Environmental Reinforcement in Coaching
By Burrhus Frederic Skinner

General Background - B.F. Skinner, was an American psychologist, who developed the theory of Operant Conditioning, which is a central part of Behaviourism. This 4 part-theory suggests that behaviour is shaped by its consequences, and that by manipulating these consequences, we can modify behaviour. Skinner's work has been a great impact on various fields, including education, therapy, and coaching, he is the 3rd most cited psychologist of all time. 
Skinner's theory of Operant Conditioning says that a person is first exposed to a stimulus, which elicits a response, and the response is then reinforced (stimulus, response, reinforcement), believing this is what ultimately conditions our behaviours.


The 4 Types of Operant Conditioning and Examples
· Positive Reinforcement from a coach includes verbal praise, a gesture of approval and other ways to encourage athletes’ behaviours to continue. 
· Negative Reinforcements are used by removing an undesired stimulus to promote a desired behaviour. E.g. a coach might tell the players that the toughest drill will be removed if the players perform the current task successfully.
· Punishment This involves adding something undesirable to a situation to decrease the likelihood of a behaviour. For example, a coach might make a player run laps as a punishment for breaking a team rule. Although Skinner’s states that punishments are not effective in the long-term as it can damage the relationship with that individual.
· Extinction This involves removing a reinforcement that was previously maintaining a behaviour, leading to a decrease in the behaviour over time.


Limitations and Considerations 
· Skinner's approach emphasizes primarily external factors, while other practitioners in the field criticised his approach and emphasised the role of internal factors such as thoughts, feelings, and human choice on influencing behaviour change.
· It is crucial to consider the individual differences among athletes. What works for one athlete may not work for another. Each athlete has a unique personality, learning style, and motivational factors.

Conclusion
B.F. Skinner's theory of Environmental Reinforcement provides a framework for understanding and modifying behaviour. By applying his principles to coaching, coaches can create positive learning environments, motivate athletes, and help them reach their full potential whilst considering individual differences.
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