
175Module 9: Social Cognitive Theory

included more personal characteristics such as cognition, it was relabeled social cognitive theory. 
Let’s examine several assumptions of Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory before we address 
the specifics of it:

•• Learning can occur by observing others. An individual does not need to directly expe-
rience environmental stimuli, such as through reinforcement and punishment of 
behavior. Instead, an individual can observe others’ environmental experiences to learn 
new behaviors or which behaviors will receive rewards or punishments. Learning by 
observing others’ behaviors is called vicarious learning, or observational learning.

•• Learning may or may not include a behavior change. Learning can include observing oth-
ers’ behaviors and gaining knowledge but not performing those behaviors. For example, 
an individual may learn how to put a pencil in the sharpener and sharpen it through 
observation but might not sharpen the pencil if it is already sharp.

•• Personal characteristics are important in learning. Behavior is not simply a direct effect of 
the environment but also includes personal characteristics, such as beliefs in one’s abil-
ity. For example, a student who believes she can succeed on a history test is more likely 
to learn the material. Personal characteristics can be enhanced by the environment to 
promote learning, as when the student’s high score on the history test further solidifies 
her belief in her success.

The best-known example of observational learning is the classic experimental study exam-
ining aggressive behaviors (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1961). Preschool-age children in the exper-
imental group were taken individually to a toy room and exposed to an adult model exhibiting 
aggression toward a Bobo doll. Preschool-age children in the control group were taken indi-
vidually to the same toy room and exposed to an adult model playing quietly and ignoring the 
Bobo doll. Then the adult model exited the room, and the children’s behavior in the toy room 
was observed for aggression. As expected, the children exposed to the aggressive model exhibited 
more aggressive behaviors—both physical and verbal—than did children in the control group.
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Stimuli: See Module 8

Classic Bobo Doll Study. This study showed that children can learn aggressive behaviors through 
observational learning.
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