
160 Unit 3: Learning Theories

•• an unconditioned stimulus, the behavior or event that evokes an automatic response 
(e.g., moving your hand quickly toward someone’s face); and

•• an unconditioned response, the automatic behavior caused by the stimulus, which can 
be physiological (e.g., someone flinching when your hand approaches) or emotional 
(e.g., fear).

In short, we don’t learn to connect an unconditioned stimulus with an unconditioned 
response; rather, we inherit these involuntary behaviors.

Classical conditioning, or classical learning, is based on the pairing of these involuntary 
behaviors with events that do not evoke an automatic response. These neutral stimuli include 
shapes, behaviors, sounds, and smells. In classical conditioning, learning will occur when a 
neutral stimulus is paired repeatedly with an unconditioned stimulus, as in the famous study 
by Ivan Petrovich Pavlov (1849–1936), a physiologist who was studying the digestive systems 
of dogs. (Note that he was not a psychologist.) In Pavlov’s (1927/1960) study, his researchers 
would release the alarm on the doors to the dogs’ cages, sounding a bell, and then bring food to 
the dogs. After they had done this repeatedly, Pavlov noticed that the dogs started to produce 
saliva when the bell sounded rather than when the food was presented.

Classical conditioning states that an unconditioned stimulus (in this case, the presentation 
of food) and its unconditioned response (the dogs salivating automatically) can be paired with 
a previously neutral stimulus (a bell sounding). As a result, the previously neutral stimulus 
becomes a conditioned stimulus, or a learned stimulus that evokes a conditioned response, or 
a learned response. The dogs produced saliva (conditioned response) when they heard the bell 
(conditioned stimulus), not when presented with food. According to the first assumption we 
discussed, the change in behavior showed that learning had occurred.

While Pavlov’s study illustrates a physical response, classical conditioning also demon-
strates how emotions, particularly fear, can be learned (Watson & Rayner, 1920). In one study, 
researchers began by placing an infant, Little Albert, in the middle of a table and then made a 
loud noise behind him (unconditioned stimulus, UCS), automatically producing a startled fear 
response (unconditioned response, UCR). A neutral stimulus—a white rat—was paired repeat-
edly with the loud noise. After several pairings, Little Albert learned to be afraid of the white rat 

Behavioral Perspective. 
Behaviorists assume that 

learning processes are very 
similar between animals and 

humans.
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