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Learning principles are essential to understanding animal behavior and can be predictive of numerous animal 
responses. The “create” behavior, first described by Pryor et al. (1969), involves the presentation of an SD that 
elicits a marine mammal to perform any behavior of their choice. At Dolphin Cove, a natural seawater facility 
in Key Largo, Florida, the create behavior was trained as a non-repeat contingency for reinforcement, in that 
each response was considered correct and reinforced, as long as the animal did not repeat the behavior within a 
continuous series of “create” SDs. The goal of this study was to identify the influence of Reinforcement Theory 
(magnitude and frequency), response class (high, medium, and low), and primacy and recency effects on the 
create responses of three, male Atlantic bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus). 
 
Training sessions for each subject were captured on video for two-months, including 50, 10-minute video 
segments, from June to July 2012, which constituted the “Pre-Assessment” (PA) phase of the study and a small 
subsample of the learning history for each animal. The “Create/Assessment” (CA) phase of the study included 
additional video recordings of each subject’s responses to 119 series of create requests. The videos were 
analyzed by individual behaviors, including frequency of request, the delivery or withholding of reinforcement, 
reinforcement frequency and magnitude, and response class (high, medium, and low energy behaviors), and 
were compared to identify relationships and the influence of various learning principles on the create responses. 
Data were analyzed using Chi-Square Goodness of Fit Tests and z-scores. 
 
A total of 48 individual behaviors were observed in the CA, most of which were also documented during the PA 
phase or known to be part of the facility’s training repertoire. An “unidentified vocalization” was the only novel 
response documented during the CA. So, although the animals chained behaviors in unique sequences during a 
single create response and performed behaviors not yet under stimulus control, the behavioral components were 
rarely novel. The longest series of create responses was 19 single or chained behaviors that occurred without 
repetition. Since a repeat is the only “incorrect” response, the create scenario was associated with reinforcement 
(primary and secondary) delivered on a fixed, low ratio schedule (i.e. FR1) and, as such, the reinforcement 
frequency and magnitude was consistently high during the CA. This supports the role of Reinforcement Theory 
in driving the create response. Furthermore, the reinforcement magnitude associated with each behavior was, in 
many cases, significantly greater during the CA when compared to the PA. Thus, primacy versus recency may 
play a role when considering the effects of reinforcement, in that reinforcement associated with the CA (i.e. 
more recent) appeared to have a greater influence on the create responses than the reinforcement associated with 
the PA (i.e. less recent). Additionally, there was a significant and similar response class distribution 
documented in the PA and the CA, but this was only true for one of the three study subjects.  
 
In conclusion, the create response was, in part, explained by the learning theories examined in this study. Any 
discrepancies may reflect learning theories not analyzed or individual differences in preference. Regardless, the 
create response, trained as a non-repeat contingency, represents random sampling influenced primarily by 
reinforcement and the recency effect. 
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