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Social learning theory
Key assumptions

Behaviour is learned directly through reinforcement and punishment.
Behaviour is also learned indirectly through observation and vicarious 
reinforcement.
Cognitive processes are an essential part of learning and reproducing behaviour. 

Procedure

In all studies, the procedure involved a young 
child watching someone else (the ‘model’) 
behave aggressively towards a Bobo doll, a 
cartoon or another person.
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Bandura et al. (1961)

IDENTIFICATION

Findings

Children behaved more aggressively if they observed a role model behaving aggressively. 

Children more often imitated a model they identified with (same sex) — whether the 
model attacked or played with the doll.

96 children aged 3–6 years
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Bandura et al. (1963)

IMITATION OF  
FILMED MODELS

Findings

Children were just as likely to imitate 
the behaviour of a person in real life, as 
a cartoon or person on television.
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66 children aged 3–6 years
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Bandura (1965)

VICARIOUS 
REINFORCEMENT

Findings

Children were less likely to imitate the adult when they observed them getting 
punished, and more likely when they observed them getting rewarded.

Children still imitated the adult when there was no consequence.

Reciprocal determinism

Determinism occurs provided 
the right cognitive factors and 
motivations exist.

Later cognitive adaptations
Bandura thought there must be some thought processes going on 
internally (cognitive), as well as learning from the external (social) world.

Mediational processes (1977)

Four cognitive factors required for 
imitation to occur:
1 Attention
2 Retention
3 Motor-reproduction
4 Motivation

Social cognitive theory (1986)

Both internal (cognitive) and external (social) 
factors that affect how we learn, including:

 ■ Expectations — the anticipated 
consequences of a behaviour

 ■ Self-efficacy — an individual’s 
confidence in their own abilities

Findings

Children observe and imitate behaviours 
they see in other people = modelling.

They only imitate people they identify with 
(models) = identification.


