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Emitted Response

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behaviorism, Psychology

1. Core Definition

An emitted response is a fundamental concept within the field of behaviorism, particularly central

to operant conditioning. It refers to a behavior or action that originates from an organism without

being directly triggered by an identifiable, immediate external stimulus. Instead, an emitted

response is characterized by its voluntary nature, meaning the organism initiates the action, which

then "operates" on its environment to produce specific consequences. These consequences, in

turn, influence the future probability of that behavior occurring.

Unlike reflexive or involuntary reactions, an emitted response is a deliberate act that the organism

can consciously control and cease. The key defining feature is the organism's agency in initiating

the behavior. The act is not a forced reaction but a chosen course of action that aims to interact

with or modify the surrounding environment. This interaction is crucial, as it sets the stage for

learning through the outcomes generated by the response.

The consequences that follow an emitted response are critical in shaping future behavior. These

can include various forms of reinforcement, which increase the likelihood of the response being

repeated, or punishment, which decreases its likelihood. Thus, an emitted response is not merely

an action but a dynamic element in a continuous feedback loop between the organism's behavior

and its environmental outcomes, forming the basis of adaptive learning.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of the emitted response gained prominence through the pioneering work of B.F.

Skinner, a towering figure in 20th-century American psychology and a leading proponent of radical

behaviorism. Skinner meticulously developed the framework of operant conditioning, which sought

to explain complex behaviors by focusing on the relationship between actions and their

consequences, rather than solely on antecedent stimuli. His research moved beyond the simple

stimulus-response (S-R) models that dominated early behaviorism.

Skinner deliberately distinguished the term "emitted response" from the "elicited response," a

concept more closely associated with Ivan Pavlov's work on classical conditioning. While Pavlovian

elicited responses are reflexive and involuntary reactions to specific stimuli (e.g., salivation to

food), Skinner's emitted responses emphasized behaviors that appeared to be spontaneous or

freely chosen by the organism. This distinction was crucial for Skinner, as it allowed him to theorize

about a broader range of behaviors that are not merely reactions to environmental triggers but

active engagements with the environment.
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This historical development marked a significant theoretical advancement within behaviorism. By

focusing on emitted responses, Skinner opened new avenues for understanding how organisms

learn complex skills, make choices, and adapt their behavior based on experience. His

experimental work, often involving animals in controlled environments such as the "Skinner Box,"

demonstrated how environmental contingencies could systematically shape and maintain these

emitted behaviors, laying the groundwork for a scientific analysis of voluntary action.

3. Key Characteristics

A primary characteristic of an emitted response is its inherent voluntariness. Unlike a sneeze or

a blink, which are automatic reactions to specific stimuli, an emitted response is initiated by the

organism without a discernible, immediate, or specific external trigger. This means the organism

possesses a degree of agency in performing the action, and importantly, can choose to withhold or

discontinue the behavior. This characteristic is what sets operant behaviors apart from the

involuntary, reflexive behaviors studied in classical conditioning.

Furthermore, emitted responses are inherently instrumental. They are not merely actions for their

own sake but are performed because they serve a purpose or lead to a particular outcome. The

mouse pressing a lever in a Skinner box, for instance, performs this action not reflexively, but as a

means to obtain a food pellet. The behavior is instrumental in achieving a desired state or avoiding

an undesirable one, making it a goal-directed action within the behavioral framework.

Another crucial characteristic is that emitted responses operate on the environment. This

"operating" implies that the behavior actively interacts with and changes the organism's

surroundings in some way, however subtle. Pushing a lever, vocalizing a request, or navigating a

maze are all examples of actions that produce a tangible effect on the external world, which then

generates a consequence. This interaction is the cornerstone of operant conditioning, highlighting

the organism's role in actively shaping its own environment and, consequently, its own learning

trajectory.

Finally, emitted responses are highly modifiable through learning. Because they are followed by

consequences, their future probability is subject to change. Reinforcing consequences increase the

likelihood of the response occurring again, while punishing consequences decrease it. This

continuous feedback loop allows emitted responses to be flexibly adapted to changing

environmental conditions, demonstrating the dynamic nature of learned behavior and the

organism's capacity for complex behavioral adjustments.

4. Mechanisms of Consequence: Reinforcement and Punishment

The fate of an emitted response is intrinsically linked to the consequences it produces within the

environment. These consequences serve as the primary mechanisms through which behaviors are
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learned, strengthened, or weakened. The two overarching categories of consequences are

reinforcement, which increases the future probability of a response, and punishment, which

decreases it. Understanding these mechanisms is essential for comprehending how emitted

responses are shaped.

Reinforcement can occur in two forms: positive reinforcement and negative reinforcement.

Positive reinforcement involves the addition of a desirable stimulus following an emitted response,

thereby making the response more likely to occur in the future. For example, a mouse pressing a

lever and receiving a food pellet is positively reinforced, increasing its tendency to press the lever

again. Negative reinforcement, conversely, involves the removal of an aversive stimulus following

an emitted response, also making the response more likely. An individual taking an aspirin to

alleviate a headache is negatively reinforced; the removal of pain increases the likelihood of taking

aspirin in similar situations. Both forms of reinforcement serve to strengthen an emitted behavior.

Similarly, punishment also has two forms: positive punishment and negative punishment.

Positive punishment involves the addition of an aversive stimulus following an emitted response,

which decreases the future probability of that response. If a child touches a hot stove and

experiences pain, this positive punishment reduces the likelihood of them touching the stove again.

Negative punishment involves the removal of a desirable stimulus following an emitted response,

similarly decreasing the response's future probability. If a teenager stays out past curfew and has

their phone privileges revoked, this negative punishment makes them less likely to stay out late in

the future. Both forms of punishment aim to weaken an emitted behavior.

The effectiveness of these consequences in shaping emitted responses also depends on various

factors, including their immediacy, consistency, and magnitude. Furthermore, Skinner identified

different schedules of reinforcement, such as fixed-ratio, variable-ratio, fixed-interval, and

variable-interval schedules, which dictate when and how frequently reinforcement is delivered.

These schedules profoundly influence the pattern, rate, and persistence of emitted behaviors,

demonstrating the intricate relationship between an emitted response, its consequences, and the

broader environmental contingencies.

5. Distinction from Elicited Responses

A cornerstone of B.F. Skinner's theoretical framework was the sharp distinction he drew between

emitted responses and Pavlovian elicited responses. This differentiation was not merely semantic

but represented a fundamental divergence in understanding the origins and mechanisms of

behavior. Elicited responses, as first systematically studied by Ivan Pavlov, are typically reflexes--

involuntary, automatic reactions to specific, identifiable environmental stimuli. These responses are

hard-wired or become conditioned through association, such as a dog salivating at the sight of food

or blinking in response to a puff of air.
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In contrast, emitted responses are behaviors that are not directly triggered by an immediate,

specific stimulus. Instead, they appear to be spontaneous or voluntary actions initiated by the

organism itself. While an emitted response might occur in a particular context, that context does

not compel the response in the same reflexive way a stimulus elicits a reflex. The crucial difference

lies in the locus of control: elicited responses are controlled by the antecedent stimulus, whereas

emitted responses are controlled by their consequences and are subject to the organism's

perceived volition.

Consider the illustrative example provided: a mouse hitting a lever to receive a food pellet. The act

of pressing the lever is an emitted response. There is no specific, immediate stimulus that forces

the mouse to press the lever; it is a voluntary action. The mouse performs this action because it

has learned through past experience that it leads to a desirable outcome (food). Conversely, if a

bright light were shined into the mouse's eyes, and it blinked, that blink would be an elicited

response--an involuntary reflex directly caused by the light stimulus. The mouse cannot

consciously choose not to blink in the same way it can choose not to press the lever.

This distinction is paramount because it underpins the two major types of conditioning: classical

(Pavlovian) and operant (Skinnerian). Classical conditioning deals with the learning of involuntary,

elicited responses, while operant conditioning focuses on the learning and modification of

voluntary, emitted responses. By clearly separating these two categories, Skinner provided a

robust framework for analyzing a much broader spectrum of behaviors, particularly those that

involve active engagement with the environment and goal-directed actions.

6. Significance and Impact

The concept of the emitted response has had a profound and lasting impact on the field of

psychology, particularly within behaviorism and the broader study of learning. By providing a clear

framework for understanding behaviors that are not merely reflexive, it allowed researchers to

systematically analyze and predict a vast array of complex actions performed by both animals and

humans. This analytical tool moved psychology closer to a truly scientific discipline, focusing on

observable behaviors and their environmental determinants.

This concept is foundational to the entire theory of operant conditioning, which posits that

behaviors are strengthened or weakened by the consequences that follow them. Without the notion

of an emitted response--a behavior that "operates" on the environment--the mechanisms of

reinforcement and punishment would lack their primary subject. Consequently, the understanding

of how habits are formed, skills are acquired, and voluntary actions are maintained or extinguished

would be severely limited. It provided the necessary conceptual anchor for explaining goal-directed

behaviors through environmental contingencies.

Moreover, the focus on emitted responses shifted psychological inquiry from purely introspective
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accounts of mental states to an empirical analysis of behavior. It offered a parsimonious

explanation for how organisms learn to navigate their world, adapt to new situations, and achieve

desired outcomes through their actions. This emphasis on external, measurable variables

contributed significantly to the development of experimental psychology and laid the groundwork

for evidence-based interventions in various applied settings, demonstrating the concept's practical

as well as theoretical importance.

7. Applications in Research and Therapy

The practical implications of understanding emitted responses are extensive, spanning from

controlled laboratory research to effective therapeutic interventions. In experimental psychology,

the study of emitted responses has been crucial for investigating fundamental principles of learning

and motivation in animals. Researchers use controlled environments, often involving devices like

the Skinner Box, to meticulously observe how specific emitted behaviors (e.g., lever pressing,

pecking) are acquired, maintained, and modified under various schedules of reinforcement and

punishment. This research has provided invaluable insights into the basic laws of behavior that

apply across species.

In clinical and educational settings, the concept forms the bedrock of Applied Behavior Analysis

(ABA) and other behavior modification techniques. ABA, for instance, is widely used with

individuals with autism spectrum disorder and other developmental disabilities to teach new skills,

reduce challenging behaviors, and enhance adaptive functioning. Therapists identify specific

emitted responses (e.g., making eye contact, requesting an item) and systematically reinforce

them, while maladaptive emitted responses (e.g., self-injurious behavior) are targeted for reduction

through appropriate behavioral strategies.

Beyond developmental disorders, the principles derived from the study of emitted responses are

applied in various therapeutic contexts. Behavior therapy utilizes these principles to address

phobias, anxiety disorders, and substance abuse by helping individuals learn new, more adaptive

emitted responses and extinguish undesirable ones. In organizational behavior management,

emitted responses are analyzed to improve workplace productivity, safety, and employee

performance through targeted reinforcement programs. The pervasive application of this concept

underscores its utility in shaping and improving behavior in real-world scenarios.

8. Broader Theoretical Context and Critiques

While the concept of the emitted response is foundational to Skinner's radical behaviorism, its

place within the broader theoretical landscape of psychology has also been a subject of extensive

discussion and critique. Radical behaviorism, in its purest form, emphasizes that all behavior,

including what might be considered "voluntary" or "spontaneous," can ultimately be explained by
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environmental contingencies of reinforcement and punishment, without recourse to internal mental

states. The emitted response, therefore, is viewed as an action whose probability is determined by

its past consequences, rather than by an internal, unobservable decision-making process.

However, this strictly environmental and deterministic perspective has faced significant challenges,

particularly from the rise of cognitive psychology. Critics argue that focusing solely on observable

emitted responses and external consequences neglects the crucial role of internal mental

processes such as thoughts, beliefs, expectations, and motivations. While an organism might emit

a response, cognitive theorists would argue that the "voluntariness" of that response is mediated

by internal representations, goals, and cognitive appraisals of the situation, which behaviorism

largely dismissed as unscientific.

Furthermore, biological and evolutionary perspectives have also offered critiques, suggesting that

innate predispositions and genetic factors play a more significant role in shaping behavior than

acknowledged by radical behaviorism. The concept of "preparedness," for instance, highlights that

some emitted responses are more easily learned (or harder to extinguish) than others due to

evolutionary history, implying limits to the environmental malleability of behavior. These

perspectives provide a more nuanced understanding of how emitted responses interact with both

environmental and internal organismic variables.

Despite these criticisms, the concept of the emitted response and the principles of operant

conditioning continue to hold immense value. Even in contemporary cognitive-behavioral therapies,

observable behaviors (emitted responses) and their consequences remain a critical focus for

intervention. The enduring legacy lies in its robust empirical foundation and its practical

effectiveness in systematically modifying behavior, even as modern psychology integrates

cognitive, biological, and social factors into a more holistic understanding of human and animal

action.
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