Dollard and Miller: Psychoanalytic learning theory

John Dollard and Neal Miller took on an ambitious challenge: to translate Freud’s theory into the concepts of learning theory, which they regarded as more scientific, and then to test this new theory in the laboratory. They believed that Freud had some worthwhile clinical insights to offer but his theory was stated in largely untestable terms. They wanted to refine and validate the fundamental ideas of psychoanalytic theory. 

Four Fundamental Concepts about Learning: Dollard and Miller borrowed concepts from various theories of learning including those of Pavlov, Thorndike, Hull and Skinner. They summed the primary concepts of learning theory by suggesting that “in order to learn, one must want something (drive), notice something (cue), do something (response) and get something (reward)” 

Drive:  Freudian theory regarded libido as the driving force behind all action but Dollard and Miller preferred the concept of drive, from Hullian learning theory, to refer to the motivating force. In common language a drive is a need such as hunger, thirst, sleep, money or recognition. Miller and Dollard defined a drive as “ a strong stimulus which impels action”. Physical needs serve as primary drives, for example, hunger, thirst, fatigue, cold and pain. Drives can also be learned. For example, rats who originally show no preference for a black or white experimental chamber will acquire a drive of anxiety if they are shocked in the white chamber. Many human drives are learned or acquired such as the need for money and approval. 

Cue:  Cues are discriminative stimuli. They are what a person notices at the time of behavior. Distinctive sounds, sights, smells and so forth may serve as cues. Hidden intrapsychic stimuli such as feelings are also important cues. Once drives activate a person, cues “determine when he will respond, where he will respond and which response he will make”.  

Response:  Responses are aspects of a person’s behavior. Any behavior that can be changed by learning can be considered a response. In any situation, some responses occur more frequently than others. For example, a 2-year-old who hears that it is bedtime is more likely to cry than to go quietly to bed. A list of all the responses that may occur in a given situation, arranged in order form the highest probability to the lowest probability is termed a response hierarchy. In this example, the response hierarchy may include the following responses:

R1 (most likely)= cry

R2 = grab teddy bear

R3 =hide

R4 = demand daddy

R5 =go quietly to bed

The most likely response in the hierarchy is called the dominant response. While learning these responses change their positions in the hierarchy. Rewards make responses move higher in the hierarchy while punishment makes response move lower. The new hierarchy revised by learning is called the resultant hierarchy. 

Reward:  Miller and Dollard believed that drive reduction is reinforcing. They asserted that reward is impossible in the absence of drive. Primary rewards like food are innately determined. Secondary rewards like approval are learned. 

The Learning Process: If drives are satisfied by the dominant response, no learning will occur. If however the dominant response does not bring about drive reduction, there is a learning dilemma: a situation in which the existing responses are not rewarded. This produces change. 

Punishment:  Undesirable responses can be eliminated by immediate punishment. Then another response from the hierarchy will occur and if it reinforced in the hierarchy. However punishment may not work as intended when the situation changes. If a child is punished for teasing a sibling, he may learn to avoid the teasing behavior in the presence of parents. However the absence of parents will provide a cue that no punishment is forthcoming and so the child will learn to tease only when the parents are not around. Extinction: In the preceding example, if the sibling did not react, there would be no joy in teasing and it would soon be abandoned. When a response is not rewarded, it becomes less frequent and gradually stops occurring. This is extinction. Spontaneous Recovery:  Even after a response has extinguished, it will occasionally reoccur. A child, who was not rewarded for crying at bedtime, may eventually give up the crying response. But once in a while, he may revert to the crying behavior. This is spontaneous recovery. Generalization: Responses that have been learned in one stimulus situation also occur in other situations that provided cues similar to the ones present during original learning. A child who has learned to be afraid of one dog, who bit him, will also fear other dogs. Discrimination: This involves responding only to particular cues. If repeated learning experiences occur in which responses are rewarded only to highly specific cues and not to other similar ones, the leaner will discriminate among these stimulus cues. 

Conflict:   Sometimes the same situation may provide cues for more than one response. If both responses can occur, there is no particular difficulty. For example for a busy professional eating lunch and conducting business negotiations are compatible responses. However if a situation provides cues for two incompatible responses, there is conflict.  

These conflicts assume many forms. We sometimes must choose between two desirable responses. Which favorite meal shall we order at a restaurant? At other times the choices are unpleasant: Would you rather die by firing squad or lethal injection? Or the same situation may cue both positive and negative responses. Charlie brown wants to make friends with a cute girl in his class but his fear of rejection makes him want to run away. Conflict is a central issue in psychoanalytic theory and Freud talked about intrapsychic conflict e.g. id vs. superego. Dollard and Miller’s theory offers news ways of understanding the concept of conflict. They talk about four types of conflicts:

1. Approach-Avoidance Conflict: In this kind of conflict, the person has competing tendencies to both approach and to avoid the same goal because the same course of action will lead to both reward and punishment. For example, Bill considers signing up for a vacation trip to an exotic location that promises great enjoyment (approach) but also a big bill (avoidance). 

2. Avoidance-Avoidance Conflict: In an avoidance-avoidance conflict, the person must choose between two goals, both of which are undesirable. Given the opportunity, the person will avoid both, leaving the field. If constrained to stay in the situation, the person may become immobilized partway between the two goals. 

3. Approach-approach conflict: If the two goals are both associated with approach tendencies, there is very little conflict. As Dollard and Miller put it, “Donkeys do not starve midway between two equally desirable stacks of hay”.

4. Double approach-avoidance conflict: When a person must choose between two options, each of which has both desirable and undesirable aspect, the situation is called a double approach-avoidance conflict.

Frustration and Aggression:  Dollard and Miller’s hypothesis relating frustration and aggression is probably their most often cited idea. They believed that aggression could be explained as the result of frustration (failure to reach goals) rather than a death instinct as Freud had proposed.  

The frustration-Aggression Hypothesis: Dollard and Miller began with the assumption that “aggression is always a consequence of frustration.” And in addition “the existence of frustration always leads to some form of aggression”. The theorists defined frustration as occurring when obstacles interfere with the organism’s ability to achieve goals and attain drive reduction. For example it would be frustrating to be hungry and sit down to a meal, only to have the phone ring and call you away form the table. Aggression is defined as behavior intending to injure the person toward whom it is directed.

Modification to the frustration-aggression hypothesis: Dollard and Miller soon revised their original hypothesis and other theorists have also suggested modifications.

Learning responses to frustration: In the revised theory Dollard and Miller acknowledge that aggression is only one possible response to frustration and its position on the response hierarchy depends on past experience. If aggression is frequently rewarded, it becomes a dominant response to frustration. But this is a learned rather than an innate connection. Nonaggressive responses can also be learned. 

Hostile aggression and instrumental aggression:  Some theorists have pointed out that Dollard and Miller have only talked about hostile aggression, in which the primary goal is to injure someone. There is another type of aggression known as instrumental aggression which is intended as a means toward some other goal. A mugger for example may injure someone in order to steal that person’s money. 

Aggressive cues: Leonard Berkowitz agreed that frustration instigates aggression but he identified many other situational factors that can influence whether aggressive behavior occurs or not. Berkowitz argued that cues in the environment are necessary for aggressive tendencies to be expressed in behavior. An example of aggressive cues is the portrayal of violence in movies. 

Displacement may not reduce the aggressive drive:  Dollard and Miller believed that just like Freud’s concept of libido, the aggressive drive is also general in nature and can be released by direct aggression against the source of the aggression or indirectly through displacement. A different view is presented by Berkowitz who believed that the aggressive drives have a specific relationship to the perceived source of the aggression. In other words, aggressive drive cannot be fully reduced until the actual cause of aggression is targeted.  (Ref: Cloninger, S. C. (1996) Theories of Personality. Second edition)

