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ADJUSTING SCHEDULE OF REINFORCEMENT (ADJ)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behavioral Psychology, Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), Learning

Theory

1. Core Definition and Theoretical Context

The Adjusting Schedule of Reinforcement (ADJ) represents a sophisticated refinement within the

realm of schedules of reinforcement, distinguishing itself from fixed or simple variable schedules by

integrating the organism's performance directly into the contingency rule. Fundamentally, ADJ

defines any systematic plan designed to strengthen a target behavior wherein the criteria or

demands required for receiving reinforcement are modified based upon the subject's documented

history of responding. This approach ensures that the requirements for support are dynamic,

shifting either between instances of reinforcement or across major training phases, maintaining an

optimal balance between challenge and success to maximize the learning trajectory.

ADJ is situated firmly within the tradition of operant conditioning, aiming to address the

limitations inherent in static schedules, such as the predictable dips in responding often seen in

Fixed Interval (FI) or Fixed Ratio (FR) paradigms. By making the demands conditional upon

achievement, ADJ ensures that the learner is continually challenged just beyond their current

mastery level, a principle critical for effective shaping and skill acquisition. The schedule is

inherently progressive; as the learner demonstrates competence--whether in terms of speed,

accuracy, or volume of output--the requirement (or ratio) for the next delivery of reinforcement is

systematically increased, thus "thinning" the schedule efficiently and without causing behavioral

breakdown.

The overarching objective of implementing an Adjusting Schedule is to promote behavior that is

both reliable and highly resistant to extinction. Since the demands are perpetually moving targets

grounded in recent achievement, the learner develops a generalized persistence that transcends

specific, predictable reinforcement delivery times or frequencies. This methodological flexibility is

key to transitioning behaviors learned under dense, high-frequency reinforcement (necessary

during initial acquisition) toward behaviors maintained by naturally occurring, sparser, or delayed

consequences--a crucial step toward behavioral self-maintenance and independence from the

artificial contingencies of a training environment.

2. Mechanisms of Adjustment: Performance-Based Modification

The defining mechanism of ADJ is its reliance on precise, data-driven modifications. Unlike a

Variable Ratio (VR) schedule, where the variability in reinforcement is random and dictated by a

statistical mean, the variability in ADJ is systematic and contingent upon specific, observable

performance metrics. These metrics might include the percentage of correct responses within a
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block of trials, the latency between cues and responses, or the successful completion of

predetermined intermediate steps along the path to a larger behavioral goal. If the performance

metric surpasses a pre-established threshold, the schedule is adjusted in the direction of

complexity or leanness (e.g., moving from reinforcing every two responses to reinforcing every four

responses).

This performance-based feedback loop serves a dual function: it prevents ratio strain while

concurrently promoting steady behavioral momentum. If data indicates that the organism is

struggling--perhaps showing signs of frustration, a sudden decline in response rate, or an increase

in incorrect responses--the schedule may be temporarily adjusted backward, or "thickened," to

provide a greater density of reinforcement. This responsive nature minimizes the risk of extinction

caused by demands exceeding current capability. This immediate and objective responsiveness

makes ADJ an invaluable tool for complex or difficult behavioral interventions where maintaining

motivation is paramount.

The specific rules governing adjustment must be meticulously defined prior to implementation.

These rules dictate not only when the adjustment occurs but also the magnitude of the change. For

instance, a rule might state: "If the subject achieves 90% accuracy across two consecutive ten-trial

blocks, the reinforcement ratio will increase by one unit." This structured variability ensures that the

process is empirical and reliable, allowing practitioners to track the precise relationship between

increasing environmental demands and the subject's ability to maintain high levels of performance.

The success of ADJ hinges entirely on the accurate and continuous monitoring of performance

data to inform these micro-adjustments.

3. Relationship to Standard Schedules of Reinforcement

ADJ should not be viewed as a standalone schedule but rather as a procedural framework that

incorporates and dynamically manipulates existing standard schedules. All fundamental schedules-

-Fixed Ratio (FR), Variable Ratio (VR), Fixed Interval (FI), and Variable Interval (VI)--can serve as

transient phases within an overall Adjusting Schedule design. For example, a learner might begin

an ADJ program operating under a dense FR 1 (continuous reinforcement) schedule, transition to

an FR 5 schedule, and eventually evolve into a VR 10 schedule, all based on performance criteria.

The key distinction is that in ADJ, the schedule parameters themselves are the dependent

variables modified by the subject's behavior, whereas in standard schedules, the parameters are

constant controlling variables.

A primary theoretical advantage of ADJ lies in its ability to systematically "stretch the ratio"--the

process of gradually requiring more responses for each unit of reinforcement. This stretching is

crucial because it mimics the natural world, where complex or high-value rewards often require

sustained effort. However, if the ratio stretch occurs too abruptly in a standard fixed or variable
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schedule, the resulting ratio strain can lead to behavioral collapse. ADJ mitigates this risk by

grounding the ratio increase in proven performance, ensuring the transition is always within the

learner's current capacity, thereby optimizing the transition from continuous to intermittent

reinforcement without inducing negative side effects.

By systematically moving through different schedules, ADJ effectively inoculates the learner

against the weaknesses of rigid schedules. For instance, by introducing variability in the ratio

based on demonstrated skill, the characteristic "break-and-run" pattern associated with high-

density FR schedules is minimized, leading to a smoother, steadier rate of responding. This

systematic variability ultimately produces a behavioral outcome that is superior in both durability

and rate compared to behavior conditioned under a single, static reinforcement schedule,

emphasizing its role as an advanced technique for maximizing long-term behavioral persistence.

4. Practical Applications and Case Studies

The application of the Adjusting Schedule of Reinforcement is widespread across various

behavioral domains, particularly where the gradual acquisition of complex skills is necessary. The

source content highlights its utility in parenting tactics, providing a clear analogy: a parent

seeking a long-term goal, such as independent reading, may initially provide reinforcement (praise,

tokens) for every five minutes of focused attention. As the child achieves this, the requirement is

adjusted to ten minutes, then a completed chapter, then a book report. The demands are

continuously altered and grounded in the child's achievements along the way to the larger pursuit

of literacy, preventing frustration while ensuring continuous progress.

In clinical practice, ADJ forms the backbone of highly effective interventions within Applied

Behavior Analysis (ABA), especially for individuals learning critical social, academic, or vocational

skills. For instance, in teaching a complex motor skill or a sequential task, ADJ ensures that the

therapist only moves to the next, more difficult step once the current step has been mastered at a

specific criterion (e.g., 85% independence over five sessions). If the client struggles, the

requirement for reinforcement immediately falls back to a previously successful level, guaranteeing

a high rate of successful interaction with the reinforcement contingency and preserving motivation.

Beyond the clinical setting, ADJ principles are observable in educational and corporate

environments. In adaptive learning software, the difficulty level of problems, and thus the

requirement for accessing positive feedback or moving to the next module, constantly adjusts

based on the student's success rate, optimizing instructional pacing. Similarly, performance-based

compensation structures in sales or management often function as a large-scale ADJ system,

where quotas or expected productivity levels are systematically raised based on historical

achievement, thereby continuously encouraging higher levels of output while maintaining the

motivational link between effort and reward.
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5. Implementation Strategies and Design Considerations

Effective implementation of an Adjusting Schedule requires meticulous planning and rigorous data

management. The initial design phase must clearly identify the terminal target behavior and define

the specific parameters of adjustment. This includes establishing the baseline response rate,

defining the minimum performance criterion necessary to trigger a schedule adjustment (e.g.,

"three consecutive responses without error"), and determining the magnitude of the subsequent

adjustment (e.g., "increase the ratio by 5%"). Without these explicit rules, the adjustment risks

becoming arbitrary, which destroys the systematic rigor required for behavioral science.

A key design consideration involves managing the step size of the adjustments. The principle of

small successive approximations is paramount. Adjustments must be subtle enough that the

increase in demand is not perceived as punitive or overly difficult by the learner. If the ratio stretch

is too large, the organism may cease responding, resulting in the failure of the program. Therefore,

practitioners must employ frequent, potentially continuous, data monitoring to catch even minor

dips in performance, allowing for immediate intervention to revert the schedule before ratio strain

takes hold.

Furthermore, the choice of the primary reinforcer and the integrity of its delivery are critical

implementation factors. The reinforcer must maintain its potency despite the potential delay or

reduced frequency introduced by a thinning schedule. As the schedule thins, the practitioner must

also focus on pairing the artificial reinforcement (e.g., tokens, praise) with naturally occurring,

intrinsic consequences of the task itself, thereby ensuring that the behavior becomes maintained

by environmental contingencies once the structured ADJ system is removed. This planned

transition is often managed by embedding elements of VI or VR schedules as the final phases of

the adjustment program.

6. Advantages and Behavioral Outcomes

The advantages of utilizing an Adjusting Schedule of Reinforcement primarily revolve around

maximizing behavioral durability and achieving optimal learning efficiency. By constantly

demanding slightly more effort for reinforcement, the ADJ system produces highly stable behavior

that is exceptionally resistant to extinction. When the contingencies are eventually removed

entirely, the subject is habituated to performing under lean, demanding conditions, meaning the

behavior will persist far longer than if it had been conditioned solely under a dense, predictable

schedule.

In terms of learning efficiency, ADJ prevents both boredom and frustration. If a schedule were

static and too easy, the learner would waste time performing tasks below their competence level.

Conversely, if the schedule were too difficult, repeated failure would lead to avoidance or learned

helplessness. ADJ dynamically optimizes the learning rate by ensuring that the level of difficulty is
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always appropriate for the learner's immediate proficiency, maximizing the rate of skill acquisition

and the retention of the learned behavior across various settings.

Moreover, ADJ promotes generalization of the learned skill. Because the exact demands for

reinforcement are constantly changing based on contextual performance, the organism learns that

reinforcement is contingent not upon a single, fixed set of environmental cues, but upon the

successful completion of the task regardless of the immediate surrounding conditions. This

adaptability is crucial for real-world functioning, allowing skills acquired in a therapeutic or training

environment to transfer effectively to novel or unpredictable natural settings, enhancing the overall

functional independence of the individual.

7. Criticisms and Challenges in Application

Despite its theoretical elegance and demonstrable effectiveness, the Adjusting Schedule of

Reinforcement is subject to practical and conceptual criticisms, primarily centered on its resource

intensity. The rigorous, real-time data collection and subsequent analysis required to make

accurate adjustments demand highly trained personnel and significant time investment, making

ADJ systems less practical for use in low-resource environments or large-scale educational

initiatives where individualized monitoring is prohibitive. The complexity of determining the optimal

adjustment rules also requires expertise in behavioral assessment, which is not always available.

A significant challenge involves the potential for ratio strain, even within a seemingly systematic

ADJ framework. If the initial criteria for adjustment are too generous or if the performance data is

interpreted inaccurately, the schedule can quickly thin beyond the learner's capacity. When this

happens, the behavioral results are severe: the response rate drops precipitously, and the subject

may display emotional responses associated with frustration or aggression. Reversing ratio strain

is often difficult and requires a substantial, controlled return to very dense reinforcement,

demonstrating the high-stakes nature of schedule design in ADJ.

Furthermore, some critiques touch on the ethical dimension of continually increasing performance

demands. Philosophically, there is a concern that ADJ creates an environment of perpetual

expectation management, where the learner never experiences a steady state of mastery, as the

definition of "mastery" is constantly being raised. While proponents argue this builds resilience,

critics suggest it risks fostering extrinsic motivation dependent on external criteria rather than

promoting the intrinsic satisfaction derived from skill performance itself, a debate central to modern

behavioral ethics and motivation research.

Further Reading

Operant Conditioning (Wikipedia)

Schedules of Reinforcement (Wikipedia)
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Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)
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