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

1. Core Definition

Chaining is a fundamental and highly structured behavioral procedure employed within the
framework of behavioral psychology and Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA). It is defined as the

systematic process used to teach complex, multi-step behaviors by sequentially linking together
individual, simpler responses. This technique leverages the foundational concept of a response
chain, wherein the execution of a complex task is broken down into discrete, manageable steps
that must be performed in a specific, predetermined order.

The mechanism underlying chaining is rooted deeply in the principles of operant conditioning.
Specifically, each successful step within the sequence serves a crucial dual function: it acts as a
conditioned reinforcer for the preceding step, immediately solidifying the action just completed;
simultaneously, it functions as a discriminative stimulus (SD) for the next action in the sequence,
clearly signaling that the opportunity for the subsequent response and further reinforcement is
available. This systematic linkage ensures that the entire behavioral sequence is maintained and
driven forward by interconnected, reinforcing stimuli.

The ultimate goal of employing chaining is to facilitate the rapid acquisition of complex behaviors
that are currently beyond the learner's existing capabilities or behavioral repertoire. By
decomposing an overwhelming task into easily learnable components, and meticulously reinforcing
the transition between these components, chaining allows practitioners to construct elaborate
behavioral sequences, thereby promoting essential skill acquisition and increasing functional
independence across various domains.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The theoretical foundation and practical application of chaining are inextricably linked to the
pioneering work of B.F. Skinner, the influential American psychologist and central figure in the
development of operant conditioning. Developing in the mid-20th century, Skinner's extensive
research into how behaviors are learned and maintained through environmental consequences
provided the scientific basis for understanding complex sequences of action. Chaining emerged as
a powerful, direct application of these operant principles, utilizing systematic reinforcement to
shape behaviors that are too intricate to be taught as single, discrete units.

Within Skinner's framework of behaviorism, the concept of the response chain was crucial for

explaining how organisms acquire and execute long, purposeful sequences of actions. Skinner
demonstrated that complex behaviors are not unitary entities but are instead composed of
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interconnected links, each held under stringent stimulus control. For the chain to be effectively
maintained, the completion of one step must be reinforced by access to the next, with the entire
sequence culminating in a terminal, often primary, reinforcer. This rigorous analytical approach
allowed behavior analysts to scientifically analyze and systematically manipulate previously
complex, unmanageable behaviors.

The historical significance of chaining lies in its ability to move behavioral science beyond the mere
instruction of individual, discrete behaviors. This methodology revolutionized approaches in
education, therapy, and vocational training, particularly for individuals facing significant cognitive or
learning difficulties. The refinement of chaining techniques allowed practitioners to engineer
instruction to construct entirely new, intricate behavioral patterns, cementing its role as a
fundamental cornerstone technique within modern applied behavior analysis.

3. Key Characteristics and Methodologies

Chaining is fundamentally characterized by its structured, systematic approach to skill building,
demanding careful planning and precise execution. The formal procedure universally begins with a
meticulous process known as task analysis, where the target behavior is systematically broken
down into its smallest, most constituent steps. These detailed steps form the essential blueprint for
subsequent instruction and reinforcement delivery.

A defining characteristic is the principle of sequential reinforcement. Unlike simpler reinforcement
methods where only a final behavior is rewarded, chaining involves reinforcing individual
responses in a precise, specified order. Each step's successful completion serves as an
immediate, albeit temporary, conditioned reward, driving the learner to initiate the next action. This
effective process of linking antecedent stimuli, responses, and consequent reinforcers ensures the
continuity and fluidity of the entire behavioral sequence.

Furthermore, chaining encompasses three distinct methodological variations, providing flexibility to
meet different learning needs and complexities of the task:

Forward Chaining: In this methodology, instruction begins with the first step in the sequence. The
learner is prompted and reinforced exclusively for completing Step 1. Once Step 1 is mastered and
performed reliably, instruction proceeds to Step 2, and the process continues forward until the
entire chain is complete. This method maintains the natural, chronological order of the task and is
often beneficial when the initial steps build necessary momentum for subsequent actions.

Backward Chaining: This approach begins instruction with the final step in the sequence. The
instructor completes all steps except the very last one, and the learner is only required to perform
the final step, which results in the immediate delivery of the primary reinforcer. Once the last step
is mastered, the learner performs the last two steps, and this process continues backward through
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the chain. This method is highly effective because the primary, tangible reinforcer is delivered
immediately upon the learner's successful completion of their first required action, providing
powerful motivation.

Total Task Chaining: Utilizing this method, the learner is prompted and encouraged to perform
every single step in the sequence during every instructional trial. Reinforcement is typically
provided for appropriate prompts or correct steps throughout the process, with the terminal
reinforcer provided upon successful completion of the final step. This technique is often preferred
for learners who possess a larger existing behavioral repertoire and who require less structured
teaching of individual, isolated steps.

4. Significance and Impact

The significance of chaining lies in its unparalleled efficacy as a tool for teaching multi-step
behaviors critical for autonomy, skill development, and societal integration. It serves not merely as
a tool for refining existing skills but as a powerful, constructive strategy designed specifically to
expand the learner's capabilities into domains previously inaccessible, making it an indispensable
component of clinical, educational, and rehabilitative interventions globally.

The practical application of chaining is extensive across various therapeutic and educational
settings. It is frequently the intervention of choice for teaching essential functional life skills (FLS) to
diverse populations, including individuals with developmental disabilities, intellectual disabilities, or
those requiring post-acquired brain injury rehabilitation. For instance, chaining is routinely used to
teach complex daily living tasks, such as complete personal hygiene routines (e.g., showering,
brushing teeth), preparing simple meals according to a recipe, or performing essential vocational
duties. These skills, mastered through chaining, directly and substantially contribute to greater
independence and a dramatically improved quality of life.

A critical, illustrative example involves teaching an individual the complex sequence required for
using public transportation independently. This target behavior encompasses numerous discrete

steps: identifying the correct bus route, waiting at the proper stop, correctly signaling the bus,
entering, paying the appropriate fare, navigating to a seat, and properly signaling and exiting at the
desired destination. When presented as a monolithic task, it is overwhelmingly difficult. Through
systematic chaining, each small component is mastered sequentially and linked precisely, creating
a seamless, functional behavior chain that grants the learner significant freedom and mobility
previously unattainable.

5. Debates and Criticisms

While chaining is universally recognized for its demonstrated effectiveness, discussions and
debates surrounding the procedure typically center on issues related to practical implementation
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and resource allocation rather than fundamental theoretical flaws. The primary implementation
concern often raised involves the intensive nature of the instruction required for true skill mastery
and maintenance. Effective chaining demands significant, front-loaded effort, including the precise
task analysis necessary to break down behaviors into appropriately sized steps, the development
of robust and consistent reinforcement schedules, and substantial time investment from dedicated
instructors or therapists.

A key practical debate also revolves around the challenge of generalization. While a behavior
chain may be perfectly executed within the controlled instructional environment--such as
performing a vocational task at a training station--learners frequently struggle to apply the skill
spontaneously or successfully in slightly altered novel environments (e.g., a new workstation or a
different shift). Addressing generalization requires additional, distinct training strategies beyond the
core chaining procedure itself, such as teaching flexibility and maintenance over time, which often
adds layers of complexity and time to the intervention protocol.

Finally, failures in implementation can lead to inefficiency and increased learner frustration. If the
steps identified during task analysis are too broad (lumping too many actions together) or if
reinforcement delivery is sporadic, the chain can break down, leading to stalled or regressive
progress. Despite these practical considerations regarding resource demands and generalization
challenges, chaining remains a cornerstone procedure in applied behavior analysis due to its
unmatched capacity to successfully teach complex, functional skills that significantly enhance the
independence and capabilities of diverse learners.
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