandura’s central idea, that people learn behaviors from role models they wish to emulate, has been used in radio and television programs in less well -developed nations to promote population control and to control the spread of AIDS. 
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