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Behavior Contract

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behavioral Psychology, Education, Clinical Psychology, Family

Therapy

1. Core Definition

A behavior contract is a formal, written agreement between two or more parties that outlines

specific behavioral expectations, consequences for meeting or failing to meet those expectations,

and the rewards for successful compliance. It is systematically designed as an intervention tool,

primarily rooted in the principles of operant conditioning and applied behavior analysis. The

fundamental purpose of such a contract is to facilitate the modification of undesirable behaviors

and encourage the adoption of more appropriate or adaptive ones by establishing clear

contingencies. This structured approach ensures that all individuals involved have a shared

understanding of the target behaviors, the conditions under which these behaviors are to occur,

and the reinforcing outcomes associated with their performance.

Often employed in educational settings, particularly with children and adolescents, behavior

contracts serve as a transparent framework for behavior management. They formalize an

intervention plan by explicitly stating the desired behavioral targets, the criteria for success, and

the subsequent rewards or privileges that will be earned. The collaborative nature of creating a

behavior contract, where the individual whose behavior is being targeted (e.g., a student), their

parents or guardians, and an authority figure (e.g., a teacher or therapist) jointly contribute inputs

and formally sign the document, is a critical element. This participatory process fosters a sense of

ownership and accountability in the individual, thereby increasing their motivation and engagement

in the intervention process. Beyond education, behavior contracts are versatile tools utilized in a

variety of other contexts, including clinical therapy, family counseling, and organizational

management, wherever structured behavioral change is desired (Kazdin, 2001).

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of a behavior contract emerged from the broader field of behavior modification, which

gained prominence in the mid-20th century, heavily influenced by the work of B.F. Skinner and his

research on operant conditioning. Skinner's paradigm demonstrated that behaviors are learned

and maintained by their consequences, laying the theoretical groundwork for systematic

interventions. Early applications of these principles focused on identifying specific behaviors and

designing environments to reinforce desired actions while minimizing undesirable ones. The

formalization of this into a "contract" likely evolved from the need to make these contingencies

explicit and mutually agreed upon, particularly in therapeutic and educational contexts where clarity

and commitment were essential.
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Pioneering work in contingency management and applied behavior analysis, particularly in the

1960s and 1970s, saw the development of structured agreements to manage behavior in diverse

populations. Researchers and practitioners began to systematically apply behavioral principles to

address a wide range of issues, from classroom conduct to clinical symptoms. The explicit term

"behavior contract" gained traction as a way to describe these formal, written agreements that

delineated behavioral expectations and consequences. Early proponents, such as Homme and

Tosti, advocated for the use of contingency contracting as an effective method for self-

management and behavior change, particularly highlighting its utility in educational environments

(Homme et al., 1969). This historical trajectory underscores a shift from purely external

management to a more collaborative, explicit, and mutually accountable approach to behavior

modification.

3. Key Characteristics

Formal, Written Agreement: A behavior contract is not merely an informal understanding but a

documented, typically written, agreement. This formalization ensures clarity, reduces ambiguity,

and serves as a tangible reference point for all parties involved. The act of writing down the terms

and conditions solidifies commitment and provides a clear record of expectations and

responsibilities. The document usually includes signatures from all participants, signifying their

agreement and dedication to the specified terms.

Clear Behavioral Targets: The contract explicitly defines the specific behaviors that are to be

increased or decreased. These targets are observable, measurable, and stated in positive terms

whenever possible (e.g., "Student will complete homework on time" instead of "Student will not

procrastinate"). Precision in defining behaviors is crucial to avoid misinterpretation and to ensure

accurate monitoring and evaluation of progress.

Defined Conditions and Contingencies: The contract details the conditions under which the

target behaviors are expected to occur and precisely what consequences, both positive (rewards)

and negative (loss of privileges or natural consequences), will follow successful performance or

non-compliance. These contingencies are directly linked to the target behaviors, making the

relationship between action and outcome transparent. Rewards are often highly individualized and

chosen in collaboration with the target individual to maximize their motivational impact.

Collaborative Development and Mutual Agreement: A cornerstone of effective behavior

contracts is their collaborative development. The individual whose behavior is being modified,

along with relevant stakeholders such as parents, teachers, or therapists, actively participates in

setting the terms, choosing rewards, and defining consequences. This shared input fosters a sense

of ownership, personal interest, and accountability, which significantly enhances the likelihood of

adherence and success (Kelly, 1995).

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://books.google.com/books?id=8eB2CwAAQBAJ
https://books.google.com/books?id=Oq_lCAAAQBAJ
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=26885
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Behavior Contract 4

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Regular Review and Flexibility: Behavior contracts are not static documents; they are dynamic

tools designed to be reviewed and adjusted periodically. As behavior changes, or as the

effectiveness of rewards shifts, the terms of the contract may need to be modified. Regular review

meetings allow for assessment of progress, troubleshooting challenges, and adapting the contract

to maintain its relevance and motivational power. This iterative process is vital for long-term

success and for fostering continued engagement from all parties.

4. Significance and Impact

The behavior contract holds significant importance as a structured intervention tool due to its

capacity to promote clear communication, foster personal accountability, and facilitate measurable

behavioral change across various settings. By formalizing expectations and consequences, it

eliminates ambiguity, ensuring that all parties, especially the individual whose behavior is being

targeted, fully understand what is required of them and what the outcomes of their actions will be.

This clarity is particularly valuable in complex social dynamics, such as classrooms or families,

where misunderstandings can often impede progress toward behavioral goals.

A primary impact of behavior contracts is their effectiveness in motivating individuals to participate

actively in their own behavior modification process. Because the individual often contributes to the

selection of rewards and the definition of behavioral targets, their personal interests are explicitly

taken into consideration. This intrinsic involvement shifts the dynamic from external control to

internal commitment, enhancing the individual's sense of autonomy and responsibility for their

actions. This increased motivation is a powerful driver for sustained engagement and ultimately, for

the successful acquisition of desired behaviors and the reduction of undesirable ones (O'Leary &

O'Leary, 1977).

Furthermore, behavior contracts contribute to developing essential self-management skills. As

individuals work to meet the terms of their contract, they learn to monitor their own behavior,

understand the link between their actions and outcomes, and develop strategies for self-regulation.

This process can lead to long-term benefits beyond the immediate contractual period, equipping

individuals with valuable tools for managing their behavior independently. Its applicability extends

broadly from addressing specific academic or social challenges in children to managing complex

behavioral issues in clinical populations and fostering positive interactions within family systems

(Patterson & Forgatch, 1995). The structured nature and focus on positive reinforcement make it a

versatile and impactful strategy for promoting adaptive functioning.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite their widespread use and documented effectiveness, behavior contracts are not without

their criticisms and areas of debate, primarily revolving around ethical considerations, the nature of
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motivation, and the long-term efficacy of behavior change. One significant criticism centers on the

potential for behavior contracts to rely heavily on extrinsic motivation. Critics argue that by

consistently pairing desired behaviors with external rewards, individuals may become dependent

on these rewards and may not develop intrinsic motivation for the behavior itself. This raises

concerns about whether the behavior will be maintained once the external reinforcement is

withdrawn, potentially leading to a superficial or temporary change rather than a deeply

internalized one.

Another point of contention involves the ethical implications, particularly regarding autonomy and

manipulation. While proponents emphasize the collaborative nature of contract development,

critics sometimes argue that, especially with children or vulnerable populations, the power dynamic

can still lean heavily towards the adult or therapist. This raises questions about whether the

individual truly has a choice in participating or in the terms of the contract, potentially bordering on

manipulation rather than genuine collaborative agreement. Ensuring that the individual's voice is

genuinely heard and respected, and that the contract truly reflects their interests as well as the

needs of the environment, is a continuous challenge.

Furthermore, debates exist concerning the generalization and maintenance of behaviors learned

through contracts. While a behavior contract can be highly effective in a specific setting or for a

particular behavior, there is a risk that the learned behavior may not generalize to other

environments or endure over time once the structured reinforcement system is removed. Critics

suggest that contracts might not adequately address the underlying cognitive, emotional, or

systemic factors contributing to a behavior, instead focusing solely on observable actions.

Therefore, for behavior change to be truly robust and lasting, contracts may need to be integrated

into a broader therapeutic or educational strategy that addresses these deeper issues and

systematically plans for generalization and maintenance through fading external supports and

fostering intrinsic rewards.
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