
high order conditioning psychology definition
high order conditioning psychology definition is a fundamental concept in behavioral
psychology that expands upon the principles of classical conditioning. It refers to a process where a
previously neutral stimulus becomes associated with an unconditioned stimulus through the use of a
conditioned stimulus. This concept plays a crucial role in understanding how behaviors and
responses can be learned and modified over time. In this article, we will delve deeply into the
definition of high order conditioning, its mechanisms, examples, differences from other conditioning
types, and its applications in various fields. By comprehensively exploring this topic, we aim to
provide a clear understanding of high order conditioning and its relevance in psychology today.
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Understanding High Order Conditioning

High order conditioning, also known as secondary conditioning, builds upon the foundational
concepts of classical conditioning introduced by Ivan Pavlov. In classical conditioning, a neutral
stimulus becomes a conditioned stimulus after being paired with an unconditioned stimulus that
naturally elicits a response. High order conditioning takes this a step further by allowing a
conditioned stimulus to be paired with another stimulus, which itself may not have any inherent
value.

The process can be broken down into a few key components:

Conditioned Stimulus (CS): A previously neutral stimulus that, after being paired with an
unconditioned stimulus, acquires the ability to elicit a conditioned response.

Unconditioned Stimulus (US): A stimulus that naturally and automatically triggers a
response without prior learning.

Conditioned Response (CR): A learned response to the previously neutral conditioned
stimulus.

High Order Conditioning (HOC): The process where a new neutral stimulus becomes a



conditioned stimulus through association with an already established conditioned stimulus.

To illustrate, consider Pavlov's dogs. Initially, they learned to salivate (CR) in response to the sound
of a bell (CS) that had been paired with food (US). In a high order conditioning scenario, if the sound
of a light (a neutral stimulus) was paired with the bell (now a CS), the light could eventually elicit
salivation on its own. This illustrates how behaviors can extend beyond the initial learning
experience to include new stimuli.

Mechanisms of High Order Conditioning

The mechanisms behind high order conditioning involve several psychological processes that
facilitate the formation of associations between stimuli. Understanding these mechanisms provides
insight into how complex behaviors are learned and modified.

Association Formation

At the core of high order conditioning is the principle of association. When a conditioned stimulus is
coupled with another neutral stimulus, the brain begins to associate the two. This association can
create pathways in the brain that allow the new stimulus to evoke responses similar to those elicited
by the original conditioned stimulus.

Generalization and Discrimination

Generalization occurs when a response to a conditioned stimulus is elicited by similar stimuli. For
instance, if a dog learns to salivate at the sound of a bell, it may also salivate at similar sounds.
Discrimination, on the other hand, involves the ability to differentiate between similar stimuli. High
order conditioning can influence both these processes, as new associations can either broaden or
narrow the range of stimuli that elicit responses.

Extinction and Spontaneous Recovery

Over time, if the conditioned stimulus is no longer paired with the unconditioned stimulus, the
conditioned response may diminish—a process known as extinction. However, spontaneous recovery
can occur, where the conditioned response re-emerges after some time has passed. Understanding
these mechanisms is crucial in contexts such as therapy and behavior modification.

Examples of High Order Conditioning

High order conditioning is not just a theoretical concept; it has practical implications and can be



observed in various scenarios.

Advertising and Consumer Behavior

One of the most prevalent examples of high order conditioning occurs in advertising. Companies
often pair their products (neutral stimulus) with positive images or messages (conditioned stimuli).
For instance, a soft drink advertisement might feature a popular celebrity enjoying the drink, thus
associating the product with the positive feelings generated by the celebrity. Over time, consumers
may develop a conditioned response to crave the drink due to its association with the positive
feelings elicited by the celebrity.

Phobias and Fear Conditioning

High order conditioning can also explain the development of phobias. Imagine a child who
experiences a frightening event (unconditioned stimulus) while in a specific location (neutral
stimulus). If this child then encounters a related but previously neutral stimulus, such as a certain
sound or even a color associated with that location, the fear response can be transferred. Thus, the
child may develop a phobia towards the sound or color, even if it was not directly involved in the
original frightening experience.

Conditioning in Animals

In animal training, high order conditioning is frequently utilized. For example, a trainer may use a
clicker (conditioned stimulus) to signal to a dog that it has performed a desired behavior. If the
clicker is consistently paired with treats (unconditioned stimulus), the dog learns to associate the
clicker with receiving a reward. Later, if the trainer uses a whistle (neutral stimulus) paired with the
clicker, the dog may respond to the whistle as if it signifies a reward, demonstrating high order
conditioning.

Differences Between High Order Conditioning and
Other Types

Understanding the distinctions between high order conditioning and other forms of conditioning,
such as classical and operant conditioning, is crucial for grasping the full spectrum of behavioral
psychology.

High Order Conditioning vs. Classical Conditioning

While both involve the association of stimuli, the key difference lies in the number of conditioning
stages. In classical conditioning, a neutral stimulus directly becomes a conditioned stimulus through



pairing with an unconditioned stimulus. In contrast, high order conditioning involves an additional
layer where a conditioned stimulus is used to condition a new neutral stimulus.

High Order Conditioning vs. Operant Conditioning

Operant conditioning, developed by B.F. Skinner, differs fundamentally in its approach. Operant
conditioning focuses on the consequences of behavior (reinforcement or punishment) to shape future
behavior, while high order conditioning centers on the associations formed between stimuli. Both
methods can lead to behavior modification, but they operate through different mechanisms.

Applications of High Order Conditioning

The implications of high order conditioning are vast, influencing various fields such as psychology,
education, marketing, and animal training.

Psychology and Therapy

In therapeutic settings, understanding high order conditioning allows psychologists to address
maladaptive behaviors. Techniques such as systematic desensitization utilize principles of
conditioning to help individuals confront fears by gradually exposing them to associated stimuli in a
controlled environment.

Education

In educational contexts, teachers can apply high order conditioning by associating learning
materials with positive experiences. For example, using engaging activities or rewards when
introducing new concepts can create positive associations that enhance student learning and
retention.

Marketing Strategies

Marketers leverage high order conditioning to create brand loyalty. By consistently associating their
products with positive emotions or experiences, they can cultivate a loyal customer base that
responds favorably to their brand. This strategy is evident in the use of jingles, mascots, and
emotional storytelling that evoke specific feelings toward a product.

Animal Training

In the realm of animal training, high order conditioning is vital. Trainers use it to instill desired



behaviors by reinforcing the connection between commands (conditioned stimuli) and rewards
(unconditioned stimuli). This method has proven effective across various animal species, from
household pets to more complex animal behaviors in zoos and aquariums.

Conclusion

The exploration of high order conditioning psychology definition reveals the complexity and
versatility of behavior modification through learned associations. This concept not only deepens our
understanding of human and animal behavior but also provides practical applications across various
fields. From addressing phobias in therapy to enhancing learning in educational settings, high order
conditioning illustrates the intricate connections that govern responses to stimuli. As we continue to
uncover the nuances of this psychological phenomenon, we gain valuable insights into how
behaviors are shaped and influenced, paving the way for effective interventions and strategies in our
daily lives.

Q: What is high order conditioning in psychology?
A: High order conditioning refers to a type of learning where a conditioned stimulus is paired with a
new neutral stimulus, leading the latter to evoke a similar response as the original conditioned
stimulus.

Q: How does high order conditioning differ from classical
conditioning?
A: The primary difference is that classical conditioning involves a direct association between a
neutral stimulus and an unconditioned stimulus, while high order conditioning involves an additional
layer where a conditioned stimulus is paired with another neutral stimulus.

Q: Can you provide an example of high order conditioning?
A: An example would be a dog that learns to associate a bell with food (classical conditioning) and
then learns to salivate at the sound of a light that was previously paired with the bell (high order
conditioning).

Q: What are the implications of high order conditioning in
therapy?
A: High order conditioning can be used in therapy to help individuals confront and reduce phobias
by gradually exposing them to associated stimuli in a controlled manner, promoting desensitization.

Q: How is high order conditioning utilized in marketing?
A: Marketers often use high order conditioning by associating their products with positive emotions



or experiences, cultivating brand loyalty among consumers through emotional connections.

Q: What role does generalization play in high order
conditioning?
A: Generalization allows a conditioned response to be triggered by stimuli that are similar to the
original conditioned stimulus, which can be influenced by high order conditioning as new
associations are formed.

Q: Is high order conditioning effective for all types of
learning?
A: While high order conditioning is effective in many contexts, its effectiveness can vary based on
the individual, the stimuli used, and the context in which learning occurs.

Q: How does operant conditioning relate to high order
conditioning?
A: Operant conditioning focuses on the consequences of behavior to shape future actions, whereas
high order conditioning deals specifically with the associations formed between stimuli, making
them fundamentally different processes.

Q: Can high order conditioning lead to negative behaviors or
phobias?
A: Yes, high order conditioning can contribute to the development of negative behaviors or phobias
when neutral stimuli become associated with fear-inducing experiences.

Q: How can educators apply high order conditioning in the
classroom?
A: Educators can apply high order conditioning by pairing learning activities with positive
experiences or rewards, creating positive associations that enhance student engagement and
retention.
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