
The LE ARNING Approach
to Personality



Learning lectures: 
assumptions



FUNDAMENTAL 
CONCEPTS of the 
LEARNING Theories

Differences between
• Little Hans
• Little Albert
• Lit’le Peter 



The Case of Little Hans...
Hans:  "And I'm most afraid of furniture vans, 
too."
Father:  "Why?"
Hans:  "I think when furniture-horses are 
dragging a heavy van they'll fall down."
Father:  "So you're not afraid with a small cart?"
Hans:  "No.  I'm not afraid with a small cart or 
with a post-office van.  I'm most afraid too 
when a bus comes along."



Father:  "Why?  Because it's so big?"
Hans:  "No.  Because once a horse in a bus fell 
down."
Father:  "What did you think when the horse fell 
down?"
Hans:  "Now it'll always be like this.  All horses 
in buses'll fall down...."

...
Father:  "What carts are you still afraid of?"
Hans:  "All of them."
Father:  "You know that's not true."



Hans:  "I'm not afraid of carriages and pair or 
cabs with one horse.  I'm afraid of buses and 
luggage-carts, but only when they're loaded up, 
not when they're empty.  When there's one 
horse and the cart's loaded full up, then I'm 
afraid; but when there are two horses and it's 
loaded full up, then I'm not afraid."
Father:  "Are you afraid of buses because there 
are so many people inside?"
Hans:  "Because there's so much luggage on 
top."
Father:  "When Mummy was having Hanna, was 
she loaded full up too?" 



The Case of Little Albert...



Watson & Rayner sensitized Little Albert to 
fear rats

Hypothesis:
– Only 3 or so basic emotional reactions, genetically “pre-

wired,” that are associated in different degrees with 
different stimuli to determine all subsequent emotions 
(through adulthood).

Additional hypothesis:
– Intra-psychic (Dynamic) origins of emotions, especially 

in psychosexual development, are incorrect.
– Oedipal conflict is not necessary for development of 

anxiety in males.



Method
Subject

“Experimental work has been done so far on only one 
child, Albert B.  This infant was reared almost from 
birth in a hospital environment ... one of the best 
developed youngsters ... weighing twenty-one 
pounds at nine months....  He was on the whole stolid 
and unemotional.  His stability was one of the principal 
reasons for using him as a subject in this test.  We felt 
that we could do him relatively little harm by carrying 
out such experiments as those outlined below. (pp. 
1-2)”
“No one had ever seen him in a state of fear and 
rage.” (p. 2)
9 months old at beginning of study.



Apparatus

Movie camera (to record the child’s reactions pre- and 
post- conditioning).
Sundry stimuli to test for emotional (fear) reaction
Generator of unconditioned fear response:
– Large metal bar suspended from ceiling which, 

when struck with a hammer, made a loud noise.



Baseline Fear Assessment
“...the infant was confronted suddenly and for the first 
time successively with a

white rat,
a rabbit,
a dog,
a monkey,
with masks with and without hair,
cotton wool,
burning newspapers,



“At no time did this infant ever show fear in any 
situation.” (p. 2)
“One of the two experimenters caused the child 
to turn its head and fixate her moving hand;
the other, stationed back of the child, struck the 
steel bar a sharp blow.  The child startled 
violently, his breathing was checked, and the 
arms were raised in a characteristic manner.  
On the second stimulation the same thing 
occurred, and in addition the lips began to 
pucker and tremble.  On the third stimulation 
the child broke into a sudden crying fit.” (p. 2)



Results
• Conditioning

“11 Months, 3 Days”
“1.  White rat suddenly taken from the basket and 

presented to Albert.  He began to reach for rat 
with left hand.  Just as his hand touched the 
animal the bar was struck immediately behind 
his head.  The infant jumped violently and fell 
forward, burying his face in the mattress.  He did 
not cry, however.”

“2.  Just as the right hand touched the rat the bar 
was again struck.  Again the infant jumped 
violently, fell forward, and began to whimper.”

 “In order not to disturb the child too seriously no 
further tests were given for one week.”



Follow-Up Test

“11 Months, 10 Days”
“1.  Rat presented suddenly without sound.  

There was steady fixation but no tendency at 
first to reach for it.  The rat was then placed 
nearer, whereupon tentative reaching 
movements began with the right hand.  When 
the rat nosed the infant’s left hand, but withdrew 
it suddenly before contact.  It is thus seen that 
the two joint stimulations given the previous 
week were not without effect.”



Generalization Test

“He was tested with his blocks 
immediately afterwards to see if they 
shared in the process of conditioning.  
He began immediately to pick them 
up, dropping them, pounding them, 
etc.” (p. 4)



Additional conditioning.
“2.  Joint stimulation with rat and sound.  Started, 

then fell over immediately to right side.  No crying.”
“3.  Joint stimulation.  Fell to right side and rested 

upon hands, with head turned away from rat.  No 
crying.”

“4.  Joint stimulation.  Same reaction.”
“5.  Rat suddenly presented alone.  Puckered face, 

whimpered and withdrew body sharply to the left.”
“6.  Joint stimulation.  Fell over immediately to right 

side and began to whimper.”



“7.  Joint stimulation.  Started violently and cried, 
but did not fall over.”

“8.  Rat alone.  The instant the rat was shown the 
baby began to cry.  Almost instantly he turned 
sharply to the left, fell over on left side, raised 
himself on all fours and began to crawl away so 
rapidly that he was caught with difficulty before 
reaching the edge of the table.” (pp. 4-5)



Follow-Up and Generalization test:
“11 Months, 15 Days”
...
“2.  Rat alone.  Whimpered immediately, withdrew right 

hand and turned head and trunk away.”
“3.  Blocks again offered.  Played readily with them, 

smiling and gurgling.”
...



“6.  Rabbit alone.  The rabbit was suddenly placed 
on the mattress in front of him.  The reaction was 
pronounced.  Negative responses began at once.  
He leaned as far away from the animal as 
possible, whimpered, then burst into tears.  When 
the rabbit was placed in contact with him, he 
buried his face in the mattress, then got up on all 
fours and crawled away, crying as he went.  This 
was a most convincing test.”



“7.  The blocks....”
“8.  Dog alone.  The dog did not produce as violent  a 

reaction as the rabbit.”
“9.  The blocks....”
“10.  Fur coat (seal).  Withdrew immediately to the left side 

and began to fret.  Coat put close to him on the left 
side, he turned immediately, began to cry and tried to 
crawl away on all fours.”



“11.  Cotton wool.  ...It was placed first on his 
feet.  He kicked it away ....  When his hand was 
laid on the wool he immediately withdrew it but 
did not show the shock that the animals or fur 
coat produced in him....”

“12.  Just in play W. put his head down to see if 
Albert would play with his hair.  Albert was 
completely negative.  Two other observers did 
the same thing.  He began immediately to play 
with their hair.  W. then brought the Santa Claus 
mask and presented it to Albert.  He was again 
pronouncedly negative.”



Discussion

Were Watson and Rayner sadistic scientists?
Were they scientists?
Did they achieve their aims?



The Case of Little Peter...

Mary Jones desensitizes little Peter of his fear 
of rabbits.
How?

Systematic Desensitization (Joseph Wolpe)
1. Discover stimulus (fear) hierarchy
2. Develop deep relaxation response (via Progressive 

Muscle Relaxation)
3. Pair items in stimulus hierarch with relaxation, 

starting with the least-feared items.



Levels of Learning: 

Learning level 1:  Respondent (Pavlovian)
Metaphor for 1:  Salivating Dog

Learning level 2:  Operant (Skinner)
Metaphor for 2:  pigeon or rat [radical behavioral]

Learning level 3:  Observational / Symbolic / Cognitive 
(Bandura)

Metaphor for 3:  a computer feedback loop [cognitive-
behavioral]



Specificity

in theory
in assessment
in therapy



We can, and do, learn. (Duh!)

So basic, but so new:
"The philosophy of one century is the common 
sense of the next." 
- Anonymous



Two branches of the Learning 
approach:

Radical version:  Radical Behaviorism
We learn everything, all the time.
Encompasses Levels I and 2

Respondent and operant conditioning
Rejects cognitive learning and cognitivism

Cognitive-Behaviorists
Genetic and Environmental factors contribute 
independently and interact to determine "us." 
Includes Levels 1, 2, and 3



Personality is...

The scientific (20th Century standards) study of 
differences in people that have been caused by 
differences in personal history (and genes)

Radical version:  study only "observables"
Cognitive-Behavioral version:  be 
parsimonious in positing internal constructs 
and processes



On determinism...

• Original, Radical version:  unidirectional (and 
environmental) determinism

Behavior = is a function of the (Environment), B = f (E)
Skinner (1971, p. 211, Beyond Freedom and Dignity):

"A person does not act on the world; the world acts 
on him."
Personality = f (Environment)
{... what's the unidirectional E = f (P)?}



Cognitive-Behavioral version:  
reciprocal determinism

Personality = f (Environment) and Environment = f 
(Personality)
Bandura (1977, p. 203, Social Learning Theory)

"Environments have causes [sometimes human 
ones], as do behaviors."
Bandura (1986):
triadic reciprocal determinism

interactions between all 3:
Cognitions, behaviors, environment 



On universal principles of 
behavior

Skinner:  "A person is ... a complex 
system behaving in lawful ways."



Theories arise from, are nurtured by, 
and should perish of,

	 data generated by research ... (or at least 
they should!)
Basic research (Case of Little Albert)
Applied and clinical research (Case of Little 
Peter)
Evaluation research (Human Services 
Research)



Theory and therapy should be linked by 
research, and should go hand-in-hand

Scientist-practitioner training model 
(the Boulder Model), Ph.D.
“Bolder” Model:  professional PsyD
Scientist-manager-practitioner model



Rejection of the medical 
model

"symptom" versus behavior
"symptom substitution"?



END of assumptions portion 
of Learning lectures


