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Classical Conditioning
‘Classical conditioning is the use of a stimulus that has no apparent importance which becomes significant because it predicts something will follow; triggering an involuntary action.’
At the beginning of the last century the study of ‘observable behaviour’ was being researched and developed in various schools of psychology.  Ignoring subjective experiences; such as feelings and thoughts because they cannot be observed directly or assessed scientifically, the behaviourists concentrated on the theories that were the result of experiments conducted by I Pavlov and his dogs.  It was these discoveries that became known as Classical Conditioning.

Classical conditioning is a method of learning revealed by I Pavlov when conducting research on dogs for the production of saliva.  Pavlov presented the dogs with food measuring the amount of saliva produced.  Noticing that the dogs produced saliva when the food was being prepared, or when they smelt the food before being given it, he began to ring a bell prior to feeding.  The dogs began to salivate when hearing the bell.  He concluded therefore, that the dogs had become psychologically conditioned to associate the sound of the bell with being given food.  

This process can be defined as when a person or animal comes to associate a certain object, sense or state; known as the Unconditioned Stimulus or U.C.S., with a painful or pleasant experience; known as the Unconditioned Response or U.C.R., which causes the stimulus to become physiologically reactive, known as the Conditioned Stimulus or C.S., thus creating a particular response whenever the stimulus is offered or present; known as the Conditioned Response or C.R..  Bruce Fogel in The Dogs Mind gives an example of Classical Conditioning, by using yeast tablets, which he gives to new puppies in for their first inoculation as a method of distracting them from the pain.  When returning to his surgery for further treatment he states “a not uncommon consequence of my behaviour is that these dogs come in, look at me and dribble, I’ve unwittingly played Ivan Pavlov and have classically conditioned these dogs to salivate.”
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I was able to observe something very similar with my dog Brose when she was 1 year old.  The vet she usually sees has always greeted her with a ‘sweetie’ followed by play and ‘tummy tickles’, which has resulted in her having no fear of going to see him and a high pain tolerance.  She had to visit the emergency clinic; following a fight with Holly.  She was very distraught and obviously in pain.  Mr. Duffin was not on duty; no sweeties or tummy tickles, when the ‘strange vet’ began to examine her she grumbled and the vet put a muzzle on her before applying the antiseptic lotion to her wounds, at which she squealed out.  Upon returning three days later, she saw Mr. Duffin and received her rewards before treatment as usual.  Everything was going well until he reached for the 

antiseptic bottle, following which she backed into the corner, growling and turned her head to the wall - not the wounds but her head.  

The process can be defined follows:
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This form of learning is important to dog behaviourists and trainers because of its impact on overcoming the ‘inertial time lag’ of being able to reward the dog during a training exercise by introducing a delivery signal or a created conditioned reinforcer; often called a ‘bridge’, which the dog associates with a forthcoming reward.  This forms the basis of ‘clicker training’, the sound of the clicker becoming the signal for the conditioned response that is being rewarded.  Any classical conditioning that takes place in the development stages stays with the animal for life.  The response is totally automatic as there is no control over the bodily functions that take place; just as a fork being scratched down a plate will give goose bumps that cannot be stopped, or the smell of bacon cooking will produce saliva, even if you are not hungry, the behaviour is programmed into the brain.  

The discovery of Classical Conditioning developed into the study of Operant Conditioning, which advances the learning process begun by operant conditioning in the developmental stages by either the receiving of a reward or the avoidance of punishment.


