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B. F. Skinner with a 
rat in a Skinner box

Yvonne Skinner with their 
daughter in the air crib

Nicola Howes teaches in Gibraltar and is a 
keen explorer.

Box 2 Criticisms and applications

Unlike many behaviourists Skinner did not view the mind as a tabula 
rasa (‘blank slate’). While aware that organisms are born with innate 
tendencies and traits, Skinner’s position was that the ultimate cause 
of behaviour can be located in the individual’s past and evolutionary 
history, not in the brain.

Skinner’s work has been substantially influential in developing 
therapies — for example token economy, a behaviour modification 
system based on reinforcement. This has been implemented in mental 
health care to help patients suffering from schizophrenia, anorexia 
and substance abuse.

1957  Published Verbal 
Behaviour which analyses 
human behaviour 
through the use of 
language, linguistics and 
speech.

1971  Published Beyond 
Freedom and Dignity 
which promotes 
Skinner’s philosophy 
of science and ‘cultural 
engineering’. The book 
further advocates the 
design of a society 
where everyone is happy 
as a result of positive 
reinforcement.

Burrhus Frederic Skinner transformed psychology into 
the ‘science of behaviour’. He refined the work of 
both Pavlov and Watson, and extended Thorndike’s 
notions of satisfaction and discomfort. He once said: 
‘Give me a child and I’ll shape him into anything.’

Box 1 The principles of operant conditioning

Actions are determined by the environment
•	Stimuli, i.e. what an individual is exposed to

•	Responses, i.e. how the individual reacts

•	Consequences, i.e. the outcome of the individual’s response

Operant conditioning theory
•	Positive reinforcement means presenting a stimulus (a reward) to 
increase a desired behaviour. For example, you see a smiley face lit up 
on a road sign because you are driving within the speed limit.

•	Positive punishment means providing an aversive consequence to 
decrease an undesired behaviour. For example, you are given a fine to 
stop you from speeding again.

•	Negative reinforcement means removing an aversive stimuli to 
increase a desired behaviour. For example, putting on your seatbelt to 
avoid the annoying beeping sound.

•	Negative punishment means removing something desired to 
decrease an undesired behaviour. For example, your driver’s license is 
removed to stop you from speeding again.

Consequences
•	A behaviour followed by reinforcement is more likely to be repeated.

•	An action followed by punishment is less likely to be repeated.

1904 Born in 
Pennsylvania USA.

1943  After requests 
from his wife, 
Skinner developed 
a humidity- and 
temperature-controlled 
crib. The air-crib 
received a lot of 
negative attention, 
with claims that its 
purpose was to carry 
out experiments on 
his own daughter.

1928 First degree in 
English, then enrolled 
at Harvard University 
to study psychology. 
At Harvard he 
developed the 
Skinner box to show 
how reinforcement 
works in a controlled 
environment.

1940  During the Second 
World War, Skinner 
trained birds to peck a 
moving spot underneath 
a glass screen, using the 
principles of operant 
conditioning. The aim 
was for the birds to steer 
missiles towards the 
enemy. Project Pigeon 
fell through, so he taught 
them how to play ping-
pong instead.
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1938  Published 
the results of his 
experiments on rats in 
Behaviour of Organisms. 
The book explained 
operant conditioning 
— the suggestion 
that all behaviour is 
predetermined by past 
and present events (i.e. 
reward and punishment) 
in the objective world. 
See Box 1.

1948  Skinner’s utopian novel, 
Walden Two, depicted a 
community that uses techniques 
based on behavioural science 
to shape individual and group 
behaviours. Presently there are 
a few intentional communities 
following the Walden Two 
systems, e.g. Los Horcones in 
Mexico, which describes itself 
as ‘the only true Walden Two 
community in existence’.

1990  Died of 
leukaemia.
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Go online (see back cover) for a 
presentation to help consolidate 
understanding of operant conditioning.

PsychologyReviewExtras


