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Abstract

With the developing technology, acceleration of visual production and increasing of peoples’ relation with generated visuals (painting, photo-
graph, video, computer games, poster, etc.), is a situation which affect perceptual and behavioral characteristic of people. As a result of con-
nection with generated visuals, changes at the perception and behavior of people remind social learning and visual culture terms which have 
relation with seeing and visuality fields. Relation between the social learning theory, which states that learning occurs through observation in 
social environment, and visual culture subject is a mystery. Due to this reason, the research aims to investigate relation between social learning 
and visual culture. Theoretical structures of the social learning and visual culture terms were pointed out in this research, and relation between 
these two terms were argued at theoretic level. In consequence of this research, it was seen that experiences, people obtain from connection 
with visual culture forms in their daily life, and social learning have connections. It was realized that visual culture forms supply vicarious livings 
to the observers prone to observe and imitate of behaviors that have model characteristic. It was seen that the livings, acquired observational 
learning from visual culture forms, is a shaping factor for individuals’ attitudes and actions. In the study, it was seen that examining the visual 
culture as an environmental factor in the context of social learning will help to understand and illuminate the changing, transforming and de-
riving aspects of human behavior in the 21st century.
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Introduction

We observe that visual forms (pictures, photos, videos, an-
imations, computer games, movies, posters etc.) that we 
perceive through observation are rapidly produced, under-
stood and consumed in the present century. The visuals, 
which have become an integral part of the 21st century so-
cio-cultural life, are all around life as an environmental fac-
tor. Mobile phones, billboards, television screens, comput-
ers, buildings, public transport stations etc., and individual 
and collective living spaces are surrounded by visuals. In our 
social life under the hegemony of visuals, our communica-
tion with the visuals is sometimes ensured by our individ-
ual choices, sometimes by non-preferential communication. 
Regardless of the type of communication with visuals, it is 
thought that visuals present various meanings to the observ-
ers in the sensory or behavioral context. This situation brings 
up the issues of learning through visual arts, visual learning 
and social learning.  

Social learning is related to the experiences we get from oth-
ers or from the environment through observation. The em-
phasis of the social learning on the environmental factor is 
discussed in the context of the visual forms produced by hu-
mans. Learning by observing helps to achieve faster results 
and more satisfactory experiences than learning by reading 
or listening. Therefore, in the era of visual culture, the pace 
and direction of learning through visuals has improved. Es-
pecially the opportunities offered by internet technology, 
learning and observing from the visuals, makes the subject of 
learning valuable and important. For this reason, as an envi-
ronmental factor in the research, the relationships between 
the experiences we have acquired from the visual forms and 
our behaviors were examined in the context of social learn-
ing and visual culture. 

Social Learning

Social learning theory is a learning theory positioned be-
tween behavioral learning and cognitive learning. It is known 
that the foundations of social learning, which is one of the 
cognitive-weighted behavioral learning theories, are quite 
old. It is possible to see the traces of social learning in the 
views of Plato and Aristotle, two of the famous philosophers 
of antiquity, on education. Plato's Cave Allegory emphasizes 
the actions of observation and modeling. Also, in Aristotle's 
famous work The Politics, it is seen that the action of sight 
and environmental factors have an impact on learning (Ar-
istoteles, trans. 2010). In this study, Aristotle expressed the 
need of keeping children (5-7 year olds) away from the slaves 
as much as possible, since the young children tend to learn 
many things in observational and auditory way (Aristoteles, 
trans. 2010, p. 230). Because, according to Aristotle, observ-
ing the environment has important roles on behavior acqui-
sition. In similar way, it is possible to see the traces of social 
learning in the views of the philosopher and educator John 
Dewey on education. According to Dewey, the relationship 
between people and each other is an important element 
in learning. Because Dewey (2004) believes that communi-
cation has an educational force on individuals in social life. 
It is seen that Dewey's view of the school as an integrated 
unit with social life, and the views of the individual on living 
and learning through social life are related to social learning. 
Also, Russian psychologist Lev Semenovich Vygotsky is one of 
the names that draws attention to the phenomenon of social 
learning. According to Vygotsky (1978), the role of the social 
environment on human learning cannot be ignored. There-
fore, “Vygotsky gives a central role to the culture and trans-
fer of culture through social interaction and communication 
while explaining the development of psychological functions” 
(Özbay, 2011, p. 145). Vygotsky's views of the individual on 
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social learning from the social environment and importance 
on the role of the social environment in cognitive develop-
ment are related to the issue of social learning. As it is stated 
in all these examples, it is known that the effects of human 
relationships with the environment as a social being on the 
learning subject have been handled by different theorists in 
different periods. 

Observation and observation processes in social learning 
have a basic and preliminary position. Because observation 
represents the first step of interpersonal relations in social 
life. Berger in his study (1977) states it as “seeing comes 
before words. The child looks and recognizes before it can 
speak” (p. 7). In this context, the primary role of human vi-
sion in the relationship with the social environment makes 
observation an essential element of social learning.  The 
basic and preliminary role of observation in the interper-
sonal relations plays an important role on associating social 
learning theory with learning by observation phenomenon. 
Researchers such as Edward Lee Thorndike, John Broaud 
Watson, John Dollard, Neal Miller and Burrhus Frederic Skin-
ner, who try to explain learning through observation, appear 
to essentially contribute to the maturation of social learning 
theory.  

Psychologist Edward L. Thorndike is the first person to try 
to explain the learning through observation. Thorndike 
(1911) tried to explain learning by observation through ex-
periments with animals such as cats in particular, chicks, 
monkeys and dogs. In the experiment, it was examined that, 
whether inexperienced animals would succeed in achieving 
out-of-box behaviors by watching experienced animals that 
had previously learned to come out of the puzzle box. As 
a result of the examination, inexperienced animals were 
not able to get out of the puzzle box by observing experi-
enced animals getting out of the puzzle box. For this reason, 
Thorndike could not obtain any significant findings from his 
observational learning based experiment. Thorndike, who 
used monkeys in his experiment like Watson did, appears 
to be unable to obtain observational learning based find-
ings (Kalkan, 2011, p. 246). Unlike Thorndike and Watson, 
Neal Miller and John Dollard appear to emphasize the role 
of reinforcer in imitating behavior and do not deny learning 
through observation (Senemoğlu, 2012, p. 215). According 
to Miller and Dollard (1979), reinforcer as a result of imitated 
behavior is an important element in repetition of behavior. 
Similar to Miller and Dollard, Burrhus Frederic Skinner ob-
serves that the observer imitates the model, makes his be-
havior similar to the behavior of the model, and ultimately 
reinforces the behavior similar to the behavior of the model. 
(Kalkan, 2011; Senemoğlu, 2012). All these examples that 
contribute to the development of social learning theory re-
veal roles of eyesight on learning. However, it is known that 
the major contribution to observational learning is given by 
Albert Bandura.

Albert Bandura and Observational Learning

Social learning theory is identified with the famous Psy-
chologist Albert Bandura. Albert Bandura developed the 
theory of social learning during his study period at Lowa 
University. With many studies on social learning, Bandura's 
most important studies are 'Bobo Doll' experiment in 1963 
and his book 'Social Learning Theory' published in 1977. 
Bandura states that, social behavior in relation to human 
behavior; cognitive, behavioral and environmental factors 
should be discussed in the context of the interaction (Ban-
dura, 1977). Therefore, Bandura's views on social learning 
differ from those contributing to this subject. Especially Ban-
dura draws attention to the role of 'observational learning' 
on social learning; observing an individual's behavior is not 
simply imitating it. Bandura approaches social learning in 
the context of both observation and cognitive factors. As it is 
understood from his views, the individual imitates a behav-
ior that he observes from the social environment with cog-

nitive evaluation. Therefore, the relations between personal, 
behavioral and environmental factors appear in Bandura's 
social learning theory as follows (Bandura, 1977, 1997): 

Figure 1. Relation between personal, behavioral and envi-
ronmental factors according to Bandur

It is known that Albert Bandura tried to prove observational 
learning through the 'Bobo Doll' experiment in 1963. This 
experiment with the help of a toy called Bobo Doll was car-
ried out with the participation of a group of children and 
a model. Basically, in the experiment the behaviors of the 
model playing with Bobo Doll were shown to a group of chil-
dren. In the shown scene, the model hits the Bobo Doll toy 
with a hammer, throws it into the air, kicks it and throws it 
on the ground. Children participating in the experiment ob-
served the aggressive behavior of the model on the toy. Af-
terwards, the children were taken to a laboratory full of toys. 
In this laboratory, where the Bobo Doll is; it was seen that 
the children played with Bobo Doll with the exact behavior 
of the model. It has been observed that the behaviors of the 
model such as; hammering, tossing, kicking and throwing on 
ground and beating / pounding etc., were similarly imitated 
by the children. Children's use of aggressive language while 
playing with Bobo Doll is another interesting subject. Albert 
Bandura presented important data on observational learn-
ing through this experiment. 

Based on Albert Bandura's studies on observational learn-
ing, it is possible to comment on the visual culture which we 
face and feel in the present century's daily life. If we consider 
visual culture as an environmental factor, it does not seem 
possible for individuals to not observe this culture or to not 
reflect the traces of this culture on their behaviors in some 
way. It is observed that the famous characters observed in 
the visual culture such as; cinema, series, cartoons, fashion, 
social media etc., fields exhibit similar behaviors to the be-
havior of the model playing with the Bobo Doll toy in Bandu-
ra's experiment. It is thought that it is possible to explain the 
observed behaviors and the reflections on the behaviors of 
the observers through social learning. For this reason, the 
subject of social learning is discussed in this study in focus 
of our communication with visual culture, which is a social 
phenomenon. Before going into these discussions, it is con-
sidered necessary to determine the state of the subject of 
visual culture and how the visual culture is handled from 
this perspective.

Visual Culture

Visual culture is a multidisciplinary term that points to the 
increase of the visual forms with technological develop-
ment in daily life such as; photography, painting, animation, 
graphic design, video etc. Although the history of visual com-
munication with the produced images of human beings is 
based on the ancient times (Paleolithic Age), the term visual 
culture refers to the period after 1950's-1960's. In the post-
modern world after 1950's-1960's, the relations of the indi-
vidual with the visuals become more widespread through 
technology. The visual forms that surround socio-cultural 
life are in constant interaction and communication with 
people. Today, these forms can be encountered in many 
different topics, content and areas, such as; in a form of a 
weekend discount of a market, presentation of a film, exhi-
bition or concert, representation of a fashion of the period, 
visual designs that address a social issue etc. Upon the sub-
jects and various fields it applies to, Mirzoeff (2009) stated 
as “visual culture is everywhere; all around us are screens 
on computers, game consoles, iPods, handheld devices and 
televisions, far outnumbering those used by the still-healthy 
cinema industry” (p. 2). 
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Although we encounter visual culture in such forms like; 
image, photo, video and animation, it is thought that it 
would be wrong to discuss visual culture only based on 
visual forms. Because the visual forms, presents us the 
meaning of visual culture by what is meant by the 'visual'. 
So, what is the meaning of the word 'culture'? Malcolm 
Barnard is the first name we come across in relation to this 
question. Whilst explaining the concept of visual culture, 
Barnard (1998) mentioned the terms 'visual' and 'cultural'. 
According to Barnard 'the visual' contains that everything 
can be seen and Barnard examines this concept under 
tree main topics: ‘Everything produced or created by hu-
mans that can be seen’, ‘Functional or communicative 
intent: design’ and ‘Aesthetic intent: art’ (Barnard, 1998). 
We can say that what Barnard means by ‘the visual’ equals 
visual forms like painting, sculpture, ceramics, photogra-
phy, poster, video, animation and etc. Upon ‘the cultural’ 
concept, it is seen that Barnard explained it through titles 
of Kenneth Clark's Civilisation, Deyan Sudjic's Cult Objects 
and Ted Poldhemus's Streetstyle. With the concept of 'the 
cultural' it is seen that Barnard basically focuses on culture 
and the social phenomena covered by it (Barnard, 1998). 
The issues related to the production, distribution and re-
ception of image in social structure and power-status rela-
tions are among the meanings that constitute the content 
of 'culture' in visual culture. Although Barnard tries to ex-
plain the visual culture on the axis of these concepts, he 
states that one-dimensional explanation cannot be made 
through these concepts due to the deep content of the 
visual and cultural concepts (Barnard, 1998, pp. 30-31). 
Therefore, the deep content of the concept of culture is 
the most important factor that reinforces this explanation.
 
There are many views on the concept of visual culture. 
Media, culture and communication researcher Mirzoeff 
(2009) points to the fact that visual culture is not only a 
subject in the context of the image object, but also a com-
parative literature area such as languages (English, French, 
Spanish, etc.). For this reason, Mirzoeff's (2009) approach 
to the concept of visual culture is based on meanings of 
gender, war, slavery, belief, race, etc., acquired by social 
factors in images. Another example; Howells and Ne-
greiros (2015) approach to the concept of visual culture 
through the use of visuals. In the studies of researchers 
such as Duncum (2001, 2002), Freedman (2000), Tavin and 
Hausman (2004), Tavin (2005) etc., it is seen that the sub-
ject of visual culture was examined in relation to art edu-
cation. It is possible to reproduce the approaches on the 
concept of visual culture with these and similar examples. 
However, as it is understood from all these explanations, 
the main subject of visual culture is the visual forms which 
are human production and the relations of these forms 
with the follower. The main issue that comes to the fore 
in the relations of the visuals with the follower can be said 
to be 'meaning'.

Visual contain manly forms of meanings according to the 
forms for production purposes; social and individual val-
ues, thoughts, beliefs and ideologies. Through picture, 
photo, video, animation, graphic design etc., it is possible 
for individuals to gain achievements through observation-
al and cognitive contexts. Experiencing sensual pleasures 
by looking at an oil painting, wanting a commodity over an 
advertising poster or learning about a subject by watch-
ing a documentary are examples of the meanings that the 
visual language presents to the audience. The content of 
images and the acquisition of meanings through visualiza-
tion raise the issue of 'learning through observation'. Es-
pecially in the age of technology, it is seen that these ques-
tions are at the top of the topics that concern the concept 
of visual culture such as; how we look at the images, how 
often we look at visual, what we get from the visuals, the 
reflections of the visuals, their reflection on our behaviors 
etc. In this study, Çakır (2014) states that “problem visual 

culture deals with the question of how a person sees, what 
he sees and, why he sees it that way” (p. 166). 

The fact that the concept of visual culture shows a multi-
disciplinary concept enables us to look at the content of 
the concept from a broad perspective. The main reasons 
of this situation can be shown as the disciplines (philos-
ophy, communication, history, sociology, anthropology, 
pedagogy, etc.) that are interested in visual culture have 
different scientific foundations and research subjects. 
Again, it is seen that the effects of environmental factors 
on image production are among the factors that broad-
en the content and direction of the concept. This feature 
which is possessed by visual culture is an element that 
makes the examination of the concept difficult. Therefore, 
in studies on visual culture, it is important to determine in 
which ways the concept is being examined in terms of the 
scope of the concept. In this study, the concept of visual 
culture is discussed in the context of the intense relation-
ships of the visuals we encounter in daily life with the fol-
lower and the meanings that these relations have on the 
follower. In this study, it is tried to examine the reflections 
of visuals that have various meanings related to visual cul-
ture concept in the context of social learning.  

Modeling in Social Learning and Visual Culture Oriented Focus 
on Modeling

People can take the people they see in their social environ-
ment and their behaviors as a model for their own behav-
iors. This situation is also known as one of the most basic 
methods that people use to develop their own behaviors. 
In this regard, Bandura (1977) stated his views as “...most 
human behavior is learned observationally through mod-
eling: from observing others one forms an idea of how 
new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions this 
coded information serves as a guide for action” (p. 22) in 
his study. As we understand from his expression, model 
is a guide. The behavior of the model provides observers 
with preliminary information about the effect, direction 
and outcome of the behavior. It is possible to give 'moth-
er and father, children role model' saying as an example 
on this subject.  Because parents are the most easily ob-
served individuals by children. It is another example that 
teachers' behaviors can show a model to students. Mod-
els can be not only well-known and reliable figures such 
as parents, siblings, teachers but also the individuals and 
their behaviors we do not know much about. Especially in 
the context of visual culture, through visual media, people 
who are known or presented with the concepts of pop-
ularity, fame and reputation, and their behaviors can re-
ceive wide acclaim. This situation emerges as an imitation 
of the behaviors of famous individuals through modeling 
by means of visual culture forms.

Analyzing the models and models in relation to visual cul-
ture in the context of television and social media images 
makes it possible to provide more illustrative examples on 
the subject. The television or social media images in which 
we communicate in everyday life present many models 
of behavior to observers in the context of social learning. 
Considering model's features of being liked, pleasant, suc-
cessful and with high status (Kalkan, 2011), examples that 
meet these characteristics are frequently encountered in 
both television and social media images. This is an exam-
ple of the fact that the people we perceive through obser-
vation in television, movies, series, talk shows, and adver-
tising programs have a wide mass of acclaimed physical 
and behavioral characteristics. 

Individuals' appearances in television programs or so-
cial media accounts can give various meanings to people 
who respect, appreciate or love them. In other words, the 
physical appearance of famous individuals in television 
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programs, their eating habits, cultural and sporting activ-
ities etc., features can be imitated as model behaviors by 
others. A similar situation can be exemplified in the context 
of shared images through social media accounts. Images 
shared on social media can provide various information 
to the observer about the behavior of the person sharing. 
Therefore, the behaviors of a social media user through im-
ages can be imitated by modeling by some observers. On this 
topic, it is possible to illustrate the social media stream with 
keywords #IceBucketChallenge (to challenge ALS with icy 
water). The videos of the world-famous names (Mark Zuck-
erberg, Justin Bieber, Will Smith, Hilary Swank, etc.), which 
they shared through social media, have reached large audi-
ences within a short time and created a certain awareness 
of ALS disease. Following the world-famous names, many 
famous or non-famous names imitated the same behavior 
through social media and attracted attention to ALS disease. 
Also in Turkey, this situation led many famous names imi-
tate the same behavior in social media. With regard to social 
learning, it is thought that these famous names, which have 
model characteristics for many people, have important roles 
in the behaviors they exhibit through social media, both to 
mimic behavior and to spread the subject to wide masses. 
Another example on the subject can be modelling from the 
TV series. Erjem and Çağlayandereli (2006) focusing on mod-
eling from TV series; revealed that young people are affected 
by the characters they observed in the domestic TV series. 
Thus, it is possible to adduce the television series about high 
school and school life that corresponds to adolescence. It is 
thought that the school series related to the fun and funny 
aspect of visual culture may have various reflections on the 
behaviors of observing adolescents. The inclusion of exag-
gerated elements in the visual expression of such series can 
be presented to the observer, which is not related to real 
school life. Observers, associating the behaviors of charac-
ters in such series with their own behaviors, can mimic the 
behavior of the characters they observe in their real school 
lives. It is possible to duplicate similar samples associated 
with the subject. But the common feature in all these exam-
ples, is the role of social learning on the meaning of visual 
discourse in relation to visual culture.  

Discourse and Model in Advertising Images 

It is difficult to say that the images of television and social 
media always reflect natural and real situations. For this 
reason, the meanings of these images can also awaken un-
realistic meanings on observers. It is thought that the pres-
entation of the behavior to the observer with an exagger-
ated expression through visual forms, which would not be 
effective in model selection under natural conditions, may 
cause the behavior to be perceived as model behavior. This 
situation shows itself more clearly in advertising images. As 
Berger (1977) stated, “And publicity is the process of man-
ufacturing glamour” (p. 131). The unreal and exaggerated 
elements in advertising are a basic feature used in strength-
ening the narrative. It is inherent in advertising to arouse 
interest for a commodity to sell it to the consumer. These 
elements of attraction are the idealization of the human fig-
ures in the advertising image and the popular aesthetic ap-
preciation (Leppert, 2009). On this topic, Leppert (2009, pp. 
15-16) states that the exaggerated elements in the advertis-
ing images and the information about the promise of happi-
ness have the power to guide the behavior of the observers. 
In order to influence the observers in the formation of these 
effects, it is important to include elements with model fea-
tures in the discourse of advertising images. Muscular, char-
ismatic, handsome men and beautiful, thin and sexy women 
representations we see frequently in advertising images 
(Leppert, 2009), are some of the physical images and mean-
ings that have the model features presented to the observ-
ers. It can also be stated that these samples reflecting the 
model characteristics in the advertisements vary according 
to the age of the observer population. In order to appeal to 
children, the use of images like famous athletes, superhero, 

cartoon hero, fairy, knight, magician, princess, etc., is associ-
ated with this situation. Such images are among the factors 
that reinforce the influence on children's perceived behav-
iors through observation. In view of the frequency of visual 
communication in daily life with advertising images associ-
ated with all these situations, the information we get from 
advertising through observation brings out the relationship 
between social learning and visual culture. 

The Relation of the Basic Principles of Social Learning Theory 
with Visual Culture 

There are six basic principles of social learning theory (Ban-
dura, 1977). These are reciprocal determinism, symboliz-
ing capability, forethought capability, vicarious capability, 
self-regulatory capability and self-reflective capability (Ban-
dura, 1977). Because social learning emphasizes learning 
by observing others (Woolfolk, 2015, p. 702), the dimen-
sions of learning from others are associated with these six 
principles. In this section, social learning and visual culture 
relations are tried to be discussed within the framework of 
these basic principles.

Reciprocal determinism, one of the basic principles of social 
learning theory, states that personal factors, environmental 
factors and behavior are in interaction with each other (Ban-
dura, 1977). In addition to the fact that the individual can be 
affected by environmental factors, this means that he / she 
can affect environmental factors (Bayrakçı, 2007; Kalkan, 
2011; Senemoğlu, 2012). Here, the concept of the environ-
mental factor refers to the socio-cultural environment with 
which the individual establishes a relationship by observa-
tion. Today, the world of visual culture has a socio-cultural 
structure in itself. It is observed that the development of im-
age-oriented social networking and internet technology has 
transformed visual culture into a private living space. For 
this reason, visual culture forms represent a special environ-
mental factor area that provides observers with information 
on many subjects and content. 

It is possible for people to observe their environment in 
their daily lives as well as through visual culture forms. For 
example; it is possible for someone who never had been in 
Egypt to learn much about the Pyramid of Cheops by watch-
ing a comprehensive documentary on it. Likewise, a TV se-
ries about a famous King who lived in ancient times and his 
life is likely to offer a variety of information to the observers 
about the King. TV series, documentaries, movies, videos, 
photos, pictures etc., many visual culture forms are among 
the environmental factors that an individual communicates 
through observation. The 21st century technology and the 
visuality the technology offers to humans has not only facil-
itated people's access to information through images, but 
also created a new world order created with images. For this 
reason, people can acquire various information, behaviors 
and sensations from visuals and they can affect other peo-
ple with the visuals they produce. In particular, it is thought 
that the visual field associated with social media has a close 
relation with the subject. 

Bandura states that people are in cognitive interaction with 
the environment and they see the environment as a symbol 
of mind in cognitive representations. (Kalkan, 2011; Sene-
moğlu, 2012). In addition to understanding the environ-
ment, it is seen that the symbolizing capacity of people also 
helps them to regulate environmental conditions (Bandura, 
1999, p. 27).  “By using symbols such as images (mental im-
ages) or words, people give meaning, shape and continui-
ty to their lives” (Bayrakçı, 2007, p. 205). In the context of 
visual culture as an environmental factor, it is thought that 
people's communication with images in countless meanings 
and content has various reflections on their mental sym-
bols. For example, when we question the image of our mind 
on the physical appearance and dimensions of the ideal hu-
man (male / female), we realize that the image that appears 
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in our mind is related to the images that visual culture pre-
sents to us. In other words, it is understood that the ideal 
human appearance and size created by the fashion world 
through images correspond to the image of the ideal hu-
man profile in our minds. Similarly, it is possible to say that 
the images shaped in our minds about the socio-cultural 
life of the future are images related to the visual forms 
presented by the cinema industry. Images created by sci-
ence fiction movies about our future can help us to have 
ideas on cases like future technology, fashion, lifestyle etc. 
In part, it is possible that the visual culture will be able 
to serve the future of socio-cultural life by means of the 
images it creates in the mind. It is also possible to relate 
this situation to the foresight capacity, which is another 
principle of social learning. Foresight capacity means reg-
ulating and planning future experiences by taking advan-
tage of experiences. Visual culture forms can present ex-
periences to the observer through visuals. For this reason, 
vicarious information and experiences acquired through 
visual forms can be the basis for our future experiences. 
For example; the behavior of the models in the films or 
series that we perceive through observation, and the con-
sequences of these behaviors can be an effective factor in 
directing our own behaviors. This is because it is thought 
that such examples, which we perceive through visual cul-
ture forms, have important roles on the formation of our 
mental symbols.

Another important principle of social learning is vicarious 
learning theory. Vicarious learning means that the individ-
ual can learn by observing other than his / her own expe-
riences (Bayrakçı, 2007; Kalkan, 2011; Senemoğlu, 2012). 
In this study, vicarious learning is seen as the most impor-
tant factor that emphasizes the relationship between so-
cial learning and visual culture. People can learn through 
visual forms if they can learn from others through obser-
vation. Because visuals are forms that offer vicarious ex-
periences to people. Rather than two-dimensional visual 
forms like photo, picture, graphic design, advertising post-
ers and etc., it is thought that especially the moving visual 
forms of the video genre have more decisive and effective 
roles. Because the moving visual forms in the video genre 
offer a more open narrative to the observers about how 
to associate a certain content with real experiences and 
to observe the result (reward / punishment) of the behav-
ior they watch. One of the reasons for using educational 
videos in educational environments is related to vicarious 
experiences acquired from the visuals. Again, it is thought 
that visuals shared through social media accounts provide 
vicarious experiences to observers about the behaviors of 
the observed model. For example, the effort to be visible 
on social media is thought to be the result of vicarious 
learning acquired from others through social media. This 
does not mean that vicarious experiences from visuals 
always have a direct effect on learning. Although envi-
ronmental factors may have important effects on learn-
ing, people can control their own behaviors through their 
own thought filters. People organize vicarious experiences 
through visuals by their self-judgment and self-reflection 
capacity.    

Self-judgement and self-reflective capacities in social 
learning are concepts related to controlling, evaluation and 
regulation of individual's own behavior (Bayrakçı, 2007; 
Kalkan, 2011; Senemoğlu, 2012). Social learning, although 
it focuses on the relationship between environment and 
individuals, does not ignore the role of the individuals' re-
lations with themselves in the deed of behavior. For this 
reason, people do not imitate the behaviors they observe 
from the environment unconditionally, they are known to 
convert them into behavior by passing them through their 
thought filters. This also applies to vicarious experiences 
from visual culture forms. Vicarious experiences acquired 
from visual culture forms are transformed into behaviors 

by means of self-reflective and self regulatory capabil-
ity of the individual. For example; It is seen that violent 
computer games have important roles on young people 
to show tendency to violence (Dolu, Büker and Uludağ, 
2010). However, this does not mean that violent behav-
iors observed in computer games can be imitated without 
being questioned. Although visual forms of culture offer 
vicarious experiences to the observer, individuals are able 
to evaluate the behavior observed through self-judgment 
and self-regulatory capacities, and to be able to formulate 
and organize opinions about the outcome. Therefore, so-
cial learning draws attention to the role of mental factors 
in the formation of behavior in addition to the effects of 
the environment. 

Vicarious Experiences from Visual Culture Forms

People organize and form their own behaviors on the ba-
sis of the results of the behavior of others (Bigge and Sher-
mis, 2004, p. 165). The results of vicarious experiences ac-
quired from the model have important roles in imitating 
the observed behavior. Positive reinforcements that con-
clude the behaviors, affirm the repetition of behavior to 
the observer, whereas negative results (punishment) pro-
vide reasons for not repeating the behavior (Kalkan, 2011). 
In the 21st century socio-cultural environment, one of the 
most important areas where vicarious experiences are ac-
quired is the visual culture forms. Because visual forms of 
culture offer people vicarious experiences in various sub-
jects and content. Therefore, it is possible to say that vicar-
ious experiences acquired from visual culture forms have 
relations with the concepts of 'vicarious reinforcement, 
vicarious punishment, lack of punishment and vicarious 
emotion'. Because of the experiences acquired through 
observation through visual culture forms and their results 
motivate the observer to mimic the behavior of the model. 

The first concept which is related to the vicarious experi-
ences of visual culture forms is vicarious reinforcement. 
Vicarious reinforcement seems to mean regulating our 
own behaviors based on the experiences we get from the 
results of others' behavior through observation (Bandura, 
1977). As Bandura (1977) stated “people can profit from 
the successes and mistakes of others as well as from their 
own experiences” (p. 117). It is possible to reach these ex-
periences that we have acquired through the observation 
of the result of the behaviors through the visual culture 
forms in which we communicate in daily life. In particular, 
in television commercials, vicarious reinforcement traces 
are observed (Gredler, 2009). The elements that advertis-
ing uses in the language of visual discourse to influence 
a particular audience seem to have features that corrob-
orate vicarious reinforcement. For example; the use of 
famous people instead of ordinary people in advertising, 
benefiting from elements of attraction such power, status, 
beauty and handsets, and giving a place to the elements 
of reward and success, etc., create vicarious reinforce-
ments on the observers. It is observed that the vicarious 
reinforcement related to these features encountered in 
advertisements arouses positive feelings about being fit 
or achieving social status on observers (Gredler, 2009, p. 
357). It is possible to evaluate this situation not only in the 
context of television commercials but also in the context 
of many visual culture forms ranging from social media 
accounts, television series, movies, internet videos, adver-
tising posters to artistic paintings. 

Visual culture forms provide behavioral consequences 
for vicarious punishment as well as vicarious reinforce-
ment. Vicarious punishment can be expressed as being 
away from imitating or exhibiting the observed behavior 
in relation to the negativity or punishment observed as 
a result of the behavior of others (Gredler, 2009). In the 
visual culture, vicarious punishment forms are more com-
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mon in especially cinema films, educational videos, series 
and graphic designs etc.  It is seen that especially the public 
service ad visuals on the subject offer vicarious punishment 
based behavior results to the observers. Public service ad 
visuals, which we frequently make contact with on televi-
sion, in public transportation stations and in the streets are 
mainly related to health, human relations, social order etc., 
providing vicarious punishment information. Recently, the 
ill effects of smoking and the subject of passive smoking, 
which are frequently discussed in public spots, offer results 
to observers about the negativity of the result of behavior 
and vicarious punishment based experiences through vis-
uals. However, there are cases where visual culture forms 
do not offer vicarious punishment behavior results to ob-
servers. Another important aspect associated with vicarious 
experiences subject is the lack of punishment and its rela-
tions with visual culture. 

The absence of punishment is whence the negative behavior 
is not followed by punishment that observers believe that a 
negative behavior will not result in a punishment if repeated 
at different times (Gredler, 2009). Visual culture forms do 
not always give behavior to people about the subject and 
content related to real life. Behaviors to be punished in real 
life can be shown as ordinary or rewarding in visual culture. 
These situations are frequently encountered in violent com-
puter games. A young child who observes that a game hero 
does not suffer from dangerous movements is likely to at-
tempt to mimic the behavior in real life by thinking that this 
dangerous behavior will not result in a negative outcome. 
Therefore, the absence of punishment for negative behavior 
from visual culture forms is thought to cause this negative 
behavior to be interpreted as repeating in other settings as 
a result of the absence of punishment. 

Another issue we get from the images through observation 
is vicarious emotion. It is seen that some emotions are not 
acquired congenitally but from the environment through 
observation (Kalkan, 2011, p. 255). It is possible to talk about 
the effects of visual culture on this subject. Especially the 
increase in the use of visual-oriented social media is a factor 
that promotes vicarious emotion act. Personal shares cre-
ated through images can provide observers with vicarious 
emotion acquisition through the emotions of others. This 
situation shows itself more clearly in visuals associated with 
consumption culture. Because the images created on the 
basis of the ideology of consumption can cause vicarious 
emotion act towards artificial happiness on people. This dis-
course of artificial happiness refers to the state of feeling of 
having the latest meta model. As another example, it is seen 
that violent video games causes effects on children such as; 
negative emotionality, unresponsiveness, alienation and 
etc., (Dolu, Buker and Uludağ, 2010, p. 62). In this case, it 
is seen that human is related to vicarious feelings obtained 
from environmental factors. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

The communication, we have established with the visuals 
created with the development of technology, increases rap-
idly. This increase in our communication with visual forms 
has changed the dimensions and direction of the learning 
subject through visuals. Vicarious experiences we get from 
visual forms in the context of social learning are on the rise 
along with the place of images in social life. Today, a lot of 
information can be quickly accessed through the visual-fo-
cused facilities offered by internet technology. Visual culture 
elements such as; Internet videos, documentaries, news, 
movies, serials, banners, pictures etc. are among the forms 
that provide access to information. 

Images provide observers with information and experiences 
that include a variety of meanings. The language created by 
the visual forms through images transforms into meaning-
ful information in the mind through the reception activity. 

Therefore, the experiences that visual culture forms offer 
to the observers as environmental factors are very similar 
to the indirect experiences acquired through observation in 
real life. The results of the experiences obtained from the 
visual culture forms have the power to shape our behav-
iors such as the consequences of our vicarious experiences 
in social life. In this age, where we live a part of social life 
through visual-oriented social media platforms, the reflec-
tions of our meanings on our behaviors are inevitable. In 
addition, this situation has various effects on individuals' 
self, identity, visual perception and aesthetic preferences. 
Because the experiences presented through visual culture 
forms have a decisive role on the individual's relations with 
themselves and with the society. 

It is seen that, one of the most important subjects of social 
learning is learning from the model (Bandura, 1977, 1995, 
1999; Gredler, 2009). The model that draws attention to so-
cial learning and its features are frequently encountered in 
visual culture forms. Features in social learning theory such 
as; model, power, and gender among the model as well as 
models of popular, admirable and pleasant people, etc., 
(Kalkan, 2011) are frequently encountered in the characters 
in areas that features, visual culture in the context of cine-
ma, series, TV show, advertising, public spot, etc. The fact 
that the visual media field has a mass field increases giv-
ing a place to the individuals that correspond to the model 
features. Individuals who are becoming more and more vis-
ible in visual culture can observe the behaviors of others by 
observing others and exhibit behaviors that will be model 
for others. For this reason, visual culture forms provide ob-
servers, experiences of exhibiting, observing and imitating 
behaviors with model characteristics. 

Visual culture is a phenomenon that expresses the rep-
resentation of social life through visual forms. For this rea-
son, there are close relations between experience of visual 
culture forms and experience of social life. The realization of 
social learning through visual culture forms is related to the 
experiences acquired through observation as in social life. 
Therefore, it has been seen in the research that principles 
of social learning (reciprocal determinism, symbolizing ca-
pability, forethought capability, vicarious capability, self reg-
ulatory capability and self reflective capability) are related to 
learning from the visual culture forms. Again, in the context 
of social learning, the vicarious experiences of visual culture 
forms are in relationship with vicarious reinforcement, vi-
carious punishment, lack of punishment and vicarious emo-
tion. Experiences acquired through observation or visual 
learning from visual culture forms are the factors shaping 
the attitudes and actions of individuals in social life. This sit-
uation has gained importance especially with the increase 
of the area occupied by the visual culture in daily life. In the 
study, it was seen that the study of visual culture as an envi-
ronmental factor in the context of social learning will help to 
understand and illuminate the changing, transforming and 
derived aspects of human behavior in the 21st century. 

Based on this research, it is thought that the experimental 
studies that can be done for the relationship between social 
learning and visual culture in the future period will enable 
the development of different approaches to the subject. In 
this study, social learning and visual culture relations can be 
examined with a study that can be conducted on experimen-
tal and control groups (eg, the effect of social learning and 
visual culture based classroom activities on students' learn-
ing). Again, it is thought that specific dimensioned studies 
(eg, the effects of the acquired experiences on the bilateral 
relations in the cinema films) will allow for in-depth study of 
the relationship between social learning and visual culture. 
At the same time, educational institutions can contribute to 
the development of visual literacy levels of the individuals 
through pedagogical studies that can be done to resolve the 
meaning in the visuals, and this can create a pre-awareness 
on the acquisition of negative behaviors from visual forms. 
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In the critical pedagogy in educational institutions; It is 
foreseen that the provision of education by using meth-
ods of semiotics, pedagogical criticism, reception and etc., 
analysis for visual culture forms will have effective results 
on conscious visual literacy. 
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