
176 Unit 3: Learning Theories

Think of some instances when you have learned through observation. Did your 
learning include a change in behavior? What factors were important in your 
observational learning?

OBSERVATIONAL LEARNING

➋	 Describe those characteristics of models, imitators, and the environment needed for 
observational learning.

Observational learning includes several components that influence what information will be 
learned. Both specific characteristics of the model performing the behavior and specific char-
acteristics of the imitator influence whether learning will occur. Even with the most effective 
models and imitators, environmental conditions also influence whether behaviors will be 
performed.

Model Characteristics
For observational learning to occur, someone must perform a behavior while being observed 
by another individual. The model, the individual whose behavior is being observed, performs 
(or models) a behavior that can be imitated by others. Models can be either live or symbolic 
(Bandura, 1986, 2002). Live models—individuals who are observed directly—can be the 
observer’s friends, parents, siblings, fellow students, or teachers. Symbolic models—individuals 
who do not live within the same environment as the observer—can be observed through various 
media such as movies, books, and television programs. Both live and symbolic models provide 
individuals with many opportunities to observe the behaviors of others.

Certain characteristics of models, whether live or symbolic, increase the likelihood that 
their behaviors will be observed:

1.	 Relevance: The behavior of models must be relevant for the individual observing the 
behavior—the individual must be interested in the behavior being performed, and 
the model must be similar to the individual (Schunk & Hanson, 1989). For exam-
ple, some children may not be interested in chess and will not pay attention to the 
behavior of the stellar chess player in school. Also, individuals are more likely to imi-
tate the behaviors of models who appear similar to them based on age, gender, race, 
socioeconomic status (SES), and so on. Students who observe a peer of the same age 

Symbolic Models. Models can be found in the media, such as singer Meghan Trainor and athlete Stephen Curry.
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