Observational Learning

Observational learning is a classical research proposed by an American psychologist Albert Bandura (1977). This model of learning consists of observing and modeling another individual’s behavior, attitudes, or emotional expressions and is a major component of Bandura’s social learning theory. Observation as in this theory is a basic requisite for all kinds of learning. Observation here refers to the act of perceiving or observing the stimulus, not mere seeing. Thus in process of observation we not only take the help of our eyes alone but we also use other sense organs. The presence of stimulus can be recorded with the help of our capability of perceiving, seeing, listening, smelling, tasting and touching. The point of emphasis in this theory is that there are so many objects around us, but we take notice only a few of them which are of our interest. We can never be certain whether interest proceeds attention on it is the attention which gives rise to interest. It is because the two are inseparable. Interest is the feeling side of attention. Although it is commonly believed that the observer will copy the model, Bandura stressed that individuals may simply learn from the behavior rather than imitate it. He also emphasized that four conditions were necessary in any form of observing and modeling behavior, which are attention, retention, reproduction and motivation.

Conditions For Observational Learning

Attention

An organism must be paying attention to a model and the behaviour it exhibits if he / she is going to learn anything from it. Observer’s attention can be effected by many conditions. For instance, an observer is less likely to learn the modeled behaviour in case he is sleepy, ill or distracted. He cannot imitate it properly it at a later date. In addition, the characteristics of the model have an influence on the observer’s attention. Bandura and others have shown that humans pay more attention to models that are attractive, similar to them, or prestigious and are rewarded for their behaviors. This explains the appeal that athletes have on the behavior of young children and that successful adults have on college students. Unfortunately, this aspect of modeling can also be used in detrimental ways. For example, if young children witness gang members gaining status or money, they may imitate those behaviors in an effort to gain similar rewards.

Retention

Being able to keep in mind the response or the behaviour that was observed previously is the second requirement of the observational learning. It means that if the humans or animals do not remember the behavior, there is a less than probable chance that they will imitate it.

Reproduction

This requisite of behavior concerns the physical and mental ability of the individual to copy the behavior he or she observed. For example, if a person in childhood watches a cricket player playing a cricket shot in a particular style. Later when he happens to play cricket, he attempts to play that shot just like the batsman he previously watched. However, the young child is not nearly as physically developed as the batsman he watched and, no matter how many times he tries, will not be able to play that shot. An older child or an adult might be able to play the cricket shot but likely only after quite a bit of practice. Similarly, a young colt observes another horse in the herd jump over the creek while running in the pasture. After observing the model’s jumping behavior, the colt attempts to do the same only to land in the middle of the creek. He simply was not big enough or did not have long enough legs to clear the water. He could, however, after physical growth and some practice, eventually be able to replicate the other horse’s jump. 

Motivation

Motivation is certainly the most important aspect of observational learning. If the humans or animals do not have a reason for imitating the behavior, then no amount of attention, retention, or reproduction will overcome the lack of motivation. Many factors for imitation has been identified by Bandura. These include knowing that the model was previously reinforced for the behavior, being offered an incentive to perform, or observing the model receiving reinforcement for the behavior. These factors can also be negative motivations. For instance, if the observer knew that the model was punished for the behavior, was threatened for exhibiting the behavior, or observed the model being punished for the behavior, then the probability of mimicking the behavior is less.

