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GENERALIZED IMITATION

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behavior Analysis, Experimental Psychology, Learning Theory

1. Core Definition

Generalized Imitation refers to the behavioral phenomenon wherein an organism, typically a

human child or subject trained in laboratory settings, accurately reproduces a novel action or

sequence of actions immediately following their presentation by a model, even though that specific,

novel response has never been directly reinforced. This concept is central to the understanding of

complex social learning within the framework of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) and operant

conditioning. Crucially, the imitative response is classified as "generalized" because the learner

demonstrates the ability to imitate a broad class of behaviors--including those that are

topographically new--without requiring specific, immediate reinforcement for the novel instance.

Instead, the behavior of imitation itself has become a functional response class, maintained by an

established history of positive reinforcement for matching the model's actions in previous, distinct

contexts. This allows imitation to occur automatically, functioning as a learned, higher-order skill

rather than a series of individual, discrete responses. The capacity for generalized imitation is often

considered a prerequisite for the acquisition of many foundational social and academic skills.

The defining feature separating generalized imitation from simple, discriminated imitation is the

element of novelty. If an individual only imitates behaviors for which they have received direct,

recent reinforcement, the imitation is specific and context-bound. Generalized imitation, however,

implies the generalization of the response--the act of matching the model--across stimulus

boundaries (the specific actions modeled). When a child, who has been reinforced many times for

imitating simple motor movements (e.g., clapping, waving), spontaneously imitates a complex,

never-before-seen sequence (e.g., touching their elbow while spinning and vocalizing a nonsense

syllable), this is evidence of generalized imitation. This capability suggests that the act of

responding similarly to the model serves as an automatic reinforcing consequence, signaling a

robust and flexible learning repertoire essential for efficient human development and social

integration.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of generalized imitation emerged prominently from experimental analyses conducted

by behavioral researchers in the 1960s and 1970s, aiming to reconcile the rapid and often

unreinforced acquisition of complex social skills observed in children with the principles of operant

conditioning pioneered by B.F. Skinner. Early behaviorists struggled theoretically to account for

imitation, particularly when the behavior appeared immediately without prior shaping or specific

reinforcement for that exact topography. Initially, imitation was often viewed as a simple reflex or a
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chain of individual responses, each requiring specific training and consequence delivery to be

maintained. This model proved inefficient in explaining the speed of human learning observed in

natural environments.

The crucial experimental work that formalized the concept was spearheaded by researchers such

as Donald M. Baer and James Sherman. Their studies demonstrated convincingly that imitation

could function not as a series of unrelated responses, but as a learned operant class subject to the

laws of reinforcement. The experimental design typically involved systematic training where

subjects were reinforced for accurately matching a training set of simple, distinct motor behaviors.

Once a high accuracy rate was achieved across this training set, novel, unreinforced behaviors

(known as "probe behaviors") were introduced. If the subject accurately imitated these novel

behaviors in high frequency--despite zero reinforcement for those specific actions--it was

concluded that the behavioral class, "doing what the model does," had been successfully

established as a generalized skill.

This historical shift represented a major validation for the application of operant principles to

complex social learning. By proving that a comprehensive skill like imitation could be functionally

defined and manipulated by environmental contingencies, behavior analysts demonstrated that

phenomena often attributed to inaccessible internal cognitive processes could instead be explained

through measurable interactions between the organism and its environment. This development

provided the theoretical underpinning necessary for developing highly effective, technology-based

interventions for teaching social and academic skills to populations who struggle with spontaneous

imitation.

3. Mechanism: The Role of Reinforcement History

The foundation of generalized imitation rests entirely upon a specific history of differential

reinforcement for the act of matching the model's behavior. This process involves the systematic

establishment of stimulus control over the general imitative response class. Initially, the training

sequence is highly structured: first, the observer is exposed to a model demonstrating a specific

action, which functions as the discriminative stimulus (SD). Second, the observer attempts to

replicate the action (the response). Third, if the response topographically matches the model's

action, positive reinforcement is delivered (the consequence).

Through repeated pairings across a wide variety of modeled behaviors that share little in common

topographically (e.g., imitating clapping, imitating standing up, imitating pointing at the nose), the

functional relationship shifts. The reinforcement is no longer strictly contingent upon the specific,

individual behavior (e.g., the act of clapping itself), but becomes contingent upon the matching

response itself--the act of emitting a behavior topographically similar to the one just observed. The

crucial element is the generalization across the many different SDs (the modeled actions) that all
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precede the reinforced response of matching. The common thread becomes the correspondence

between the model's action and the learner's action.

Over time, the instruction or the sight of the model performing an action acquires robust stimulus

control over the general behavioral class of "imitation." The act of matching becomes a generalized

operant behavior that is highly sensitive to its established reinforcing history. When a novel

behavior is presented--a behavior never before associated with reinforcement--the individual

engages in the matching response because, historically, the response of matching has been

reinforced, regardless of the specific topography involved. In essence, the individual learns a

higher-order contingency: "Do what the model does yields reinforcement." This functionally

established rule allows for the rapid acquisition of new skills without the inefficient need to shape

and reinforce every single new action individually, thereby accelerating learning dramatically.

4. Key Characteristics

Response Novelty: The hallmark of generalized imitation is the successful reproduction of

behaviors that are entirely new and have never been seen, practiced, or reinforced previously. This

capacity to imitate novel acts is the operational definition that separates generalized imitation from

specific, trained responses.

Generality Across Stimuli and Responses: The skill is not restricted to a single type of action,

such as only motor movements or only vocalizations, but applies across a wide range of stimulus

modalities and corresponding response topographies. A learner who achieves generalized

imitation can imitate complex sequences involving objects, sounds, and actions.

Independence from Immediate Reinforcement: The imitative response for the novel behavior

occurs without the delivery of specific, immediate reinforcement for that particular action. The

behavior is maintained by the historical consequences tied to the functional response class of

matching, which operates even when the immediate consequence is absent.

Learned Operant Class: Imitation is established as a higher-order operant behavior, meaning the

act of matching is controlled by its past consequences, distinguishing it from purely reflexive

behaviors (like an eye blink) or simple biological predispositions to orient toward a model.

Pivotal Response Status: The establishment of generalized imitation is considered a pivotal

developmental milestone. It is a necessary prerequisite that, once acquired, makes subsequent

learning more efficient and effective, significantly accelerating the learner's overall rate of skill

acquisition in social, academic, and vocational domains.

5. Distinction from Related Concepts

While generalized imitation is rigorously defined within the behavioral tradition of operant

conditioning, it is essential to distinguish it from related concepts originating in cognitive and social

learning theories. The most prominent related concept is Observational Learning, particularly as
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articulated by Albert Bandura in his Social Learning Theory. Bandura's model posits internal

cognitive mediators--specifically attention, retention (memory), motor reproduction, and motivation-

-to explain the acquisition and performance of modeled behaviors. In Bandura's view, the

acquisition (learning) of a behavior can occur solely through observation and is distinct from its

performance, which may be contingent on external reinforcement (vicarious or direct) or internal

factors like self-efficacy.

Generalized imitation, conversely, offers a parsimonious, functional account rooted purely in

environmental contingencies and the measurable history of reinforcement. From the radical

behavioral perspective, the mechanism that allows for the imitation of novel acts is not an inferred

cognitive "representation" or "retention" process, but the demonstrable history of direct

reinforcement for the response class of matching. The behavioral explanation focuses on the

observable, three-term contingency: the model's action (antecedent), the imitative response

(behavior), and the past reinforcing outcome (consequence history).

Although both generalized imitation and observational learning explain how individuals learn from

models, the difference lies in the explanatory framework. Generalized imitation describes a

powerful, established skill that enables the immediate emission of new topographies due to a

generalized operant history. Observational learning encompasses a broader set of cognitive

processes underlying social interaction and often emphasizes the learning of sequences or rules

rather than the establishment of the act of matching itself as a functional operant. For behavior

analysts, generalized imitation is a directly teachable skill, while observational learning often

remains a descriptive category for a set of cognitive phenomena.

6. Applications in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

The mastery of generalized imitation is arguably the most critical initial goal in therapeutic and

educational programs, particularly within Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) for individuals who

exhibit developmental delays, most commonly children diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder

(ASD). Many individuals with ASD demonstrate deficits in spontaneous imitation, which severely

restricts their ability to learn efficiently from their natural environment and peers. For these

individuals, ABA protocols involve highly structured, intensive training procedures designed

explicitly to establish the generalized operant class of imitation.

ABA imitation programs follow a systematic progression, ensuring that the learner generalizes the

skill across different domains. Training typically begins with establishing discrete imitation skills in

simple categories, often starting with gross motor movements (e.g., jumping, standing),

progressing to fine motor movements (e.g., touching nose, wiggling fingers), object manipulation

(e.g., tapping a block, shaking a rattle), and culminating in complex imitative sequences and,

crucially, vocal (echoic) behavior. Therapists utilize prompt fading and specific differential
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reinforcement schedules to ensure that the response remains under the control of the model's

action, and not the prompt itself.

The key to successful intervention is systematic generalization programming. Therapists

intentionally vary the stimuli, models, environments, and specific behaviors trained, ensuring that

reinforcement is delivered for accurate matching across a wide array of topographies (the training

set). The ultimate success criterion is met when the individual consistently and accurately imitates

novel behaviors--those entirely outside the training set--in the presence of the imitation cue ("Do

this"). Once generalized imitation is established, new skills (e.g., self-care routines, vocational

tasks, complex play skills, and conversational language forms) can be taught much more rapidly

and efficiently through modeling alone, drastically reducing reliance on time-consuming shaping,

prompting, and reinforcement procedures for every single new task.

7. Significance and Impact

Generalized imitation holds profound theoretical and practical significance within behavioral

science. Theoretically, it provides a robust, non-mentalistic explanation for complex social learning

phenomena, successfully bringing the rapid acquisition of novel behaviors from observation under

the umbrella of operant principles. By demonstrating that high-fidelity, immediate learning from

models is a product of established reinforcement history rather than solely innate cognitive

machinery, it powerfully reinforces the explanatory and predictive power of behavior analysis. This

concept validates the behavioral approach to developmental psychology, showing precisely how

complex, abstract skills--like the ability to learn socially--can be defined, measured, and

functionally taught through systematic environmental manipulation.

Practically, the impact of generalized imitation is evident in therapeutic practice globally. The

research and protocols developed around teaching this skill have become foundational, standard

components of effective early intervention and special education programs. The ability to imitate

generalizes across all domains of life; it is necessary for acquiring language (echoics), participating

in group activities, engaging in reciprocal social play, and mastering educational material. The

absence or failure to establish generalized imitation is often correlated with significant

developmental challenges, particularly in social communication and overall developmental rate,

underscoring its pivotal role as a key mechanism for human learning and adaptation. Thus, the

pursuit of generalized imitation remains a central goal for accelerating the developmental progress

and improving the quality of life for individuals with learning barriers.

8. Further Reading

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

Experimental Psychology
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Operant Conditioning

Conditioned Reinforcer

Reinforcement

Donald M. Baer

Observational Learning

Developmental Disability
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