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Pavlov noted in his Nobel Prize speech that the 
sight of tasty food makes the mouth of a hungry 
man water. However, what became of interest 
to behavioral psychologists was not the salivary 
reflex itself but the fact that other objects asso-
ciated with the presentation of food could also 
produce salivation. For example, in Pavlov’s 
work with dogs, it was shown that any sensory 
process, such as sound, that was paired with the 
food would produce salivation. After a number 
of pairings, the sound alone without the food 
could produce this reflex. This came to be known 
as classical conditioning.

Classical conditioning occurs when an 
unconditioned stimulus, such as food, will result 
in an unconditioned response, such as salivation. 

If this unconditioned stimulus is paired with a neutral stimulus a number of times, then the neu-
tral stimulus will produce the response. After a period of time, the “conditioned stimulus” such as 
sound, when presented alone, will no longer produce the response. This process is referred to as 
extinction. Behaviorists saw classical conditioning as one mechanism underlying the develop-
ment of mental illness.

John Watson is often described as America’s first behaviorist. His work set psychology 
on the course of emphasizing environmental explanations for behavior and rejecting the 
theoretical value of internal concepts. This called into question the value of studying such 
topics as consciousness and other internal processes. Watson set the course of only study-
ing observable behavior with his 1913 paper Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It. Watson 
suggested that the proper study of psychology was to focus on behavior and not the mind. 
Further, Watson saw the goal of psychology as identifying environmental conditions that 
direct behavior. Under no circumstances should the theory make reference to consciousness, 
mind, or other internal unobservable events. Watson created a psychology based on observ-
able behaviors alone, which helped promote the development of a strong stimulus–response 
psychology. Watson’s statement emphasizing the role of the environment in development is 
well known.

Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring 
them up in and I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become 
any type of specialist I might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and yes, 
even beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, 
vocations, and race of his ancestors. (Watson, 1924, p. 82)

As the quote implies, Watson assumed that there existed “talents, penchants,  
tendencies, abilities” that were part of an individual but that these could be overridden by 
environmental factors. In fact, Watson demonstrated that an 11-month-old infant named 
Little Albert could be conditioned to fear an animal such as a lab rat that the infant had 
previously enjoyed playing with (Watson & Rayner, 1920). The procedure (which would be 
considered unacceptable and unethical today) was to create a loud noise when the infant 
was observing the animal. A loud noise will produce a startle response. In a classical con-
ditioning manner, the pairing of the aversive noise and the animal led to conditioned fear. 
Behaviorists used classical conditioning as a mechanism for understanding phobias and 
other processes seen in mental illness.

B. F. Skinner became the twentieth century’s most vocal proponent of behaviorism. 
Beginning with his 1938 book, The Behavior of Organisms, Skinner played a significant role in 

In Pavlov’s work with dogs, it was shown that any sensory process, such as 
sound, that was paired with the food would produce salivation. 

classical conditioning: the 
pairing of the unconditioned 
stimulus with a neutral stimulus 
eventually causing the neutral 
stimulus to produce the same 
response

extinction: the process by 
which, after a period of time, 
the conditioned stimulus, when 
presented alone, will no longer 
produce the response
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