
A learning theory that uses POSITIVE 
REINFORCEMENT, NEGATIVE 

REINFORCEMENT, and/or 
PUNISHMENT in order to shape 

behavior.

B F Skinner’s

Operant Conditioning



•Reinforcer:  anything that increases the 
occurrence of a desired behavior.

•Positive Reinforcement:  reinforcement 
by giving something.

•Negative Reinforcement: reinforcement 
by taking something away (removal)

•Punishment:  anything that decreases the
occurrence of an undesired behavior.  
Usually unpleasant.



Practical Application (almost)

• “Project Pigeon” was Skinner’s attempt to help 
defeat Germany during WWII.

• Concept:  a missile, guided by conditioned 
pigeons, should be able to hit an enemy warship 
100% of the time.
– This works pretty reliably with primary reinforcers.
– The government sunk $25,000 into this research from 

1942-44.
– The Navy said “No, thanks.”



Three pigeons controlled the three flight axes of the missile.  A 2/3 
pigeon majority was required for course changes.

Lenses showed the target to the pigeons.



As long as 
each pigeon
pecked 
continuously 
at the 
center of 
the lens, the
missile 
would fly 
straight at 
the pecked 
area!




