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association theory. However, operant conditioning was not well-known or researched 
at the time Sutherland developed his theory of differential association; rather, he simply 
incorporated the dominant learning model of his time—classical conditioning. So it was up 
to others, such as Burgess and Akers, to later incorporate operant conditioning (as well as 
Bandura’s social learning principles, discussed below) into Sutherland’s theoretical model.

To explain it simply, operant conditioning is concerned with how behavior is influenced 
by reinforcements and punishments. Operant conditioning assumes that the animal or 
human is a proactive player in seeking out rewards, not just a passive entity that sim-
ply receives stimuli, which is what classical conditioning assumes. Specifically, certain 
behaviors are encouraged through reward (positive reinforcement) or through avoidance 
of punishment (negative reinforcement). For example, if a child is given a toy or video 
game for doing well on his or her report card, that is a positive reinforcement. On the 
other hand, if a child who has been confined to his or her room after school for a week 
for not doing homework is then allowed to start playing with friends again after school 
because she or he did a good job on homework the following week, this is a negative 
reinforcement because the child is now being rewarded via the avoidance of something 
negative. Like different types of reinforcement, punishment also comes in two forms. 
Thus, behavior is discouraged, or weakened, via adverse stimuli (positive punishment) or 
lack of reward (negative punishment). A good example of positive punishment would be 
putting a child in a “time-out,” where he or she is forced to sit alone for many minutes—a 
punishment that tends to be quite effective with young children. Another form of positive 
punishment—perhaps the best example—is “spanking,” but this has been frowned on in 
recent times because it is certainly a positive form of a negative stimulus. So anything that 
directly presents negative sensations or feelings is a positive punishment. On the other 
hand, if parents take away their child’s opportunity to go on an outing with friends (say 
to a movie or theme park) because he or she skipped school, this is an example of nega-
tive punishment because the parents are removing a positive aspect or reward.

positive 
reinforcement: a 
concept in social learning 
in which people are 
rewarded by receiving 
something they want.

negative 
reinforcement: a 
concept in social learning 
in which people are 
rewarded through removal 
of something they dislike.
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Source: FBI. Crime in the US, 2014. Table 8.

*Only includes cities with populations over 40,000




