Burrhus Fredrik Skinner
Burrhus Frederik Skinner was an award winning psychologist of human behaviour, a university professor, writer and author, who became one of the most influential psychologists of his time.
Operant Behaviour
When discussing operant behaviour, he explains how positive reinforcers encourage that behaviour to re – occur, as the behaviour is strengthened by the positive consequences. If the consequences are negative, then it is likely that the behaviour will not be repeated.
This can be applied in sport through, positive reinforcements from a coach. This can strengthen behaviours that are advantageous to the sport being performed.
He describes how a person may respond to operant reinforcement. These reinforcements can cause an automatic response to the task being carried out, which in sport would increase the athlete’s skill level, resulting in confidence. This is described as more beneficial when the operant reinforcement is followed by desired behaviour at regular intervals. In sport this could be interpreted as positive feedback, regularly after small achievement. This would be particularly advantageous during the initial learning phase.
Aversive Stimuli
Skinners views on “Aversive stimuli” are interesting from a sporting perspective. He explains how the reduction or removal of reinforcers can cause a stimulus that is introspectively felt. This may be felt by athletes in several ways, such as failing to achieve a high enough level to be picked for a team, or not experiencing the glory of winning in an event they have worked hard towards.
Punishment
Punishment, which he describes as “aversive control”, can also be used to remove behaviours. Skinner believed this to be less effective, and If this punishment is severe, it can have very negative consequences. An example of this could be a coach shouting harshly at an athlete for not achieving at the desired standard, leading to the athlete loosing confidence and performing at an even lower level, or in the worst case, just walking out and giving up.
Self-Control
He believed that “self-control” was gained through community and environment, which later can be self-administered at will. This autonomous self-reinforcement is shaped over time.
In sport we see this regularly. When a person begins a new sport, initially there is a phase of learning/teaching, which slowly progresses through a series of different learning/coaching styles, where the athlete relies less and less on their coach and is more capable of achieving goals alone. The athlete has gained confidence in their ability to succeed and self-administer reinforcements.
