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Conditioned Reflex 
By Tony Massengill

In the self-improvement classic “Psycho-Cybergen-
ics” by Maxwell Maltz,  which has been called an 
“owners manual to the mind” there is an explana-

tion of what Maltz calls the four stages of learning. 
These four levels explain the progression from know-

ing nothing of the skill, to mastery of the skill. The care-
ful study of these four levels reveals that they are present 
in any physical skill development. In Kung Fu, these 
levels are very important as they can outline exactly 
when a skill can be relied upon in a violent encounter. 

In the Martial Arts, we begin by teaching the most ba-
sic of methods, and using a stair step process to advance 
to more advanced skills. Mastery is judged not by know-
ing, or being able to perform a technique, but in how the 
technique can be relied upon under surprise attack in a 
very dynamic and violent setting. The mere knowledge 
of, and ability to perform a technique when given time 
to think is utterly useless in a fighting situation. The 
technique must “perform itself” in order to work under 
the stress of a real world assault. 

Dr. Maltz explains the four stages of learning as fol-
lows:

The four levels of learning are:
1. Unconscious Incompetence
2. Conscious Incompetence
3. Conscious Competence
4. Unconscious Competence
As you review these four levels, you can see the pro-

gression. As a student of the Martial Arts, we come into 
the school generally thinking we know at least how to 
do a rudimentary skill like punching. But upon being 
taught the proper method of punching, which includes 
such considerations as balance, power generation, struc-
ture and alignment of the arm and wrist and angle of 
execution, we realize that we didn’t really know how to 
throw a punch.

At this time we pass from level one: Unconscious In-
competence, to level two: Conscious Incompetence. We 
now know that we do not know how to throw a proper 
punch. So we go about learning the proper mechanics 
of the technique. As soon as we are introduced to the 

technique and are able to reproduce satisfactory results 
in performing the method, we have passed from level 
two into level three: Conscious Competence. 

However, because we can only reproduce the proper 
technique with mental deliberation the technique will 
still not be a reliable method of self-protection that can 
be relied upon in a violent encounter. 

In a fight, you seldom have time to think, but must 
react. This means that even if you are able to do a 
technique and reproduce satisfactory results with the 
technique with deliberate concentration, it is still not a 
tool that can be relied upon in self-protection. In order 
for the technique to be reliable, you must have entered 
the fourth level of learning, Unconscious Competence. 
This is when you will experience “Conditioned Reflex” 
in your technique. This is when the technique “Does 
itself”.

Conditioned reflex development is the major differ-
ence I found when I began Wing Chun training in 1979 
after many years of training in other martial systems.  
Many of the seminars I teach are to martial artist outside 
of Wing Chun, in order to incorporate the Conditioned 
Reflex drills into their training systems. This has been so 
popular in fact that it is one of the subjects of my latest 
DVD series produced by EM3 Video.  

Training can sometime become a little too mechani-
cal. Application can become based on rhythm rather 
than reaction. This is dangerous because it can create 
a false sense of security. This kind of training can make 
us believe we are much better than we actually are. It 
is very important to examine our training methods and 
reach a good balance between reality and safety, with 
an eye on creating unexpected or non-rhythmic changes 
that require the training partner to react. 

This examination of our training methods, and re-
search on how to create more realistic training drills 
which are designed to develop conditioned reflex, 
can carry our skills to a much higher level.  This con-
ditioned reflex is the key to applying your martial 
skills in a violent encounter, and may one day save 
your life!
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