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Getting Acquainted with Ourselves 
and Others
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    The Bottom Line 
 Face it, nobody owes you a living. 


 What you achieve or fail to achieve in your lifetime, is directly 
related to what you do, or fail to do. 


 No one chooses his parents or childhood, but you can choose 
your own direction. 


 Everyone has problems and obstacles to overcome, but that 
too is relative to each individual. 


 Nothing is carved in stone, you can change anything in your 
life, if you want to badly enough. 


 Excuses are for losers: Those who take responsibility for their 
actions are the real winners in life. 


 Winners meet life’s challenges head on, knowing there are 
no guarantees, and give all they’ve got. 


 And never think it’s too late or too early to begin. Time plays 
no favorites and will pass whether you act or not. 


 Take control of your life. Dare to dream and take risks . . . 
Compete.     


Who’s in Control?
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108 Chapter 3 Who’s in Control?


Think about this
     “How am I ever going to stop smoking?” 
       “I’ve tried hundreds of times to lose 15 pounds. I lose 5 pounds then gain back 10 pounds. How can I lose 


weight and make sure that I can keep it off ?” 
      “I need to study more. My grades aren’t too good. How can I get myself to sit down and study more?” 
      “I would sure like to have more dates, I haven’t had a date for two months. How can I get more dates?” 


       “I’ve been married for three years and the relationship is not as exciting as it was before. What can I do to 
improve the relationship or is it time to get out?” 


       “My boss is always so critical. Why can’t she be more positive?”    


 Most of us have either asked one or more of these questions or we have heard many of our friends ask them. Now 
the question is “If I want to change, can I?” “Am I in control of my own behavior or is someone or something else in 
control of me?” “How can someone change?” As we all know, change is not easy. 


 B. F. Skinner (2002), a well known psychologist, has indicated in much of his writing that all of our behavior is 
controlled and that there is no such thing as “free will.” Do you agree? Th is is a philosophical question that people 
have been discussing for years. We will not attempt to answer this question in this book, but we will be referring to it, 
directly or indirectly, throughout the book. 


 Who is in control? You? Me? Someone else? Our environment? Psychologists have come up with a number of 
theories to explain how we can develop the capacity to control our own behavior and to develop the capacity to 
infl uence other people’s behavior. Many psychologists believe that learning theory is the answer to all our questions. 
Learning theory underlies all relationships—good, bad, happy, and sad ones. 


  Self-Control or External Control 


 Self-control is oft en considered the opposite of external control. In self-
control, the individual sets his or her own standards for performance, and will 
then reward or punish themselves for meeting or not meeting these standards. 
On the other hand, in external control, someone else sets the standards and 
delivers or withholds the rewards or punishment. 


 Both Angie and Beth took a psychology test last Friday. Angie studied two 
hours every night for the last fi ve nights and it paid off  for her, she received 
an “A” grade. Angie knows that she earned her grade; it took a lot of work. 
On the other hand, Beth only studied two hours total for her test and she also 
received an “A” for her grade. Beth knows how hard she really studied and that 
she was really lucky to receive such a good grade. How hard will Beth study 
for her next test? Who will be more motivated to study, Beth or Angie? Which 
person will be most likely to succeed in school and every day life?    


   PERCEIVED LOCUS OF CONTROL.   People diff er markedly in their feelings 
about their capacity to control life situations. Some people feel that they are in 
control of their own destinies. Th eir general expectancy about what happens 
to them and what they achieve in life is due to their own abilities, attitudes, 
and actions. In contrast, other people see their lives as being beyond their 
control. Th ey believe that what happens to them is determined by external 
forces whether it is luck or fate, other people, “Mother Nature,” or the stars. 
According to psychologists, (Rotter 1990; Zukerman et al. 2004), these two 
types of people are said to be identifi ed as having either an  internal  or an 
 external  “locus of control.” Angie would be said to have an   internal locus of 
control   and Beth would have an   external locus of control.      


 T he people that you choose 
to let infl uence you will 


determine your life path, and the 
excuses that you succumb to will 
only serve to dilute the truth and 
hinder your growth as a person. 


  STEVE GILLILAND  
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Chapter 3 Who’s in Control? 109


   Internals   perceive that their eff orts make a diff erence when they are  
facing a diffi  cult situation, so they try to cope with it. Th ey take whatever 
action that seems appropriate to solve the problem. 


   Externals   perceive that their eff orts will not make a diff erence, so natu-
rally they do not attempt to cope with threatening situations. 


 Th e diff erence in perceived locus of control is important for personal 
adjustment to the world. People who believe they can control events in their 
environment will respond to stress quite diff erently from those who believe 
the opposite. Rotter indicates that these attitudes are learned from experi-
ence prior to the age of nineteen. If you discover that your eff orts are repeat-
edly rewarded, you will believe that you will be able to exert control over your 
outcomes in the future. If you discover that your eff orts are to no avail, you 
will become resigned to the lack of control. 


     Are You an Internal or External? 


 What implications does research on the locus of control have for you? 
Th e most important point is that there is a link between your beliefs 
about locus of control and your behavior. If you believe your experi-
ence is beyond your own control, you may expend less eff ort than you 
could. You may not try as hard as you are able, because you believe that 
your eff orts will not make a diff erence. You may satisfy yourself with 
poor performance, fi guring there is nothing you can do to improve the 
situation. Certainly some situations are more out of your control than 
others are, but your overall attitude about challenging situations will 
aff ect every aspect of your life. 


           ARE INTERNALS OR EXTERNALS MORE SUCCESSFUL?   Internals seem to 
be more successful in more aspects of life than externals.  Although an 
internal locus of control does not ensure success, those who believe 
they can infl uence the events in life tend to be the best life managers. 
Th is is true for several reasons. For one thing, these people are more 
likely to consider the possibility of  doing something diff erently in their 
lives than people with an external orientation. 


 Internals are more curious than externals about ways to improve 
their lives. Th ey see that education and knowledge is personal power. Th ey 
are more likely to read about problem areas in their lives and attend work-
shops and classes related to solving these problems. Internals are also better 
listeners than externals (Worchel et al. 2000). Th ey are more likely to ask 
questions, give others time to speak, and accurately interpret what others 
are saying. Internally-oriented individuals tend to get better grades and 
score higher on standardized academic tests than externals (Schultz and 
Schultz 2008). 


 Concerning relationships, internals tend to fare better than externals, 
especially considering the fact that internals tend to be better listeners and 
are more willing to work at improving their relationships. During stressful 
times in life, internals are more likely to seek social support than externals. 
Numerous studies have found that having an internal locus of control is 
associated with positive functioning and adjustment (Roden 2004). Take a 
look now at the following Consider this.    


 L uck is a matter of 
 preparation meeting 


opportunity. 


  OPRAH WINFREY  


O  God give us the grace to 
accept with serenity the 


things that cannot be changed, 
courage to change the things 
which should be changed, and the 
wisdom to distinguish the one 
from the other.


REINHOLD NIEBUHR THE SERENITY 
PRAYER, 1943
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Can you control events in your environment? Do you 
feel that you are in control in your environment?


 F or the weak, it is impossible. 
For the fainthearted, it is 


unknown. For the thoughtful and 
valiant, it is ideal. 


  VICTOR HUGO  
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110 Chapter 3 Who’s in Control?


       Perceived Control or Lack of Control 


 Jeff  continues to call his girlfriend to fi nd out what he can do to get her back. 
He sends her gift s, pleads with her, etc., but his eff orts are to no avail. What-
ever he does, does not seem to have any eff ect on her. He does not have any 
control over the situation. 


 Wanda seems to understand that she has no control over her boyfriend’s 
behavior, but she does have control over her own life. She accepts the fact 
that the relationship is over and she needs to get on with the rest of her life. 


   Outcome 


 Jeff  develops a negative feeling about himself and his life. He sees himself 
as no good, not worthy, and that nobody will ever love him, so what is the use 
of living. He becomes depressed, passive and develops  learned helplessness.  


 Wanda’s not happy with the situation, but realizes that she does not have 
any control over her boyfriend, so she looks to the future. She sets new goals and 
actively begins to work to achieve them (“Th ere are other fi sh in the sea”). 


   Who’s in Control? 


 We would defi ne Jeff  as an “external” because he feels that he is not in control 
of his own destiny, that outside forces are determining his fate, and that what-
ever eff ort he puts into it, will not make any diff erence. 


 Wanda would be defi ned as an “internal,” since she perceives herself as in 
control of her destiny and her success is dependent upon her eff orts and not 
on others. She also realizes that she does not have control over other people’s 
behavior.


Consider this . . . Consider this . . . 


Internals and Externals


How Would You Respond in this Situation?


Event


Wanda’s boyfriend and Jeff’s girlfriend just announced to each of them that the relationship 
is over.


Cognitive Response


Jeff’s response: “What did I do wrong?” “What can I do to get her back?” “Why doesn’t she like 
me anymore?” “I’ll do anything for her.” “My whole life is ruined.”


Wanda’s response: “My boyfriend has sure been depressed lately,” “He sure has changed in the 
past few months,” “I really like him, but I could tell that things weren’t going well between us 
recently,” “I know it will be tough, but I know I can get along without him.”


Imagine what you would say to yourself if your mate were to tell you today that your relationship 
is over.
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Chapter 3 Who’s in Control? 111


  Again, how would you respond in this and other similar situations? 


 Are you an internal or an external?   


   PERSONAL CONTROL VERSUS LEARNED HELPLESSNESS.   Helpless, oppressed 
people oft en perceive that control is external and this perception may deepen 
their feelings of resignation. Th is is what Martin Seligman (2006) and others 
found in experiments with both animals and humans. When dogs are strapped 
in a harness and given repeated shocks, with no opportunity to avoid them, 
they learn a sense of helplessness. 


 When later placed in a situation where they could escape the punishment 
by merely leaping a hurdle, they remained idle and without hope. In contrast, 
animals that escape shock in the fi rst situation learn personal control and eas-
ily escape shock in the new situation. When people are faced with repeated 
traumatic events over which they have no control, they too, will come to feel 
helpless, hopeless, and depressed. You can see the importance of parents 
teaching their children to have the feeling of some control over their lives and 
their behavior. 


   IS YOUR LIFE OUT OF CONTROL?     Learned helplessness   is the passive behavior 
produced by the exposure to unavoidable aversive events. For example, in 
concentration camps, prisons, work environments, 
colleges, or nursing homes where people are given little 
control, they will experience a lowering of morale, a 
feeling of increased stress, depression, and a feeling of 
helplessness. Increasing control—allowing workers to 
have some participation in decision making, allowing 
inmates to make decisions when they want to watch 
TV or exercise, letting nursing home patients make 
choices about their environment—noticeably improves 
morale along with mental and physical health. Per-
ceived control is vital to human functioning. Th us, for 
young and old alike, we should create an environment 
that enhances a sense of control and self-effi  cacy 
(Aronson et al. 2006). 


 Are you an  internal  or an  external ? Which of these 
do you want to be? Can you change your behavior? 
Who’s in control? 


             HOW CAN WE TAKE CONTROL?   In the following paragraphs, we will give you 
some helpful hints on  tak ing control of your life. In order to increase the 
probability of you developing an internal locus of control, you will want to 
work on the following items (Watson and Th arp 2006; Santrock 2006): 


      1. Considering changing aspects of your environment.  Ask yourself some 
of the following questions: What types of people in my life contribute 
to my locus of control beliefs? What is it about school or my job that 
contributes to my belief that I am not in control of my life? How do my 
current friends, acquaintances, and other people in my life contribute 
to my locus of control? What can you do about these situations in order 
to take control of your life? 


       2. Try new activities rather than the usual safe and secure ways of doing 
things.  Take some risks, do something diff erent, try a new restaurant, 
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What is it about school or my job that contributes to my belief that 
I am not in control of my life? 
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112 Chapter 3 Who’s in Control?


do not travel the same route home or to school each day, try new food, 
wear diff erent clothes, or anything that will help you break old habits. 
Externals have diffi  culty trying something new and breaking old habits. 
Trying and enjoying something new will help you see that you can 
 control aspects of your life. 


       3. Begin to assume more responsibility for tasks at home, work, and school.  
Volunteer to do things that you do not usually do. Join a committee, 
volunteer to help someone, off er to take responsibility for some tasks to 
be completed. Start slow and then keep adding on responsibilities. You 
will feel much better about yourself and see that you are in control.    


 Read  Table 3.1  to decide whether you want to become an external or 
internal.   


 As you continue to read this chapter you will discover new ways to take 
control of your life. One of the ways that you will discover to take control of 
your own life is by developing a high level of  self-effi  cacy.  


   WHAT IS SELFEFFICACY?     Self-Effi  cacy   is our belief about our ability to 
 perform behaviors that should lead to expected outcomes. Believing that you 
can control your behaviors is fundamental to self-management. Individuals 
having high self-effi  cacy for particular behaviors or skills are likely to work 
longer and try more strategies to develop these skills than those with low 
self-effi  cacy (Bandura 2008). When self-effi  cacy is high, we feel confi dent that 
we can execute the responses necessary to earn reinforcers. When self-effi  cacy 
is low, we worry that the necessary responses may be beyond our abilities. 


 Perceptions of self-effi  cacy are subjective and specifi c to diff erent kinds 
of tasks. For instance, you might feel extremely confi dent about your ability 
to handle diffi  cult social situations, but very doubtful about your ability to 
handle academic challenges. Perceptions of self-effi  cacy can infl uence which 


Table 3.1 Characteristics of Externals and Internals
EXTERNALS INTERNALS


More susceptible to depression. Not very susceptible to depression.


Not likely to vote in elections. More likely to vote and get involved in 
politics.


Not too likely to complete school, or 
college.


Likely to complete high school, college, 
and graduate school.


Not too likely to change habits. Willing to take action to change bad 
habits.


Tend to be susceptible to anxiety. Not too susceptible to anxiety.


Does not adapt well to stress. Copes better with stress.


Gives up easily. Willing to continue trying in spite of 
failure, persistent.


Will not spend much time on a task. Willing to work on a task for a long time.


Does not like new challenges and does 
not handle them well.


Willing to meet new challenges and 
handles the pressure.


Tends to just let things happen and not 
too curious.


Will seek out information to help solve 
problems.


Does not earn as much money as an 
internal.


Tends to be more successful and earns 
more money.


Seligman 2006.
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Chapter 3 Who’s in Control? 113


challenges we tackle and how well we will perform them. Because people 
can think about their motivation and even their own thoughts, they can eff ect 
changes in themselves, persevere during tough times 
and do better at diffi  cult tasks (Stajkovic and Luthans 
1998). 


   GENDER AND SELFEFFICACY.   Men and women deve-
lop diff erently, both physiologically and socially. Th is 
diff erence aff ects their self-effi  cacy. As children, girls 
are more likely than boys to play in small groups in 
which interpersonal awareness is more likely to be 
heightened. In contrast, boys are more likely than girls 
to play in large groups where opportunities for discus-
sion are minimized. In addition, boys more than girls, 
may be encouraged to become involved in competitive, 
achievement-related activities (Cohn 1998). Research 
that has manipulated a person’s view of performance 
on various tasks shows that a person’s sense of self-
 effi  cacy is related to the person’s fulfi llment of cultur-
ally mandated, gender appropriate norms (Hockenbury 
and Hockenbury 2007). Men more than women focus on independence and 
distinctiveness; women more than men focus on interdependence and good 
relationships. From these diff erent focuses, both men and women derive a 
sense of self-effi  cacy. Can you identify any culturally mandated gender appro-
priate norms that have been expressed to you in your environment? 


         Increasing your self-effi  cacy about behaviors you wish to change is very 
much tied to the recall of past successes. Th e more successes you recall, the 
more likely you are to believe that you can change other behaviors. On the 
other hand, recalling failures is very debilitating to self-effi  cacy (Left on and 
Brannon 2007). Having a sense of self-effi  cacy is important in taking the 
 active approach to life for successful adjustment.    


   YOU CAN TAKE CONTROL!   To realize your aims, you should try to exercise 
control over the events that aff ect your life (Bandura 2008). You have a strong 
incentive to act if you believe that control is possible—that your actions will 
be eff ective. Perceived self-effi  cacy, or belief in your personal capabilities, 
regulates human functioning in three major ways: 


        1. Mood or aff ect:  Th e amount of stress or depression a person is 
experiencing in threatening or diffi  cult situations depends largely on 
how well they think they can cope in that situation. People with high 
self-effi  cacy are able to relax, divert their attention, calm themselves, and 
seek  support from friends, family, and others. 


         2. Motivational:  Motivation will be stronger if individuals believe they 
can attain their goals and then adjust them based on their progress. 
People motivate themselves by forming beliefs about what they can do, 
anticipating likely outcomes, setting goals, and planning courses of action. 


         3. Cognitive:  People with positive thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and high 
 aspirations will have high self-effi  cacy. Th ey will meet challenges and 
will believe they can overcome any challenge. Th ey guide their actions 
by visualizing successful outcomes instead of dwelling on personal 
 defi ciencies or ways in which things might go wrong.    


 Y ou are where you are right 
now in your life because of 


the choices you have made and 
actions you have taken. If you 
want to change your life, remem-
ber that change starts with you. 


  JEFFREY KELLER  
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Why do women tend to focus on interdependence and good 
relationships?
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114 Chapter 3 Who’s in Control?


Rate Your Self-Effi cacy
Place a check mark in the column that best applies to you for each item: (1) not at all true, 
(2) barely true, (3) moderately true, and (4) exactly true.


Self-Rating
Items  1 2 3 4


1.  I can always manage to solve diffi cult problems if I try 
hard enough.    ___ ___ ___ ___


2.   If someone opposes me, I can fi nd the means and ways to
get what I want.   ___ ___ ___ ___


3.  I am certain that I can accomplish my goals. ___ ___ ___ ___
4.   I am confi dent that I could deal effi ciently with unexpected


events. ___ ___ ___ ___
5.   Thanks to my resourcefulness, I can handle unforeseen


situations. ___ ___ ___ ___
6.   I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort. ___ ___ ___ ___
7.   I can remain calm when facing diffi culties because I can 


rely on my coping abilities. ___ ___ ___ ___
8.   When I am confronted with a problem, I can fi nd several


solutions. ___ ___ ___ ___
9.  If I am in trouble, I can think of a solution. ___ ___ ___ ___


10.  I can handle whatever comes my way. ___ ___ ___ ___


Total Score: _________


Scoring:


Total your score for the 10 items. Total scores can range from 10 to 40. The higher your 
score, the more general self-effi cacy you are likely to have.


Interpretation:


The items in this scale are designed to evaluate your general self-effi cacy—your belief 
that you can master your world and have positive outcomes in your life. Please note that 
the items are not tied to any specifi c situation. The higher your score, the more general 
self-effi cacy you are likely to have. If you scored 31 or higher, you likely have a reasonable 
strong sense of self-effi cacy. If you scored 20 or lower, you might want to think of ways 
that you can improve your self-effi cacy.


This measure has been used internationally for more than two decades.  Researchers have 
found that it is linked to adaptation after life changes and is an indicator of quality of life 
at any point in time (Scholz et al. 2002).


Check
This Out


Scale adapted from Santrock (2006).
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Chapter 3 Who’s in Control? 115


M  ore than any other major personality trait, optimism is 
a matter of practice. 


  KATHLEEN MCGOWAN  


   Could it be possible that people have at least two ways of explaining 
defeats and various setbacks? Let us take a closer look. 


     Two Explanatory Styles 


  Optimism  is defi ned as a generalized tendency to expect positive outcomes, 
while  pessimism  is defi ned as a general tendency to envision the future as 
unfavorable. To understand why someone becomes an optimist or a pessimist, 
it helps to understand what distinguishes them. Optimistic people tend to feel 
that bad things won’t last long and won’t aff ect other parts of life. Pessimists 
tend to believe one negative incident will last and undermine everything else 
in their lives.    


 Also important, researchers say, is the story you construct about why 
things happen—your  explanatory style . Psychologist Martin Seligman 
(2006) suggests that people who have an  optimistic explanatory style  tend 
to use external, unstable, and specifi c explanations for negative events. 
 People who have a  pessimistic explanatory style  use internal, stable, and 
global or pervasive explanations for negative events. For example, a person 
with an  optimistic explanatory style  who failed to get a desired job might 
attribute this misfortune to bad luck in the interview rather than to personal 
shortcomings. However, a person with a  pessimistic explanatory style  might 
attribute this misfortune to something negative or bad about themselves 
and pessimistic about their ability to handle other job interviews or chal-
lenges in the future. 


 To pessimists, the “movie of life” is a documentary that has an unchange-
able script. Optimists grab the story line and become directors. Th ey edit, 
refocus, and add color to concoct a brighter, happier picture. Th is hopeful, 
in-control attitude shields them from outside infl uences and inner emo-
tional turmoil (Vaughan 2000). In a way, this sense of control distinguishes 
the “Little Engine Th at Could” from the “Woe is Me” types. Positive thinkers 
feel powerful. Negative thinkers, Seligman says, feel helpless because they 
have learned to believe they’re doomed, no matter what. 


 Are you an optimist or a pessimist? Do you look at the bright side and 
expect good things to happen, or do you tend to 
believe that if something can go wrong, it will? Let’s 
take a look at the two explanatory styles in action in 
the Pat and Otis scenario on the next page. 


     HEALTH, HAPPINESS AND SUCCESS.   Studies show that 
optimists are better at coping with the distress 
 associated with everything from menopause to heart 
surgery. Furthermore, scientists at UCLA discovered 
that optimists have more disease-fi ghting T cells. Not 
surprisingly, positive thinkers live longer. Mayo Clinic 
researchers recently compared the scores of a person-
ality test taken by 839 men and women three decades 
ago with their subsequent mortality rates. Th ose who 
had a pessimistic explanatory style in their young years 
had a signifi cantly higher risk of dying than their opti-
mistic peers (Newman 2001). Optimism as it relates to 
stress will be discussed in chapter eight. 


Optimistic thinking tends to lead us to a more 
successful, happier, and healthier life.
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116 Chapter 3 Who’s in Control?


 Optimism is also a remarkable predictor of achievement and resilience. 
For example, studies have found that optimistic life insurance agents sell more 
insurance than pessimistic agents, and optimistic Olympic-level swimmers 
recover from defeat and later swim even faster, whereas pessimistic swim-
mers, following defeat, get slower (Seligman 2006). When faced with serious 
problems—such as deciding about a risky operation, coping with traumatic 
events, or overcoming drug abuse or alcoholism—optimists tend to focus 
on what they can do rather than on how they feel. Th ey keep their sense of 
humor, plan for the future, and reinterpret the situation in a positive light. 
For example, what would be the diff erence in how an optimist and a pessimist 
would have responded to the collapse of the World Trade Center Buildings in 
2001? Or even Hurricane Ike in 2008? 


         Optimists, by defi nition, expect to eventually recover from adversity, and 
they expect to be successful at whatever they do, so they work much harder to 
reach their goals than pessimists do. Th us, another self-fulfi lling prophecy is 
created. S  uzanne Segerstrom, a University of Kentucky psychologist, indicates 
that optimism leads to increased well-being because it leads you to engage 
actively in life, not because of a miracle happy juice that optimists have and 
pessimists don’t (Neimark 2007). 


Pat Pessimist and Otis Optimist were invited to a social function. Both 
are single and looking for a date. Pat sees an attractive person across the 
room and decides to approach the person and introduce himself and see 
where it could lead. As he approaches her, she notices him approaching and 
immediately looks the other direction. Pat immediately interprets this as 
rejection and thus turns away and goes to the bar for a drink. Otis notices a 
diff erent female and approaches her. She sees him coming toward her and she 
immediately turns away and begins a conversation with another person. Otis 
decides that she must not want to meet him and he heads to the bar.
If you were in this situation what would you say and do? Let’s see what Pat 
and Otis did.
Pat Pessimist: I guess I’ll just have a couple more drinks and then go home 
and watch TV alone. (Aft er rejection, becomes passive and withdraws)
Otis Optimist: Wait a minute, there’s another good looking one over there, 
why not try her. (Aft er rejection, persevere, don’t stop trying)
Pat Pessimist: Women just don’t seem to be interested in me. I don’t know 
what to say, and they don’t like the way I dress. It must be my hair. (Global, 
pervasive explanation)
Otis Optimist: I bet she’s engaged anyway. She’s probably shy and not too 
interesting. (Specifi c explanation)
Pat Pessimist: I just have to accept the fact, I am boring and not very 
attractive, why would she want to talk to me. (Stable, permanent explanation)
Otis Optimist: I should have ironed my shirt, I just don’t look too good 
today. (Unstable, temporary explanation)
Pat Pessimist: She must have seen me when I spilled my drink and thinks 
I’m clumsy. (Internal explanation; Pessimists blame themselves)
Otis Optimist: She must have a problem. (External explanation; Optimists 
blame other people or external circumstances)
Are you an Otis or a Pat?


Are You an Optimist or a Pessimist?
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 Optimistic thinking tends to lead us to a more successful, happier, and 
healthier life. According to Seligman (2006), people can train themselves to 
make optimistic explanations by the following three steps: 1) think about 
situations of adversity (being turned down for a date, doing poorly on a test, 
losing a sports competition) 2) consider the way you normally explain these 
events, and if it is pessimistic (Nobody likes me, I’m not very smart, I really 
choked in the game), then 3) dispute these explanations by looking closely at 
the facts (She probably had plans with her family, I need to spend more time 
studying, my opponent played a great game). Practice this exercise over and 
over again. You may fi nd that changing pessimistic explanatory style is like 
breaking a bad habit.


  Th e recipe for well being requires neither positive nor negative 
 thinking alone, but a mix of ample optimism to provide hope, a dash of 
pessimism to prevent complacency, and enough realism to discriminate 
those things we can control from those we cannot (Myers 1993).   


 How did you become an internal or external? Where did your high 
level or low level of self-effi  cacy come from? How did you learn to become 
a  pessimist or optimist? How can you take control of your life? Th ese are 
not easy questions to answer. In order to understand yourself better and to 
discover diff erent ways to improve your life, psychologists have developed 
many diff erent theories. Many of these theories evolve from or revolve around 
learning theory. 


           Social Learning Theory 


 Albert Bandura is one of several behaviorists who have added a cognitive 
fl avor to learning theory. Bandura points out that humans obviously are 
 conscious, thinking, and feeling beings. He feels that some psychologists 
like B. F. Skinner ignore these cognitive processes. An important aspect 
of  social learning theory  that may have an important impact on our lives 


 Risk—The Key to Change 
  To laugh is to risk appearing a fool. 
 To weep is to risk appearing sentimental. 
 To reach out for another is to risk involvement. 
 To expose feelings is to risk exposing your true self. 
 To place your ideas, your dreams, before a crowd is to risk their loss. 
 To love is to risk not being loved in return. 
 To live is to risk dying. 
 To hope is to risk failure. 
 But risks must be taken, because the greatest hazard in life is to risk nothing. 
 The person who risks nothing, does nothing, has nothing, and is nothing. 
 They may avoid suffering and sorrow, but they cannot learn, feel, change, 
grow, love, or live. 
 Chained by their attitude, they are a slave. 
 They have forfeited their freedom. 
 Only a person who risks is free.  


Adapted from  Living, Loving and Learning  (Leo Buscaglia 1982).


 A n optimist is the one who sees an opportunity in 
every diffi culty. A pessimist is 
one who sees a diffi culty in every 
opportunity. 


  L.P. JACKS  
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is  observational learning —the fact that much of personality is learned in 
social situations through interactions with and observations of other people, 
including family members (Mischel and Shoda 1998; Mischel 2004). 


   OBSERVATIONAL LEARNING.   Th is occurs when an individual’s behavior is 
infl uenced by the observation of others, who are called models. Observa-
tional learning requires that you pay attention to someone who is  signifi cant  
to you, a parent, or a friend, etc. You observe their behavior and understand 
its  consequences, and then store this information in your memory. 


 Some role-models are more infl uential than others. Children and adults 
tend to imitate people they like and respect more so than people they do 
not. We also are especially prone to imitate the behavior of people that we 
consider attractive or powerful, such as rock stars, movie stars, sports heroes, 
or politicians. It is a bit scary to discover that we are also more likely to model 
aft er the individual who is the most aggressive, especially if that aggression 
leads to positive reinforcement. If you observe your mother yelling at your 
father in order to get him to do something, and he does do it, you are more 
likely to yell at someone the next time you want something. Prior to that 
experience, you most likely would have not yelled at someone in order to get 
your way. A fi ve-year old boy goes to the store with a seven-year old. Th e older 
boy picks up a candy bar and does not pay for it and on the way home shares 
it with his friend. Did he get positive reinforcement for stealing? What is the 
likelihood of the younger boy attempting to pocket a candy bar the next time 
he goes to the store? What we learn through modeling is not always positive. 
Th at is why our parents keep saying, “Do what I say, not what I do.” 


 According to   social learning theory  , modeling has a great impact on 
personality development. Children learn to be assertive, conscientious, self-
suffi  cient, aggressive, fearful, and so forth by observing others behaving in 
these ways.   


   Many of you are familiar with the cartoon TV program called  Th e 
Simpsons.  Matt Groening, the creator, decided it would be funny if the 
Simpson’s eight-year-old daughter Lisa played the baritone sax. Do you think 
this would have an infl uence on the audience of this program? Sure enough, 
across the country little girls began imitating Lisa. Cynthia Sikes, a saxophone 
teacher in New York, told the  New York Times  (January 14, 1996) that when 
the show started, I got an infl ux of girls coming up to me saying, “I want to 
play the saxophone because Lisa Simpson plays the saxophone.” Groening 
says his mail regularly includes photos of girls holding up their saxophones. 
Can you think of other ways that the media has infl uenced your behavior? 


 What are some of the other theories of learning that may have an impact 
on my relationships? You will now get a chance to understand how learning 
theory applies to you and your life.    


     How Does Learning Theory Infl uence 
Your Life? 


 When you do something you enjoy, what is the likelihood that you will do it 
again? 


 If you try something and fail at it, what are the chances that you will 
attempt it again? 


 If you ask someone out for a date fi ve times and the answer is “NO” each 
time, are you going to ask again? 


 W hat a child doesn’t receive he can seldom later give. 
  P. D. JAMES  


C hildren need models more than they need critics.
JOSEPH JOUBERT PENSEES, 1842
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 If you make a comment to a member of the opposite sex who responds by 
slapping you, will you make that comment next time? 


 If someone you do not know very well embarrasses you in front of a large 
group, are you going to avoid that person in the future? 


 If you drink something that tastes good, will you drink it again? 
 You hate green peas because you were forced to eat them as a kid. Do you 


eat them now? 
 All of these situations can be explained by learning theory. 
 In order to understand learning theory, we need to defi ne the term 


learning.   Learning   is defi ned in psychology as a relatively permanent change 
in behavior as a result of experience or practice (Gardner 2002). 


 Before you can begin the process of learning, you have to pay attention. 
Are you aware of all the diff erent types of stimuli that get your attention? 


   What Gets Your Attention? 


 You are concentrating on reading a book and the phone rings. What do you do? 
A person enters the room that you perceive as being attractive. Do you notice 
that person? What gets your attention? Before you can learn something, you 
have to pay attention to it. Attention is the most important aspect of learning 
because we have to pay attention to something before 
we can respond. Another aspect of attention that may 
surprise you is that you can only pay attention to one 
thing at a time. You cannot watch TV and study at the 
same time. Again, to what do you pay attention? We 
fi nd that there are three kinds of stimuli that attract our 
attention. Th ey are  novel stimuli, signifi cant stimuli,  and 
 confl icting stimuli.  We fi nd that these three diff erent 
kinds of stimuli are not only important to learning, but 
also vital to our relationships with others. 


   NOVEL STIMULI.   We tend to pay attention to people, 
places, or things that are new, diff erent, unique, or 
original. You tend to pay more attention to the student 
who is new to your school than a student who has 
been going to your school for the past few years. When 
reading the newspaper, you tend to notice an advertisement that is in color 
more than in black and white, because the color ad is unique. Th e person with 
a mohawk haircut will generally be noticed before someone with a “normal” 
hairstyle. A person wearing the latest in fashionware will tend to get more 
attention than someone wearing last year’s style of clothing. Why? Because 
it is unique, diff erent, or  novel.  Th e more familiar we become with the “new” 
person, the “unique” hairstyle, or the “latest” fashionware, the less we are apt 
to pay attention. We tend to begin to take them for granted. When you begin 
to date someone, you tend to give the individual a lot of special attention, but 
what happens aft er you have been dating that same individual for years? Many 
times you fi nd that you begin to habituate or get bored with that individual 
when the novelty wears off  and you no longer pay as much attention to him 
or her. 


 What else gets your attention? 


           SIGNIFICANT STIMULI.   So, you like to listen to music? Do you like ice cream? 
Are you interested in sex? Do you like money? If your answer to all of these 
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questions is yes, then all of these things are  signifi cant  to you and you will pay 
attention to them. If you are a teacher and want to get your students to learn, 
you better make sure the material is  signifi cant  to your students. Otherwise, 
you may fi nd it diffi  cult to keep your student’s attention. You need to make the 
material relate directly to your students’ needs, wants, interests, and desires, 
and if you do this, you will be surprised to discover that your students are 
paying attention and learning. 


           HOW IMPORTANT IS THIS IN A RELATIONSHIP?   When you fi rst start dating 
someone, do you consider your date’s needs, wants, interests, and desires when 


deciding where to go and what to do? If you do, you 
will fi nd that your date will respond more positively 
to you, and you both will be much happier. If you send 
your mate fl owers for the fi rst time and he or she likes 
them, will you  receive more attention? Are the fl owers 
 signifi cant?  Are the fl owers  novel?  Since they are both 
 novel  and  signifi cant,  they should increase the atten-
tion paid to you by your friend. You reinforce your 
mate, and your mate reinforces you. It tends to make 
life more interesting to you and your friends. 


 If you want a relationship to continue on a positive 
basis over a long period of time, you must make sure 
that you provide  novel  and  signifi cant  stimuli in the 
relationship—otherwise the relationship will become 
stale and boring. Th is is why that old saying is appro-
priate here,  Th e grass always looks greener on the other 


side of the fence.  You wonder why your boyfriend, girlfriend, husband, or wife 
is always looking at members of the opposite sex? You wonder why students 
are not paying attention to the teacher? Could it be that the other people are 
novel and maybe even more signifi cant?    


   CONFLICTING STIMULI.   What if we were to tell you that, “All of your behavior 
is controlled!”; “Th ere is no ‘God’!”; “It is all right to steal!”; and “It’s okay to 
cheat on your spouse, boyfriend, or girlfriend?” Are these statements in con-
fl ict with any of your beliefs? 


 We have discovered that you will not only pay attention to  novel  and 
 signifi cant  stimuli, but also to anything that is in confl ict with your values, 
needs, or morals. It has been found that in many relationships the only time 
that two people pay attention to one another is when they are in confl ict—
arguing, fi ghting, etc. We do not recommend this form of stimuli in order to 
get attention because it can create more problems than it solves. If this is the 
only time you fi nd that you and your partner pay attention to one another, 
you might want to change this by seeking counseling, reading a good self-help 
book, or changing your behavior in order to provide more novel or signifi cant 
stimuli in your relationships. 


 With all the technology and equipment we have today and with all the 
activities available to us, many of us still get tired of just sitting around. We 
get bored with life. 


   MAKE LIFE MORE EXCITING!   We all seek change in our lives. Kids get bored, 
teenagers get bored, and adults get bored. If you take your kids to the zoo 
every  Saturday, eventually they will not enjoy going any longer. If you take 
your date to the movie every Friday night, it just is not as exciting as it used 
to be. You have your favorite dessert, a hot fudge brownie sundae, every night 


 T he quality, not the longevity, 
of one’s life is what is 


important. 


  MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.  


Do you get bored in relationships after the novelty wears off?
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for two months. Believe it or not, even that sundae 
will not be enjoyed as much as it was when you could 
have it only once a month. Using novel and signifi cant 
stimuli in your life will help you and those around you 
have an exciting, non-boring life. 


 We learn throughout life. We all need to change 
in order to adapt to the world that we must live in. 
What we have learned in the past is not always the best 
for us in the future. Consider using novel and signifi -
cant stimuli and sometimes confl icting stimuli as you 
relate to others in business situations, in relationships, 
in family situations, and in teaching-learning environ-
ments—which is the laboratory of life. If you do, you 
will discover that your life and the life of the people 
around you will improve. 


 Now that we have your attention, it is time to learn. 


           Learning Theory 


 Why study learning theory? Learning theory is the basis of all interactions—we 
are applying it constantly and it is constantly being applied on us, most of the 
time without our knowledge. Learning theorists believe that our behavior, 
including our personality, is shaped through classical conditioning, operant 
conditioning, and observational learning. If you have a better understanding 
of learning theory, it will help you understand the relationships you have with 
others and hopefully you will be able to improve the relationships you are 
involved in and help you acquire new relationships. 


 An understanding of learning theory will also allow you to understand 
yourself as well as others. You will learn how to manage your own behavior as 
well as discover ways in which you can infl uence other people’s behavior. Most 
aspects of learning begin with  classical conditioning , but as learning evolves, 
classical conditioning develops into another form of learning— operant condi-
tioning.  Let’s take a look at these processes.          


   Classical Conditioning 


  How Does Classical Conditioning Work? 


 Ivan Pavlov, a Russian physiologist, is considered the founder of   classical con-
ditioning  . To make a long story short, Pavlov was experimenting with the 
salivary response of dogs. At fi rst, a bell was rung and the dog emitted no 
response or an irrelevant response, such as the ears perking up. When the 
food was placed in the dog’s mouth, the dog would automatically salivate. 
Food is called the   unconditional stimulus   because it is the cause of the saliva-
tion, the   unconditional response  . Aft er ringing the bell a few times prior to 
feeding the dog, Pavlov noticed that the dog was salivating in response to the 
bell, before the food was brought in. Th e bell now becomes the   conditioned 
stimulus   and causes the dog to salivate, the   conditioned response  . Was there a 
change in the dog’s behavior as a result of its experience? If the answer is yes—
learning has taken place and the dog has been conditioned. Do you salivate 
to the sight of food? Th is is a conditioned response (Nairne 2008).  Table 3.2  
outlines the classical conditioning process.      


 L earning is the eye of the 
mind. 


  THOMAS DRAKE  


Are you bored?
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 L ife’s greatest achievement is 
the continual remaking of 


yourself so that at last you know 
how to live. 


  W. RHODES  
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   As most of you know, when a child goes to the clinic for the fi rst time for 
an injection, the child is  not  hesitant to go. Again, as you know, the injection, 
the   unconditioned stimulus  , causes pain, the unconditioned response. Will 
the child willingly go to the clinic next time? Th e answer is most likely, NO 
WAY!! As soon as the child sees the clinic or smells the odor in the clinic, the 
child will get very upset and attempt to get away from there as quickly as pos-
sible. Th e sight of the clinic or the odor is the   conditioned stimulus   that causes 
the child to try to avoid the pain of the injection, the   conditioned response  . Do 
you now understand why many children don’t want to go to the clinic or doc-
tor’s offi  ce? Th ey have been   classically conditioned   to fear these situations. 


  HAS THIS EVER HAPPENED TO YOU?   Did you ever drink too much of a specifi c 
kind of alcohol one evening and then later that night get very sick? As many of 


Why Do I Hate Peas?—Student Story


When I was a baby I was fed peas. At that time, I tolerated them since I 
really didn’t have a choice. As I got a little older, I could decide what I like 
and dislike, but at the dinner table I was told that I had to “clean” my plate 
and eat every one of the peas. I hated the taste of them, but I had to eat them 
anyway. Every time I took a bite of them, I thought I was going to get sick 
and a time or two when I did eat them, I did get a little ill. I always associated 
the feeling of sickness with the peas. Twenty years later, I will still not eat 
peas. Now, when I look at them, I still get a weird feeling in my stomach. 
Why do I still dislike peas? You will discover that this was learned through 
classical conditioning.
Originally, as a baby I tolerated peas and didn’t feel ill when I ate them. 
Later, as I was forced to eat them I felt ill. Over time I associated the feeling 
of illness with the taste of peas and later with the sight of peas. Th is was a 
learned response. I was conditioned to dislike peas. Th is was learned through 
classical conditioning.
It’s amazing how classical conditioning has created many of our emotions, 
including fears, phobias, likes, dislikes, attractions, and bonding experiences.


Table 3.2 Classical Conditioning 


Before conditioning: The unconditioned stimulus automatically elicits the 
unconditioned response. (This is an unlearned reaction.)


During Conditioning: The neutral stimulus is paired with the unconditioned stimulus.


After Conditioning: The neutral stimulus alone elicits the response: the neutral 
stimulus is now a conditioned stimulus: and the response to it is a conditioned response. 
(This is a learned reaction.)


UNCONDITIONED 
STIMULUS 


(U.C.S.)
(FOOD)


UNCONDITIONED 
RESPONSE 


(U.C.R.) 
(SALIVATION)


NEUTRAL
STIMULUS 


(N.S.) 
(BELL)


 
 


RESPONSE


CONDITIONED
STIMULUS 


(BELL) 
(C.S.)


CONDITIONED
RESPONSE


(SALIVATION)
(C.R.)
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you know, since that night, you have never touched that kind of alcohol and 
most likely never will again, but you will still drink other forms of alcohol. Why? 
You associated getting sick with a specifi c kind of alcohol, not alcohol in gen-
eral. Th is one experience conditioned you to dislike that specifi c kind of alcohol. 
Sometimes you can be conditioned very quickly as many of you have learned. 


   HAVE YOU HEARD ABOUT ALBERT?   Most fears and phobias are learned 
through the process of   classical conditioning  . Th e famous experiment of John 
B. Watson and Rosalie Rayner (1920) demonstrates how fears and eventually 
phobias are easily learned. 


 An eleven-month-old boy named Albert was classically conditioned to 
fear a variety of furry things. Before the experiment, Albert enjoyed playing 
with a white rat. One day as the rat was handed to Albert, the experiment-
ers made a loud terrifying noise that startled Albert and made him cry. Th ey 
continued to do this six more times, until Albert showed a strong fear of the 
rat, crying and shrinking away whenever the rat was placed near him. As the 
experiment continued, the experimenters presented Albert with other objects 
that were similar to the white rat, such as a white stuff ed animal, a furry white 
blanket, and a Santa Claus mask. To their surprise, Albert showed the same 
fear response to the diff erent furry objects as he did the white rat. Th is process 
is called   stimulus generalization  . A day later, Albert was released from the 
hospital where the experiment took place. So, if you are walking down the 
street one day wearing your white fur coat and a seventy-year-old man starts 
yelling and running the other way, say, “Hi Albert.” Albert should have gone 
through a reconditioning process called   desensitization   in order to extin-
guish him of the fears. 


  Table 3.3  gives you some additional examples of classical conditioning.   
 Classical conditioning helps explain the formation of fears, attitudes, 


prejudices and feelings that may seem quite irrational. For example, you don’t 
understand why you have such an uneasy feeling around your red-haired 
boss. You can’t think of any logical, rational reason for this feeling. You have 
also noticed that you feel uneasy around other red-haired individuals. One 
day while you were reminiscing about elementary school, you remembered 
that your second-grade, red-haired teacher slapped your hands with a 
ruler everytime you made a mistake. At this time, this was a very painful, 
embarrassing experience to be hit in front of all your friends. Th is one early 
experience that you repressed is still having an eff ect upon your present life, 
especially your interactions with red-haired individuals. You were conditioned 
to dislike red-haired individuals. Prior to second grade, you liked people with 


Table 3.3 Classical Conditioning: Learning Through Associations
NEUTRAL 
 STIMULUS


PLEASANT OR 
 PAINFUL STIMULUS


BEFORE 
CONDITIONING CONDITIONING


AFTER 
CONDITIONING


Pavlov’s 
Experiment


McDonald’s 
Advertising
Goal


A Child
Learning


Bell


Golden
arches


Dog


Food


Food


Dog-bite 


Bell elicits 
no response


Arches elicit 
no response


Dog elicits 
pleasant response 


Bell is paired with food 
which elicits salivation


Arches are paired with 
tasty food, which elicits 
salivation 


Dog-bite is paired with 
pain


Bell alone without food 
elicits salivation


Arches alone without 
sight of food elicits 
salivation


Sight of dog instills 
feeling of fear and 
avoidance
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red hair, but since this one experience, red-haired individuals have become 
the   conditioned stimulus   for your fear (uneasy feeling), the   conditioned 
response  . Have you ever had an experience like this? 


N o law or ordinance is mightier than understanding.
PLATO


It was my fi rst year of college and living fi ve hundred miles away from home. 
I didn’t know anybody at the college. I decided to go to Starbucks for a cup 
of coff ee. I walked in the door and smelled the aroma of fresh coff ee. At 
that moment, an attractive young woman approached me and asked if she 
could help. As I looked at her I could feel my heart beat faster and I began to 
perspire. I stuttered and fi nally said, “Yes, I would like a cup of coff ee.” Th e 
next day, I returned to the coff ee shop and again walked in and smelled the 
coff ee and then noticed the young woman, and again my heartbeat increased 
and I began to perspire.
As time went by, I fi nally got the “guts” to ask her out and she said yes. We 
went out for about six months, until she fi nally broke up with me.
During the six months, we had a great time. We went skiing, went bungee 
jumping and a number of other emotionally-arousing encounters. It was a 
great time while it lasted. It has now been four years since we broke up and 
still, every time I walk into a coff ee shop and smell the odor of fresh coff ee, 
my heart begins to beat a little faster and I think of my ex-girlfriend. For 
some reason I cannot forget her. Why?


Student Story


   When this fellow fi rst went into the coff ee shop and smelled the coff ee, 
his increased heartbeat and thoughts of the female were not present. As 
he continued going to the coff ee shop, seeing her and experiencing the 
physiological reaction as he smelled the coff ee, he unconsciously made the 
association of the odor of the coff ee with thoughts of her and the increased 
heartbeat. Th is is an example of classical conditioning. 


 So you now understand how fears, prejudices, phobias, dislikes, stereo-
types, and uneasy feelings can be learned through classical conditioning? Each 
one of these can have a negative eff ect upon our relationships with others. Th e 
more we are aware of how these feelings develop, the greater the chance we 
have to unlearn them through the same conditioning process. Most aspects 
of learning begin with classical conditioning, but as learning evolves, classical 
conditioning develops into another form of learning— operant conditioning  
(Weiten and Lloyd 2009). 


     We Learn from Our Experience 


   OPERANT CONDITIONING.   Why do you work? Why do you continue going 
out with the person you are dating? Why do you still have certain friendships 
that remain strong over the years and other friendships that have waned? You 
receive positive reinforcement for working, so you continue to work. Your 
date satisfi es your needs, so you continue to date that person. Your friends 
satisfy some of your other needs and in return you reinforce them and the 
friendship continues, while the relationships that are not reinforcing or 
satisfying will wane over a period of time. All of these interactions involve 
operant conditioning.     
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     Operant conditioning   is based on the premise that we are controlled by 
the consequences of our behavior. Operant conditioning relies on the  law 
of eff ect , which states that behaviors followed by positive consequences are 
more likely to be repeated, and behaviors followed by negative consequences 
are less likely to be repeated (Hamilton 2007). Many psychologists will say 
that most of our behavior is learned through operant conditioning. If you 
cry and then get what you want, are you going to cry the next time you want 
something? Th e cry was reinforced and the reinforcement will increase the 
probability of you crying the next time you want something. Th e class clown 
gets attention for acting out in class, even though it is considered by most 
of us as negative attention, so the individual continues acting out. If this 
person did not get any attention, would he or she continue to be the class 
clown? Most likely, this individual would not. If you change your hair style 
and receive a lot of compliments, will you continue to wear it that way? If 
you receive a lot of stares or negative comments on your new outfi t, will you 
wear it again? You will tend to like people who compliment you more than 
people who ignore you or make negative comments. Th ese are all examples 
of operant conditioning. You make a response and the consequences of that 
response determines whether or not you make that response again. 


     What Are the Consequences? 


   REINFORCEMENT.   In behavioral terminology, pleasant or unpleasant stimuli 
that strengthens a behavior are called   reinforcers  , and their eff ect is called 
  reinforcement  . Th e simplest type of reinforcer, called   primary reinforcer  , is a 
pleasant or unpleasant one to which we respond automatically without learn-
ing (food, drink, heat, cold, pain, physical comfort or discomfort). For exam-
ple, a kiss is a   primary reinforcer  , it can be pleasant or unpleasant, depending 
on who is doing the kissing, your sweetheart, or Dracula. Th e vast majority of 
our reinforcers, however, are not primary reinforcers, but   conditioned or sec-
ondary reinforcers  —stimuli to which we have attached positive or negative 
value through association with previously learned conditional reinforcers. 
For example, money is a secondary reinforcer. When you were a youngster 
and someone gave you a dollar bill, what did you do with it? Most likely you 
tried to eat it or make an airplane out of it. In order for the dollar to gain rein-
forcing value, you had to take it to the store and trade it for candy or food and 
at that time you realized it had reinforcing value. Other secondary reinforcers 
would be a smile, a grade you receive in school, or a trophy, etc.     


  Reinforcers  act to strengthen behavior through two diff erent types of 
consequences. Th ese two consequences are   positive reinforcement   and   nega-
tive reinforcement  . Consequences can also weaken or eliminate a behavior 
through the use of   punishment   (Left on and Brannon 2007). 


   POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT.   Th is is anything that increases a behavior by vir-
tue of its presentation. If you help a stranger who responds by giving you fi ve 
dollars, what is the chance of you helping other strangers? 


 You were given fi ve dollars (positive reinforcement) for helping the 
stranger, and that fi ve dollars will increase the probability of you helping other 
strangers in the future. If you had not received the money, you are not as likely 
to help in the future. A child cries at the store, and the father gives the child a 
candy bar to be quiet. Now the father discovers that the child cries everytime 
they go to the store. What is happening here? Th e father is giving the child 


 F ailure is positive 
reinforcement. 


  ANONYMOUS  
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positive reinforcement for crying. We need to be care-
ful about what behaviors we are reinforcing. As you 
can see, it is easy to reinforce improper behavior. Your 
spouse may ask you very nicely to do a favor for them, 
and you ignore the request. Later, when your spouse 
yells and screams at you to do something, you imme-
diately respond and do it. What is happening here? 
 You are positively reinforcing your spouse for yelling.  
And, now you wonder why your spouse is always yell-
ing at you. Remember, positively reinforce the good 
responses, not the bad ones. 


   NEGATIVE REINFORCEMENT.   Th is is anything that 
increases a behavior by virtue of its termination or 


avoidance. My employer yells at me for not producing enough work, so 
now I work harder to produce more in order to avoid being yelled at. 
In this situation, the yelling would be defi ned as  negative reinforcement.  


I received a ticket for speeding once, and now I fi nd that I am obeying the speed 
limit more oft en in order to avoid getting any more tickets. Th e ticket is negative 
reinforcement. We avoid people who are not nice to us and avoid classes we have 
diffi  culty with because of negative reinforcement. Negative reinforcement may 
have positive consequences because it allows us to avoid painful and dangerous 
situations. Can you think of any examples? 


             PUNISHMENT.   Th is is anything that decreases a behavior by virtue of its presen-
tation. A child runs across the street and then gets spanked. Now, the child no 
longer runs across the street. Th e spanking stopped or decreased the number 
of times the child runs across the street, so the spanking would be defi ned as 
  punishment  . You drink too much scotch one evening and get very sick. To your 
amazement, you do not ever want to drink scotch again. Getting sick is the pun-
ishment for over-drinking. 


 Punishment is considered to be the most eff ective, but not the best, means 
of stopping a response, and that is why so many of us continue to use it so oft en. 
We get positive reinforcement for using punishment. You spank your child for 
damaging your new stereo. Since the spanking, the child has not touched your 
stereo. Th e spanking is then defi ned as punishment, and you discover you are 
spanking your child more oft en because it stops or decreases the child from 


Where Did You Learn Your Gender?
How do we acquire our gender roles? Gender role socialization operates through learning processes 
of reinforcement and punishment, observation, and self-socialization.


One of the most infl uential ways in which children learn gender roles is by being reinforced for 
“gender-appropriate” behaviors and punishment for “gender-inappropriate” ones.


 Males are reinforced positively for being aggressive.
 Females are reinforced positively for being passive.
 Males are positively reinforced for not showing emotions (boys don’t cry).


 Females are reinforced positively for expressing feelings and emotions.
 A boy is disapproved of for playing with a doll.
 A girl who wants to play football or wrestle is discouraged by most people around her.


Give some examples of how you were reinforced for gender-appropriate and gender-inappropriate behavior.
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Positively reinforce the good responses—not 
the bad ones. 
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 I  expect to pass through this 
life but once; therefore if 


there be any kindness I can show 
or any good thing that I can do for 
any fellow being, let me do it now, 
not defer, or neglect it, for I shall 
not pass this way again. 


      ANONYMOUS      


E  verything should be made as 
simple as possible, but not 


 simpler. 


      ALBERT EINSTEIN      


 1.  Punishment should be timely. It should take place as soon aft er the 
 incident as possible. A delay undermines the impact. Th e old  saying, 
Wait until your father gets home, is not an eff ective means of using 
 punishment. Quick punishment highlights the connection between 
the prohibited  (inappropriate) behavior and its negative outcome 
 (consequences).


 2.  Punishment should be just severe enough to be eff ective. Although 
more severe punishments tend to be more eff ective in eliminating and 
 suppressing unwanted behavior, they also increase the likelihood of 
 undesirable  eff ects, such as aggression. Th us, it is best to use the least 
 severe punishment that seems likely to have some impact.


 3.  Punishment should be explained. A person needs to know the reason 
why they are being punished. Explain, as fully as possible, the reason 
for the punishment. Th e more a person understands why they are 
 being  punished, the more eff ective the punishment tends to be.


 4.  Punishment should be consistent. If you want to eliminate an 
 undesirable behavior, you should punish it each and every time it 
occurs. Inconsistency creates confusion.


 5.  Make an alternative response available and reinforce it. One 
 shortcoming of punishment is that it only tells a person what not 
to do. A person needs to know what they can do. Most undesirable 
behaviors have a purpose. If you make another behavior available that 
leads to positive reinfor cement, doing so should weaken the response 
being  punished. For example, the class clown (mentioned earlier in 
the  chapter), should receive positive reinforcement for being quiet and 
paying attention and, thus, the need for clowning around will decrease.


 6.  Physical punishment should be kept to a minimum. A minimum 
amount of physical punishment may be necessary when children are 
too young to understand a verbal reprimand or the withdrawal of 
privileges. A light slap on the hand or bottom is adequate. Otherwise, 
physical punishment tends to lead to aggressive responses by the 
person being punished.


 7.  Do not apply punishment to consummatory responses! Consummatory 
responses (eating, drinking, sleeping, sex, studying, etc.) are very 
 sensitive to punishment. When rats were shocked while they were 
consuming food, the experimenters were “shocked” to discover that the 
rats would never eat again and starved to death. Could this be the cause 
of some eating  disorders? Parents who force their child to study may be 
causing that child to hate school. Th e child may interpret the force as 
punishment. 
A person who is raped may never enjoy sex again if they perceived 
the  raping as  being punished for having sex. Be careful if you use 
punishment.


 8.  Punishment suppresses behavior. Research has demonstrated that 
when the punisher is not around or available, the person receiving the 
 punishment will most likely start emitting the negative behavior again. 
While individuals are in prison for committing a crime, they cannot 
 commit the crime again. Being in prison would be defi ned as  punishment. 
But, as soon as the prisoners are released, we fi nd that many of them 
 commit the same crime again. Was punishment eff ective? If you did not 
think the police offi  cer would catch you speeding, would you speed again?


Guidelines for Punishment


Adapted from Axelrod and Hall 1999.
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emitting negative, unwanted responses. You, the punisher, are receiving posi-
tive reinforcement for punishing (spanking) your child. 


     SHOULD YOU USE PUNISHMENT?   Psychologists suggest that you do not need 
to use punishment as a means of disciplining your children, because positive 
reinforcement is the most eff ective and best means of controlling someone’s 
behavior. But, if you fi nd it necessary to use punishment, make sure you use 
some type of alternative form of behavior that will lead to a positive reinforce-
ment. If your child knows that it is wrong to run across the street, but still 
does it, you may use some form of punishment. In order for the punishment 
to be eff ective, however, you must make sure the child knows that he or she 
will receive some type of positive reinforcement. Otherwise, the child will 
have no real reason to stay on your side of the street. 


 As you already know, we do not recommend using punishment, but 
many people do use it and many abuse it. Th e guidelines on the previous page 
summarize research on how to make punishment eff ective while minimizing 
its side eff ects (Axelrod and Hall 1999). 


     What Kind of Reinforcement Do You Use? 


 Many facets of your personality have been developed through operant con-
ditioning. When children are being good, nobody pays attention. When chil-
dren “act out,” they get a lot of attention. Th ey like attention so they “act out” 
more, and we wonder why they are so “bratty.” Th is behavior then becomes 
part of their personality. How was your personality formed? What kind of 
reinforcement did other people use on you? What kind of reinforcement are 
you using on other people? Is it eff ective? How does it aff ect your relationship 


with other people? Is there a chance that you learned to be male or 
female by the way others reinforced you? 


  Positive reinforcement  is generally much more eff ective than any 
other form of reinforcement. You will discover that if you use posi-
tive reinforcement on yourself and in your relationships with others 
you will be much happier and those around you will be much happier. 
Your own life, your business relationships, and your personal life will 
be richer and much more positive and eff ective. 


   Self-Control in Everyday Living 


 All of us are engaged in a variety of everyday activities simply to sur-
vive. We must eat, drink, sleep, and take care of basic biological needs. 
It turns out that all of these activities can pose challenges to successful 
personal adjustment to our environment, and we must be careful to 
control them and not let them control us. For some people, their eating 
habits, drug use, sleeping habits, or alcohol use controls their life. 


 What other challenges do we have that seem to control our every-
day lives? Do any of you need to study more? Would you like to stop 
smoking?     


 Would you like to exercise more? Do you watch TV too much? 
Are you shy? Would you like to make more friends? Th ese and many of your 
other habits that you would like to change can be modifi ed. You can do it! 
Find out how. 


 Psychologists have devised a number of diff erent theories to explain how 
we develop the capacity for self-control. Th ere is one technique that has been 


What challenges do we have that seem to  control 
our everyday lives?
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very successful for many individuals (Martin and Pear 2006). Th is technique 
includes the application of learning theory to improve your self-control. If 
you stop and think about it, self-control—or the lack of it—underlies many of 
the personal challenges that we struggle with in everyday life.  What we learn 
can be unlearned.    Before we learn about the self-change program, perhaps the 
wonderful words from psychologist Robert Leahy (2006), and author of  Th e 
Worry Cure,  might be worth remembering:


  If you want to whip yourself into shape, or renovate your apartment, 
don’t wait until you feel ready, because no such time will come. Instead, 
commit to doing something that you don’t want to do each day. Aft er all, 
if your goal is to lose 15 pounds, you’ll have to consistently deny your 
desires in order to achieve it.   Resourceful people are not having fun all of 
the time. But they do feel empowered when they force themselves to do 
what is needed.   


   A Self-Change Program 


   IDENTIFY THE BEHAVIOR TO BE CHANGED.   Th e fi rst step in any systematic 
program in self-modifi cation is to identify the specifi c behavior that you 
would like to change. Many of us tend to be vague in describing our problems 
and identifying the exact nature of the behavior we want to change. You must 
be specifi c and clearly defi ne the overt behavior to be changed. For example: 


   I want to lose weight 
    I want to stop smoking 
    I need to spend more time studying 
    I want to exercise more 
    I would like to have more dates 
    I need to stop procrastinating       


 Which of the statements above is too vague and would not be easy 
to observe? Can you measure and observe how much you exercise? 
Defi nitely. But, can you observe yourself procrastinating? You need to identify 
what things you are not doing, so you can get them completed in a timely 
manner. 


 Drug abuse, physical abuse, eating disorders, and other serious negative 
habits that are detrimental to your health can be changed through this process 
of self-modifi cation—with a lot of willpower. But, we have found that it is 


 Strategies to Self-Change 


  A Five Step Program 


    Step 1: Identify the behavior to be changed. 
   Step 2: Observe the behavior to be changed. 
   Step 3: Set your goal. 
   Step 4: Design your program. 
   Step 5: Monitor and evaluate your program.     


 I f you don’t like what you’re 
 getting, change what you’re 


doing. 


  ZIG ZIGLAR  


N ot everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing 
can be changed until it is faced.


JAMES BALDWIN
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easier to change these serious habits with the benefi t of professional help. So, 
please seek professional help, or if you know anyone else having a serious 
problem, please help him or her fi nd professional help. Talk to your instructor, 
counselor, pastor, or therapist. 


   OBSERVE THE BEHAVIOR TO BE CHANGED.   Th e second step in your self-
modifi cation project is to observe the behavior to be changed in order to 
discover your   operant level   (baseline), the number of responses prior to 
beginning the project. People are oft en tempted to skip this step and move 
ahead. In order to evaluate your progress you must not skip this step. You 
need to know the original response level, the starting point. You cannot tell 
whether your program is working unless you have a baseline for comparison. 
While observing your behavior in order to fi nd your  operant level,  you need to 
monitor these three things: 1) the initial response level of the target behavior, 
2) the events that precede the target behavior, 3) the typical consequences 
(reinforcement or punishment).    


 1.      Initial Response Level.  You need to keep track of each and every 
response of the targeted behavior that occurs within a specifi ed 
period of time—usually fi ve to seven days. Write down on a piece 
of paper attached to your cigarette package each and every cigarette 
you have each day for a week. Keep a diary of the number of dates 
you have within a three week period, the amount of time you study 
each day for fi ve days, the number of times you yell at your kids, 
the amount of time you spend exercising each day for six days, or 
whatever the targeted behavior happens to be. As soon as you can 
identify a  pattern of behavior,  you are ready for the next step. If you 
discover that you do not exercise, there is nothing to observe, you 
are ready to begin. Your  operant level  for exercise is “0,” no responses 
prior to conditioning. You may discover that your  operant level  for 
cigarette smoking is “23 cigarettes” per day, “42 minutes” of studying 
each day, “3,100 calories” each day, or “2 dates” per month. Now to 
the next step. 


 2.     Events Th at Precede the Target Behavior.  Th e events that precede the 
target behavior can play a major role in governing your target response. 
Where you study may aff ect how much time you actually study. When 
you study at the library, you fi nd that you study more than when you 
study at home on the kitchen table or on your bed. You discover that 
you smoke more when you drink coff ee. You may fi nd that you may 
have to give up coff ee in order to stop smoking because coff ee seems to 
create the urge to smoke. You fi nd that you eat the greatest number of 
calories late at night aft er you have a couple of beers; the beers seem to 
stimulate the hunger drive. Once you are able to pinpoint the events that 
seem to cause the behavior, you can design your program to circumvent 
or break it down. 


 3.     Consequences.  Finally, you need to identify the reinforcement that 
is strengthening the targeted behavior or the punishment that is 
decreasing or suppressing it. We eat because we like food—the food 
becomes reinforcing within itself; just like smoking, we enjoy it. It is 
easier not to study than to study. Bad habits are self-reinforcing. I do not 
have to worry about being turned down for a date if I do not ask anyone 
out. Most of the behaviors we would like to change are being reinforced 
and are very diffi  cult to change.       


W  onder is the beginning of  understanding. 
  GREEK PROVERB  


L ife’s greatest achievement is the continual remaking of 
yourself so that at last you know 
how to live.


W. RHODES
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   SET YOUR GOAL.   Th e most important factor in the third step is that when you 
set your goal, make sure that it is a realistic goal that can be accomplished. 
Losing twenty pounds in four weeks is not realistic, but four to fi ve pounds 
could be realistic. Studying fi ve hours a day, seven days a week is not realistic 
for many students, but studying three hours a day fi ve days a week would most 
likely be accomplished by most students, depending on how many courses 
you are taking and how many hours you work per week. 


 Try to set behavioral goals that are both challenging and realistic. You 
want your goals to be challenging, so that they lead to improvement in your 
behavior. Setting unrealistically high goals—a common mistake in self-
modifi cation—oft en leads to unnecessary discouragement. 


   DESIGNING YOUR PROGRAM.   Now that you have identifi ed the targeted 
behavior to be changed, found your operant level, and set your goal, you are 
ready to design your program. 


 You have now discovered that many of your bad habits and behaviors that 
you have identifi ed to change are self-reinforcing. In order for you to change, 
you must fi nd something that is more reinforcing to you than the previous 
reinforcement. You must fi nd something that will motivate you and make you 
want to change. If you intend to reward yourself for increasing a response, 
you need to fi nd an eff ective reinforcer. What is reinforcing to one individual 
may not be reinforcing to another. Your choice will depend on your unique 
personality and situation. How can you discover what is reinforcing to you? 


     SELECTING REINFORCERS.   What is reinforcing enough to you to motivate you 
to change? Is it money, sex, free time, compact discs, concert tickets, praise, or 
tickets to the ball game? An easy way to discover what is reinforcing to you is 
to observe your own behavior for awhile (Watson and Th arp 2006). 


       Observe what you enjoy doing for a few days. 
       Observe what you spend your money on each week. 
       What kind of praise do you like to receive: from yourself and from 


 others? 
      What are your major interests? 
      What do you do for fun? 


    What people do you like to be with? 
    What do you like to do with those people? 


      What would be a nice present to receive? 
      What makes you feel good? 
      What would you like to do for your next vacation? 


    What would you buy if you had an extra $20? $50? $100?        


 Any or all of the above could be used as reinforcers to motivate you to 
change. As B. F. Skinner’s early research demonstrates, reinforcement—not 
 punishment—is necessary for permanent change. Reinforcement can be intrinsic, 
extrinsic, or extraneous. According to Carol Sansone, Ph.D., a psychology profes-
sor at the University of Utah, one type of reinforcement must be present for self-
change, two would be better than one, and three would be best (Goldberg 2002). 


   ADMINISTERING THE REINFORCERS.   Receiving the reinforcement has to be 
contingent upon you fi rst  making the appropriate response. Once you have 
 chosen the reinforcer, you then have to set up reinforcement contingencies. Your 
 reinforcement contingencies will describe the exact behavioral goals that must 
be met and the reinforcement that may then be awarded. Do not administer 


 W e form habits and then our  habits form us. 
  RALPH WALDO EMERSON  
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too much reinforcement and receive it too oft en. If you 
receive too much of something or receive it too oft en, 
you soon get bored or habituate to it. If a chocolate milk 
shake was used as reinforcement fi ve times a day for 
three weeks, you would soon get tired of having milk-
shakes and habituate to them. Th ey will soon lose their 
reinforcing value. 


 Generally, rapid reinforcement works better than 
delayed reinforcement. If we delay reinforcement, we 
discover that we do not realize what behavior is being 
reinforced. You may fi nd it easier to have a friend or rel-
ative administer the reinforcement. It may also commit 
you more to your project if you make up a behavioral 
contract for you to sign and give to your friend. 


 Trying to modify behavior is a diffi  cult task. Sometimes it helps to have 
someone we can talk to or who might assist us to do this. It is diffi  cult to 
change some of our actions by ourselves. We might benefi t from a person 


What do you do for fun?
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Consider this . . .Consider this . . .


A Sample Contract


Target behavior: I want to lose fi ve pounds in the next six weeks.


Contract between: Sally Sane


Amy Abler (roommate of Sally Sane)


Agreement: Sally Sane—I agree to stop eating candy bars and drinking pop between meals. I will 
write down each and every candy bar and soda pop that I consume for the next seven days. I will 
weigh myself each day and record it. After the observation period, for the following two weeks, 
I will eat only one candy bar each day and two cans of pop. During the second two weeks, I will 
eat one candy bar every other day and one soda pop each day. On the fi nal two weeks, I will have 
only one candy bar and one soda pop every three days. From that day following I will substitute 
pieces of fruit and vegetables and glasses of water for my snacks between meals.


Agreement: Amy Abler—I agree to help Sally Sane lose fi ve pounds and stop eating candy bars 
and drinking pop between meals. I will review her program with her weekly and do whatever 
I can to help her reach her goal.


Consequences: Sally Sane—For each week that I reach my goal, I will buy myself a new tape or 
CD. If I fail to reach my goal during the week, I do not get the new tape or CD and I will have to 
clean the apartment without Amy’s help. When I reach my fi nal goal, I will receive two tickets to 
the concert that I have been wanting to attend.


Consequences: Amy Abler—I will praise Sally for keeping her schedule and offer encouragement. 
I will review her program with her weekly and give her feedback. If she reaches her goal by the 
end of the six weeks, I will clean the apartment the next two weeks without Sally’s help.


Signed:________________________


________________________


Date: ________________________
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who can off er advice or encouragement. Or, we might need another person 
to know about our plan because it keeps us honest and committed to our 
project. It is sometimes easy to fool yourself about your progress, but another 
person may not be as easily deceived.           


     Just Do It! 


   MONITOR AND EVALUATE YOUR PROGRAM.   Now that you have designed your 
project, you are ready to “do it.” As you begin the project, you need to monitor 
your progress as you begin to achieve your goal. Monitoring your progress 
will allow you to assess if your plan is working. Start with your operant 
level (baseline) and continue to accurately record the frequency of your 
targeted behavior so you can evaluate your progress. If your behavior shows 
improvement, keep up the good work; however, if there is no improvement 
or you begin to regress, you need to reevaluate your reinforcers, since they do 
not seem to be motivating you to improve. You may need to strengthen your 
reinforcement or the delay between the time you emit the behavior and the 
time you receive the reinforcement may be too lengthy. Do not reward yourself 
when you have not actually earned it. Many people end up giving themselves 
the reinforcers no matter what they do. Th ey rationalize it by saying, “I needed 
that new dress anyway” or “I just need a vacation, even though I’m not going 
to stop smoking.” Another problem you may have in not reaching your goal is 
that you are trying to do too much too quickly by setting unrealistic goals. 


 When set into action, self-modifi cation programs oft en need some fi ne-
tuning. So do not be surprised if you need to make a few adjustments. Oft en, a 
small revision or two can turn a failing program around and make it a success. 
Don’t give up! 


   A HAPPY ENDING.   Why won’t people break old habits and begin new ones? 
Actually, a  habit  is the intersection of  knowledge, skill,  and  desire .  Knowledge  is 
the what to do and the why.  Skill  is the how to do. And  desire  is the motivation 
or the want to do. In order to make something a habit in our lives, we have to 
have all three. In other words, you have to want to break a habit, have a desire 
to learn a new way of doing something, and have the ability to do the task 
the new way. All of this, of course, takes time and energy because you must 
engage in a particular behavior at least 30 consecutive days before it becomes 
a habit. Furthermore, it may take six weeks to a year for the habit to become 
reality (Aamodt and Raynes 2001).     


 Oft en a new and improved pattern of behavior becomes self-maintaining. 
When you feel good about yourself and know that you are successful, it becomes 
self-reinforcing. Responses such as eating right, not smoking, exercising 
regularly, or studying diligently may become habitual so that they no longer 
need to be supported by an elaborate program. But you may fi nd it important 
to periodically reinforce yourself for  doing the right thing  and not slipping back 
to your old patterns of behavior. You did a good job, keep up the good work! 


 As you work on your self-change program, just remember the words of 
novelist Louis L’amour:


  Up to a point, a man’s life is shaped by environment, heredity, and 
movements and changes in the world about him; then there comes a time 
when it lies within his grasp to shape the clay of his life into the sort of 
things he wishes to be . . . Everyone has it within his power to say, “Th is 
I am today; that I shall be tomorrow.”   


A  bad habit never disappears miraculously—it’s an undo-it 
 yourself project.


ABIGAIL VAN BUREN


 H istory will never accept  diffi culties as an excuse. 
  JOHN F. KENNEDY  
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Chapter Review


   We learn throughout life. What we learn is not always positive, but we have also learned that we can take 
the negative and turn it into a positive and rewarding experience. 


■        B. F. Skinner states that “all of our behavior is controlled and that there is no such thing as free will.” 
Other psychologists state that we are in control of all our behavior, while others state that both the 
environment and our thoughts are equally important in the control of our behavior. 


■      Self-control is the opposite of external control. 
■       In self-control, the individual sets his or her own standards for performance, and will then reward or 


punish themselves for meeting or not meeting these standards. On the other hand, in external control, 
someone else sets the standards and delivers or withholds the rewards or punishment. 


■       People diff er markedly in their feelings about their capacity to control life situations. 
■       People who perceive that their eff orts make a diff erence when they are facing a diffi  cult situation and 


take whatever action that seems appropriate to solve the problem are referred to as Internals. 
■       People who perceive that their eff orts do not seem to make a diff erence and they seem to be controlled 


by such things as luck or fate are referred to as Externals. 
■     Learned helplessness is the passive behavior produced by the exposure to unavoidable aversive events. 
■       Self-effi  cacy is our belief about our ability to perform behaviors that should lead to expected 


 outcomes. 
■       Optimism is defi ned as a generalized tendency to expect positive outcomes, while pessimism is defi ned 


as a general tendency to envision the future as unfavorable. 
■       People who have an optimistic explanatory style tend to use external, unstable, and specifi c explana-


tions for negative events. People who have a pessimistic explanatory style tend to use internal, stable, 
and global explanations for negative events. 


■       According to Social Learning Th eory, modeling (imitation) has a great impact on personality 
 development. 


■     Learning is defi ned as a relatively permanent change in behavior as a result of experience or practice. 
■       Before you can begin the process of learning, you have to pay attention. We fi nd that there are three 


kinds of stimuli that attracts our attention: 1) Novel stimuli, 2) Signifi cant stimuli, and 3) Confl icting 
stimuli. 


■       Why study learning theory? Learning theory is the basis of all interactions—we are applying it con-
stantly, and it is constantly being applied to us, most of the time without our knowledge. 


■       Many of our emotions, feelings (love, hatred, etc.), biases, phobias, and fears are learned through clas-
sical conditioning. Classical conditioning is a type of learning in which a neutral stimulus acquires the 
capacity to evoke a response that was originally evoked by another stimulus. 


■     In most of our daily interactions, we are using operant conditioning. Operant conditioning is based 
on the premise that we are controlled by the consequences of our behavior. It relies on the law of 
eff ect which states that behaviors followed by positive consequences are more likely to be repeated, and 
behaviors followed by negative consequences are less likely to be repeated. 


■       Reinforcers strengthen behavior. A primary reinforcer is a pleasant or unpleasant stimulus that has 
immediate reinforcing value: food, water, heat, pain, etc. A secondary reinforcer is a stimulus to 
which we attach positive or negative value through association with previously learned conditioned 
 reinforcers. 


■       Positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, and punishment all have a tremendous impact on our 
life. Positive reinforcement is defi ned as anything that increases a behavior by virtue of its presentation. 
Negative reinforcement is defi ned as anything that increases a behavior by virtue of its termination or 
avoidance. Punishment is anything that decreases a behavior by virtue of its presentation. 


■       If you decide to use punishment, make sure you use the guidelines for punishment in order to mini-
mize its side eff ects. 


■     We can change! We all have bad habits and things that we would like to change. If you apply the Self-
Change Program to your daily life, you will discover that you will be able to modify your behavior.      
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   Test Review Questions: Learning Outcomes 


 1.     Defi ne “perceived locus of control” and explain the diff erence between an internal and an external. 
 2.      Explain what learned helplessness is and how it can infl uence someone’s life. 
 3.    What are the recommended “helpful hints” mentioned in the text for developing an internal locus 


of control? 
 4.    What is self-effi  cacy? Explain how you can increase your self-effi  cacy. 
 5.    Defi ne optimism and pessimism and explain how optimistic explanatory and pessimistic 


explanatory styles can infl uence someone’s behavior. 
 6.      Defi ne Social Learning Th eory and explain the importance of imitation (modeling) in a person’s 


development. 
 7.      Explain the importance of novel, signifi cant, and confl icting stimuli in our life. 
 8.    Why is it important to study learning theory in relation to understanding yourself and in your 


relationships with others? Explain. 
 9.      Defi ne classical conditioning and give an example of how it has infl uenced your life. 
 10.      Defi ne operant conditioning and how the law of eff ect applies to our life. 
 11.    What are primary and secondary reinforcers? 
 12.    Defi ne positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, and punishment and explain their infl uence 


on our behavior. 
 13.      Discuss the pro’s and con’s of using punishment and the guidelines for the use of punishment. 
 14.      What is a self-change program? What are the steps involved in a 


self-change program? Explain. 


Key Terms


      Behavioral Contract 
 Classical Conditioning 
 Conditioned Response (CR) 
 Conditioned Stimulus (CS)
 Confl icting Stimuli  
 Consequences 
 Desensitization 
 Explanatory Style 
 External Locus of Control 
 Initial Response Level 
 Internal Locus of Control 
 Law of Eff ect 
 Learned Helplessness 
 Learning 


 Modeling 
 Negative Reinforcement 
 Neutral Stimulus (NS) 
 Novel Stimuli 
 Observational Learning 
 Operant Conditioning 
 Operant Level 
 Optimism 
 Optimistic Explanatory Style 
 Pessimism 
 Pessimistic Explanatory Style 
 Positive Reinforcement 
 Primary Reinforcers 
 Punishment 


 Reinforcement 
 Reinforcers 
 Secondary Reinforcement 
 Secondary Reinforcers 
 Self-Change Program 
 Self-Control 
 Self-Effi  cacy 
 Signifi cant Stimuli 
 Social Learning Th eory 
 Target Behavior 
 Unconditioned Response 


(UCR) 
 Unconditioned Stimulus 


(UCS) 


   Refl ections 


       1. Why do you think it is important to study learning theory in regards to human relations? 
      2. Do you agree with B. F. Skinner that all of your behavior is controlled? Explain your answer. 
        3. What are the benefi ts of having an internal locus of control? What are the benefi ts of having 


an external locus of control? 
        4. What do you think determines whether you become an internal or external? 
        5. What is self-effi  cacy and how can you increase your self-effi  cacy? 
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        6. Discuss the benefi ts of being an optimist compared with being a pessimist. 
        7. Who has been a role model in your life? What infl uence have they had on you? 
        8. Are there any positive role models in our society? Who are they and what characteristics do 


they have that make them a positive role model? 
        9. Name some negative role models. What infl uence are they having on our youth today? 
        10. Give some examples of how classical conditioning has infl uenced your life. 
        11. Give some examples of how operant conditioning and the law of eff ect has infl uenced 


your life. 
        12. Explain how positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, and punishment have 


aff ected your life. 
        13. What can you do to your relationships to make them more interesting and exciting? 
        14. If you were a teacher, what would you do in order to keep your students’ attention? 
        15. Using operant conditioning, how would you change one of your bad habits? Explain. 


      Web Resources 


    www.mentalhelp.net/  
 This site examines aspects of behavior as procrastination, self-control, and managing loss of control or 
relapse. 


  http://psychology.suite101.com  
 A website with numerous articles on many areas of psychology. 


  www.mindtools.com/  
 This site provides practical suggestions for problem solving, memory improvement, increasing creativity, 
and much more. 
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Name  Date 


         What Controls Your Life? 
  Purpose:  This is a device to measure your attitudes toward rewards and punishments: Do you feel that they 
come as a result of your own behavior or from outside sources? We have reproduced this device below so that 
you can measure yourself and determine your own beliefs. Read each set of two statements and decide which 
statement seems to you more accurate and place a check mark next to it. Read and answer carefully. There are 
no right or wrong choices. They are based on your personal judgments. Try to respond to each pair of statements 
independently, apart from your responses to other pairs of statements. 


 1.       ________________ a.  A great deal that happens to me is probably a matter of chance. 


   ________________ b.  I am the master of my fate. 


 2.    ________________ a. It is almost impossible to fi gure out how to please some people. 


   ________________ b. Getting along with people is a skill that must be practiced. 


    3.   ________________ a. People like me can change the course of world affairs if we make ourselves be heard. 


   ________________ b.  It is only wishful thinking to believe that one can really infl uence what happens in society 
at large. 


    4. ________________   a. Most people get the respect they deserve in this world. 


   ________________ b. An individual’s capabilities often pass unrecognized no matter how hard he or she tries. 


    5.   ________________ a. The idea that teachers are unfair to students is nonsense. 


   ________________ b.  Most students do not realize the extent to which their grades are infl uenced by 
accidental happenings. 


    6.  ________________  a. If you do not get the right opportunities, one cannot become a good leader. 


   ________________ b.  Capable people who fail to become leaders have not taken advantage of their  opportunities. 


    7.   ________________ a. Sometimes I feel that I have little to do with the grades I get. 


   ________________ b.  In my case, the grades I make are the results of my own efforts; luck has little or nothing 
todo with it. 


    8.   ________________ a. Heredity plays the major role in determining one’s personality. 


   ________________ b. It is one’s experiences in life that determine what one is like. 


    9.   ________________ a. It is silly to think that one can really change another person’s basic attitudes. 


    ________________ b. When I am right, I can convince others. 


    10.   ________________ a.  In my experience I have noticed that there is usually a direct connection between how 
hard I study and the grades I get. 


    ________________ b. Many times the reactions of teachers seem haphazard to me. 


    11.   ________________ a. The average citizen can have an infl uence in government decisions. 


    ________________ b.  This world is run by the few people in power, and there is not much the little guy can 
doabout it. 


    12.   ________________ a. When I make plans, I am almost certain that I can make them work. 


    ________________ b.  It is not always wise to plan too far ahead because many things turn out to be a matter 
of good or bad fortune anyhow. 


    13.   ________________ a.  There are certain people who are just no good. 


    ________________ b.  There is some good in everybody. 


(continued)
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    14.   ________________ a.  In my case, getting what I want has little or nothing to do with luck. 


    ________________ b.  Many times, we might just as well decide what to do by fl ipping a coin. 


    15. ________________   a.  Promotions are earned through hard work and persistence. 


   ________________ b.  Making a lot of money is largely a matter of getting the right breaks. 


    16.   ________________ a. Marriage is largely a gamble. 


   ________________ b.  The number of divorces indicates that more and more people are not trying to make their 
marriages work. 


    17.   ________________ a.  In our society, a person’s future earning power is dependent on their ability. 


   ________________ b.  Getting promoted is really a matter of being a little luckier than the next person. 


    18. ________________   a.  Most people do not realize the extent to which their lives are controlled by accidental 
happenings. 


   ________________ b.  There is really no such thing as luck. 


    19. ________________   a. I have little infl uence over the way other people behave. 


   ________________ b.  If one knows how to deal with people, they are really quite easily led. 


    20.   ________________ a.  In the long run, the bad things that happen to us are balanced by the good ones. 


   ________________ b.  Most misfortunes are the result of lack of ability, ignorance, laziness, or all three. 


    21.   ________________ a.  With enough effort, we can wipe out political corruption. 


   ________________ b.  It is diffi cult for people to have much control over the things politicians do in offi ce. 


    22. ________________   a.  A good leader expects people to decide for themselves what they should do. 


   ________________ b.  A good leader makes it clear to everybody what their jobs are. 


    23.   ________________ a.  People are lonely because they do not try to be friendly. 


   ________________ b.  There is not much use in trying too hard to please people—if they like you, they like you. 


    24.   ________________ a.  There is too much emphasis on athletics in high school. 


   ________________ b.  Team sports are an excellent way to build character. 


    25.   ________________ a.  What happens to me is my own doing. 


  ________________  b.  Sometimes I feel that I do not have enough control over the direction my life is taking.    


  Scoring Key for Project:  For each of the responses below, give yourself 1 point. 


ITEM # RESPONSE ITEM # RESPONSE ITEM # RESPONSE


1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


a


a


b


b


b


a


a


a


a


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


b


b


b


a


b


b


a


b


a


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


a


a


b


b


b


a


b


Total Points ____________
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 Your total number of points indicate the degree to which you view control as external or internal. The higher the 
score (above 15), the more you perceive control as external. The lower the score (below 15), the more you perceive 
control as internal. Now that you have totaled your score, you may want to refer back to the chapter discussion on 
Internal and External controls in order to interpret your results. 


   Discussion 
 1.     What are the benefi ts of being an Internal? 


    2.   What are the advantages of being an External? 


    3.    If you decided that you would rather be an Internal rather than an External, how would you go about 
 changing yourself? 


    4.   What did you learn from this activity?    
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     Are You An Optimist or a Pessimist? 
  Purpose:  The following scale, a version of the Life Orientation Test, can help raise your awareness about whether 
you are the type of person who tends to see the proverbial glass as half full or half empty. 


  Instructions : Using numbers 0 to 4, indicate your responses to the following items in the spaces provided. Then 
check the scoring key. 


     4 = strongly agree 


    3 = agree 


    2 = neutral 


 1    = disagree 


    0 = strongly disagree 


       ____ 1. In the uncertain times, I usually expect the best. 


   ____ 2. It’s easy for me to relax. 


   ____ 3. If something can go wrong for me, it will. 


   ____ 4. I’m always optimistic about my future. 


   ____ 5. I enjoy my friends a lot. 


   ____ 6. It’s important for me to keep busy. 


   ____ 7. I hardly ever expect things to go my way. 


   ____ 8. I don’t get upset too easily. 


   ____ 9. I rarely count on good things happening to me. 


   ____10. Overall, I expect more good things to happen to me than bad.    


  Scoring Key:  The fi rst step is to reverse the scoring for items 3, 7, and 9. In other words, change a 4 to a 0, a 3 
to a 1, a 1 to a 3, and a 0 to a 4. A 2 remains a 2. Next, add your score for items 1, 3, 4, 7, 9, and 10 to obtain an 
overall score. (Do not score items 2, 5, 6, and 8. These items are considered “fi llers” and are not scored as part of 
the test). Total scores can range from  0 to   24.  


 Now, you can compare your score to those of a sample of 2,055 college students. Higher scores indicate greater 
optimism while lower scores indicate greater pessimism. The average (mean) score in the college sample was 
 14.33.  About two-thirds of the sample scored from  10 to 19.  Scores greater than  14  refl ect relatively higher levels 
of optimism. Psychologists believe that people can change their attitudes—that optimism can be learned. 


(continued)


Walker_Becoming Aware11E_Ch03_Printer_Pdf.indd   141Walker_Becoming Aware11E_Ch03_Printer_Pdf.indd   141 11/18/09   12:32:48 PM11/18/09   12:32:48 PM








142 


   Discussion 
 1.       Do you agree with your score? Why or why not? 


 2.    If you scored low on optimism, what do you think you need to do to change your attitudes?    


   Source:  Based on Scheier, Carver and Bridges, (1994). 
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    Life’s Lessons 
  Purpose:  To review the methods used by signifi cant others to help you change behavior and learn some important 
lessons in life. 


  Instructions:  Thinking about methods of rewards, punishment, discipline, etc., briefl y describe what specifi c 
methods were most benefi cial in helping you change behavior and learn some lessons in life. 


    A.   Specifi c method/s used by parents: 


  What did you learn? 


B.      Specifi c method/s used by teachers/instructors/the school system: 


  What did you learn? 


C.    Specifi c method/s used by employers: 


  What did you learn? 


D.      Specifi c method/s used by other signifi cant people: 


  What did you learn?    


(continued)
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   Discussion 
     1.      To whom are you a signifi cant (infl uential) other? Explain any contributions you think you have made to their 


life. What did they learn? 


 2.      What did you learn?    
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     What Kind of Reinforcement Do You Use? 
     I.   Purpose: To learn the value of reinforcement. 


    II.   Instruction: 


   A.    You can either answer the following questions individually or with a partner. After you have completed the 
questions, get into larger groups and answer the discussion questions. 


   B.    Put yourself in the following roles and state how you think each form of reinforcement and/or punishment 
will infl uence the person involved. 


   1.    Parent—Discuss how or if you would use the following forms of positive reinforcement, negative 
reinforcement, and punishment in the training and education of your child. What impact will it have 
on your child? 


 Money 


 Hugs and kisses 


 Spanking 


 Compliments 


 Gifts 


 Allowance 


 “Time-out” 


(continued)


Walker_Becoming Aware11E_Ch03_Printer_Pdf.indd   145Walker_Becoming Aware11E_Ch03_Printer_Pdf.indd   145 11/18/09   12:32:48 PM11/18/09   12:32:48 PM








146 


 Video games and TV 


 Encouragement 


 Special outings—zoo, miniature golf, science museum, movie theater, etc. 


   2.    If you are a teacher, what kind of positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, and punishment would 
you use? What effect do you think each of these would have on your students? Would it be motivating for 
the student or would it have a detrimental effect? Explain how or if you would use the following: 


 Compliments 


 “Time-out” 


 Sitting them in the corner 


 The “star” or “point” system 


 Taking away recess time 


 Encouragement 


 Negative comments 
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 “Student of the Week” 


 Grades 


 Sending them to the Principal’s offi ce 


 No after school activities 


    a.    Which of the above would have the greatest effect on your students’ motivation, positive and 
negative? Explain.    


   3.    If you were an employer, what would be the best way to motivate your employees? How would you 
use the following: 


 A plaque for accomplishments 


 A salary increase; how much is needed in order to motivate them? 1%, 5%, 10% or more? 


 Positive comments 


 Larger work area 


(continued)
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 New job title 


 Extra time off 


 Flex-time 


 Special commendations 


 Criticism 


 Feedback on undesirable behavior 


 Bonus 


 Commission 


 Fines 


 Probation 
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    a.   Which of the above do you think would motivate your employees the most? Explain. 


   b.   Which of the above would be most detrimental to your employees’ motivation and morale? Explain.           


   Discussion 
 1.     Considering all of the above situations:      


a.  Which forms of reinforcement seem to be most effective? Explain. 


b.    Which forms of punishment seem to be most effective? Explain. 


c.    Which forms of reinforcement do not seem to be very effective? Explain.    


 2.       Can you think of any types of reinforcement and/or punishment that could be used in any of the above situa-
tions that would be more effective than what has been previously mentioned? Explain what it is and in what 
situation it would be most effective. 


 3.     Some people say that punishment is the best way to control another person’s behavior. Other people say that 
punishment should never be used. What do you think?    
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     Self-Change Project 
  Purpose:  To understand how learning theory applies to your life. 


  Instructions:  Review the chapter on Learning Theory, specifi cally the Self-Change Program. This program will 
explain how you can apply this to your life. 


     1.    Identify the behavior you would like to change. 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 2.     Observe the target behavior for fi ve to seven days to get the baseline (operant level). (Make a record every few 
hours of the behavior you are changing.) 


 Day 1 ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 Day 2 ______________________________________________________________________________________________


  Day 3 ______________________________________________________________________________________________


  Day 4 ______________________________________________________________________________________________


  Day 5 ______________________________________________________________________________________________


  Day 6 ______________________________________________________________________________________________


  Day 7 ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 3.      What is your goal and the date to be completed? 


___________________________________________________________________________________________________  


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 4.     Identify your reinforcers, long-term reinforcement, and short-term reinforcement. What will motivate you to 
change? 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


_________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ 


___________________________________________________________________________________________________


 5.     Make a plan. What are you going to do to change the behavior? 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


___________________________________________________________________________________________________


_________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ 


___________________________________________________________________________________________________


(continued)
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     6.    Change the behavior. (This can take anywhere from one to six weeks.) Keep records of the daily activity relating 
to the project. Record the daily activity in a separate notebook. 


 7.     What are the results? 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


 ___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


_________________________________________ __________________________________________________________ 


___________________________________________________________________________________________________


     Suggestion to Instructors:  The author suggests that this Self-Change Project be a major out-of-class assignment 
and that, on completion, the projects are shared with the class or small group and the questions below are to be 
discussed. 


   Discussion 
     1.    What kinds of changes would you like to make yourself? 


 2.     What is motivating (reinforcing) enough to get you to change your behavior? 


 3.     What could people use as reinforcers in order to facilitate the behavior change? 


 4.       How could you apply the methods of the self-change project to other aspects of your life (job, children, spouse, 
mate, and so on)?    
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     Who’s in Control 
  Learning Journal  


 Select the statement below that best defi nes your feelings about the personal value or meaning gained from this 
chapter and respond below the dotted line. 


            I learned that I . . .      I was surprised that I . . .   


   I realized that I . . .              I was pleased that I . . .  


  I discovered that I . . .             I was displeased that I . . .        
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