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One notable example of operant conditioning is teaching a mouse to successfully run a 
maze. When the mouse takes the right paths and finishes the maze quickly, it is either 
positively reinforced (e.g., rewarded with a piece of cheese) or negatively reinforced (e.g.,
not shocked with an electric prod, as it was when it chose the wrong path). On the other
hand, when the mouse takes wrong turns or does not complete the maze in adequate
time, it is either positively punished (e.g., shocked with electricity) or negatively pun-
ished (e.g., not given the cheese). Mice, like humans, tend to learn the correct behavior 
extremely fast using such consistent implementation of punishments and reinforcements.

Especially in humans, such principles of operant conditioning can be found even at very
early ages. In fact, many of us have implemented such techniques (or been subjected to 
them) without really knowing they were called operant conditioning. For example, dur-
ing “toilet training,” we teach our children to use the toilet rather than urinating and
defecating in their pants. To reinforce the act of going to the bathroom on a toilet, we 
encourage the correct behavior by presenting positive rewards, which can be as simple 
as showing extreme pleasure and hugging the child or giving the child a “treat.” While 
modern parents rarely use spanking in toilet training, there is an inherent positive pun-
ishment for children who use the bathroom in their pants; specifically, they have to stay 

in their dirty diaper for a while and face the embarrassment most 
children feel when this happens. Also, negative punishments are
present in such situations because they do not get the positive 
recognition or treats, so the rewards are absent as well.

A large amount of research has shown that humans learn atti-
tudes and behavior best through a mix of punishments and 
reinforcements throughout life. For example, studies have clearly 
shown that rehabilitative programs that appear to work most 
effectively in reducing recidivism in offenders are those that 
have many opportunities for rewards as well as threats for pun-
ishments. To clarify, empirical research that has combined the
findings from hundreds of studies of rehabilitation programs 
has demonstrated that the programs that are most successful in 
changing the attitudes and behavior of previous offenders are 
those that offer at least four reward opportunities for every one 
punishment aspect of the program.40 So whether it is training chil-
dren to use the toilet or altering criminals’ thinking and behavior, 
operant conditioning is a well-established form of learning that 
makes differential reinforcement theory a more valid and speci-
fied model of offending than differential association.

Thus, whether deviant or conforming behavior occurs and contin-
ues “depends on the past and present rewards or punishment for 
the behavior, and the rewards and punishment attached to alter-
native behavior.”41 This is in stark contrast to Sutherland’s dif-
ferential association model, which looked only at what happens 
before an act (i.e., classical conditioning), not what happens after 
(i.e., operant conditioning). Burgess and Akers’s model looks at 
both what occurs before the act and what occurs afterward. Thus, 
illegal behavior is likely to occur, as Burgess and Akers theorized,
when its perceived rewards outweigh the potential punishments 
for committing such acts.

ATION/MODELING. Burgess and Akers emphasized another
, which was imita-

that Sutherland’s original formulation of differential association

Referring to Bandura’s 
theory of imitation/
modeling, do you 
think the boy pictured 
learned this hand sign by 
observing others?
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