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Much vigorous laboratory activity is currently being centered on social learning in children.
The review which follows discusses imitation,: one basic form of social learning. In this
paper, Dr. Bandura describes a series of studié¥ emanating from his own laboratory that
confirm the significance of imitation in personality development of the child and point to some
of the factors that bring about imitative responses in preschool-aged children. At the same
time, the research reviewed here suggests rather extensive modification of traditional psy-
choanalytic-based theories of identification.
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THE ROLE OF IMITATION IN PERSONALITY
DEVELOPMENT *

ALBERT BANDURA

I remember reading a story reported
by Professor Mowrer about a lonesome
farmer who decided to get a parrot for
company. After acquiring the bird, the
farmer spent many long evenings teach-
ing the parrot the phrase, “Say Uncle.”
Despite the devoted tutorial attention,
the parrot proved totally unresponsive
and finally, the frustrated farmer got a
stick and struck the parrot on the head
after each refusal to produce the desired
phrase.

But the visceral method proved no
more effective than the cerebral one, so
the farmer grabbed his feathered friend
and tossed him in the chicken house.
A short time later the farmer heard a

* The experiments reported in this paper
were supported in part by research Grants
M-1734, M-4398, and M-5316 from the Na-
tional Institute of Health, Public Health Ser-
vice, and the Lewis S. Haas Child Develop-
ment Research Fund, Stanford University.
The author wishes to express his apprecia-
tion to the many students who assisted in
various phases of this research. I am also
grateful to Edith Dowley, Director, Marilyn
Haley and Patricia Rowe, Head Teachers,
Stanford University Nursery Schools, for
their aid in arranging the research facilities.

Dr. Bandura received his doctorate at the State Uni-
versity of Iowa and held a post at the Wichita Guidance
Center before geing to Stanford University where he
now is Associate Professor of Psychology.

loud commotion in the chicken house
and, upon investigation, found that the
parrot was pommeling the startled
chickens on the head with a stick and
shouting, “Say Uncle!” “Say Uncle!”.

While this story is not intended as an
introduction to a treatise on parrot-
training practices, it provides a graphic
illustration of the process of social learn-
ing that I shall discuss in this paper.

One can distinguish two kinds of pro-
cesses by which children acquire atti-
tudes, values, and patterns of social be-
havior. First, the learning that occurs
on the basis of direct tuition or instru-
mental training. In this form of learn-
ing, parents and other socializing agents
are relatively explicit about what they
wish the child to learn, and attempt to
shape his behavior through rewarding
and punishing consequences.

Although a certain amount of social-
ization of a child takes place through
such direct training, personality pat-
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terns are primarily acquired through
the child’s active imitation of parental
attitudes and behavior, most of which
the parents have never directly attempt-
ed to teach. Indeed, parental modeling
behavior may often counteract the ef-
fects of their direct training. When a
parent punishes his child physically for
having aggressed toward peers, for ex-
ample, the intended outcome of this
training is that the child should refrain
from hitting others. The child, however,
is also learning from parental demon-
stration how to aggress physically, and
this imitative learning may provide the
direction for the child’s behavior when
he is similarly frustrated in subsequent
social interactions.

Research on imitation demonstrates
that, unlike the relatively slow process
of instrumental training, when a model
is provided, patterns of behavior are
rapidly acquired in large segments or
in their entirety (Bandura, 1962). The
pervasiveness of this form of learning
is also clearly evident in naturalistic ob-
servations of children’s play in which
they frequently reproduce the entire
parental role-behavior including the
appropriate mannerisms, voice inflec-
tions and attitudes, much to the par-
ents’ surprise and embarrassment. Al-
though the process whereby a person
reproduces the behavior exhibited by
real-life or symbolized models is gen-
erally labelled “identification” in theor-
ies of personality, I shall employ the
term imitation because it encompasses
the same behavioral phenomenon, and
avoids the elusiveness and surplus
meanings that have come to be associ-
ated with the former concept.

Let us now consider a series of ex-
periments that both illustrates the pro-
cess of learning through imitation, and
identifies some of the factors which
serve to enhance or to reduce the oc-
currence of imitative behavior.

Transmission of Aggression

One set of experiments was designed
primarily to determine the extent to
which aggression can be transmitted to
children through exposure to aggressive
adult models (Bandura, Ross and Ross,
1962). One group of children observed
an aggressive model who exhibited
relatively novel forms of physical and

verbal aggression toward a large in-
flated plastic doll; a second group
viewed the same model behave in a very
subdued and inhibited manner, while
children in a control group had no ex-
posure to any models. Half the children
in each of the experimental conditions
observed models of the same sex as
themselves, and the remaining children
in each group witnessed opposite sex
models.

This investigation was later extended
(Bandura, Ross and Ross, 1963a) in
order to compare the effects of real-life
and film-mediated or televised aggres-
sive models on children’s behavior.
Children in the human film-aggression
group viewed a movie showing the same
adults, who had served as models in
the earlier experiment, portraying the
novel aggressive acts toward the in-
flated doll. For children in the cartoon-
aggression groups, a film in which the
female model costumed as a cartoon
cat exhibiting the aggressive behavior -
toward the plastic doll was projected on
a glass lenscreen in a television console.

After exposure to their respective
models all children, including those in
the control group, were mildly frustrat-
ed and tested for the amount of imi-
tative and non-imitative aggression.

The results of these experiments
leave little doubt that exposure to ag-
gressive models heightens children’s ag-
gressive responses to subsequent frus-
tration. As shown in Figure 1, children
who observed the aggressive models
exhibited approximately twice as much
aggression than did subjects in the non-
aggressive model group or the control
group. In addition, children who wit-
nessed the subdued mnonaggressive
model displayed the inhibited behavior
characteristic of their model and ex-
pressed significantly less aggression
than the control children.

Some evidence that the influence of
models is partly determined by the sex
appropriateness of their behavior is pro-
vided by the finding that the aggressive
male model was a more powerful stimu-
lus for aggression than the aggressive
female model. Some of the children,
particularly the boys, commented spon-
taneously on the fact that the female
model’s behavior was out of character
(e.g., “That’s no way for a lady to be-



R P

have. Ladies are supposed to act like
ladies. . . )

In contrast, aggression by the male
model was generally viewed as appro-
priate and approved by both the boys
(“Al’s a good socker, he beat up Bobo.
I want to sock like Al””) and the girls
(“That man is a strong fighter. He
punched and punched, and he could hit
Bobo right down to the floor and if
Bobo got up he said, ‘Punch your nose’.
He’s a good fighter like Daddy.”)
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what less inclined to imitate precisely
the cartoon character than the real-life
aggressive model, all three experi-
mental conditions—real-life, film-medi-
ated, and cartoon aggressive models—
produced equivalent increases in over-

non-imitative aggression.

The finding that film-mediated models
are as effective as real-life models in
eliciting and transmitting aggressive
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Figure 1. Mean number of aggressive responses performed by children in each of five

groups.

The data furthermore reveal that ag-
gressive models are highly influential
not only in reducing children’s inhibi-
tions over aggression, but also in shap-
ing the form of their behavior. Chil-
dren who observed the aggressive
models displayed a great number of pre-
cisely imitative aggressive acts, where-
as, such responses rarely occurred in
either the non-aggressive model group
or the control group. Illustrations of
the way many of the children became
virtually carbon copies of their models
are presented in Figure 2. The top
frames show the female model per-
forming four novel aggressive responses;
the lower frames depict a boy and a
girl reproducing the behavior of the
female model whom they had observed
in the film presentation.

Although the children were some-

responses indicates that televised mod-
els may serve as important sources of
behavior and can no longer be ignored
in conceptualizations of personality de-
velopment. Indeed, most youngsters
probably have more exposure to pres-
tigeful televised male models than to
their own fathers. With further ad-
vances in mass media and audiovisual
technology, pictorially presented mod-
els, mainly through television, are likely
to play an increasingly influential role
in shaping personality patterns, and in
modifying attitudes and social norms.

It has been widely assumed on the
basis of psychoanalytic theory and
other hydraulic energy models of per-
sonality, that children’s vicarious par-
ticipation in film-mediated aggression
or the direct expression of aggressive
behavior will serve to discharge “pent-






