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Conditioned Reinforcers

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Behavioral Science, Education, Animal Training

1. Core Definition

A conditioned reinforcer, often referred to as a secondary reinforcer, is a stimulus or event that
acquires its reinforcing properties through association with a primary reinforcer. Unlike primary
reinforcers, which are innately satisfying and fulfill biological needs (e.g., food, water, warmth),
conditioned reinforcers do not inherently possess reinforcing value. Instead, their effectiveness in
increasing the likelihood of a preceding behavior is learned through a process of classical
conditioning, where a neutral stimulus is repeatedly paired with an existing reinforcer, thereby
transforming the neutral stimulus into a conditioned one. This acquired value enables the
conditioned reinforcer to motivate and shape a wide array of behaviors across various species,
from simple tasks in laboratory settings to complex human social interactions.

The fundamental mechanism involves a neutral stimulus (e.g., a sound, a light, a specific gesture)
being presented immediately before or simultaneously with a primary reinforcer. Through
consistent pairings, the neutral stimulus begins to evoke a similar motivational response as the
primary reinforcer, eventually gaining the capacity to reinforce behavior on its own. For example, in
the classic demonstration of "piano-playing chickens" at a fair, the sound of the piano key, initially a
neutral stimulus, becomes a conditioned reinforcer because it is consistently followed by the
delivery of food, a primary reinforcer. Consequently, the act of pecking the piano key, which
produces the sound, is reinforced, leading to the desired behavior.

This process highlights that conditioned reinforcers are not merely signals for primary reinforcers;
rather, they actively function to strengthen behaviors they follow. Their utility lies in their ability to
bridge the time gap between a desired behavior and the delivery of a primary reinforcer, allowing
for more immediate feedback. Furthermore, they offer practical advantages in behavior
modification programs by providing a readily available and easily administered form of reward that
does not disrupt ongoing activities in the same way that primary reinforcers might. Understanding
this core definition is crucial for grasping the intricate dynamics of learning and behavior
modification.

2. Historical Context and Theoretical Foundations

The concept of conditioned reinforcers is deeply rooted in the behavioral psychology tradition,
particularly in the work of B.F. Skinner and his extensive research into operant conditioning. While
Ivan Pavlov's earlier experiments on classical conditioning laid the groundwork by demonstrating
how neutral stimuli could acquire new associative meanings through pairing with unconditioned
stimuli, it was Skinner who systematically explored the role of consequences in shaping voluntary
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behavior. Skinner's framework distinguished between different types of consequences, identifying
reinforcers as stimuli that increase the probability of a behavior's recurrence, and further
categorizing them into primary (unlearned) and secondary (learned) types.

Skinner's experiments, often involving animals in controlled environments known as operant
chambers, meticulously detailed how specific environmental cues could become powerful
reinforcers. For instance, a light turning on or a clicker sound, initially neutral, would become
effective reinforcers if consistently paired with food delivery. This historical development solidified
the understanding that an organism's learning is not solely dependent on innate drives but is
profoundly influenced by the environmental stimuli that reliably predict or accompany the
satisfaction of those drives. The theoretical foundations thus emphasize the empirical observation
of behavior and its environmental contingencies.

The evolution of this concept also intertwined with the practical needs of behavior maodification and
training. Early animal trainers intuitively used signals and cues that functioned as conditioned
reinforcers, but it was the rigorous scientific investigation by behaviorists that formalized these
observations into a coherent theory. This formalization provided a robust theoretical basis for
understanding how complex behavioral chains could be built and maintained, illustrating the
profound influence of learned associations on an organism's repertoire of actions. The historical
trajectory showcases a transition from anecdotal observations to systematic scientific inquiry,
profoundly impacting fields from education to therapy.

3. Mechanism of Acquisition

The acquisition of reinforcing properties by a previously neutral stimulus primarily occurs through
classical conditioning, often termed respondent conditioning, where the neutral stimulus (NS) is
consistently paired with an unconditioned stimulus (UCS) that naturally elicits a response. In the
context of conditioned reinforcement, the UCS is typically a primary reinforcer, which inherently
motivates behavior due to its biological significance. When the NS is repeatedly presented
immediately before or concurrent with the primary reinforcer, the organism learns to associate the
two stimuli. This association leads to the NS acquiring some of the eliciting properties of the
primary reinforcer, thereby transforming it into a conditioned stimulus (CS) and, subsequently, a
conditioned reinforcer.

The effectiveness of this pairing is influenced by several factors, including the contiguity and
contingency between the neutral stimulus and the primary reinforcer. Contiguity refers to the
closeness in time between the presentation of the NS and the primary reinforcer; shorter intervals
generally lead to stronger conditioning. Contingency refers to the predictive relationship, meaning
the NS reliably predicts the occurrence of the primary reinforcer. A high degree of contingency
ensures that the organism learns that the NS signals a forthcoming reward, strengthening its
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reinforcing power. Without consistent pairing, the neutral stimulus would fail to acquire significant
reinforcing capabilities.

Furthermore, the motivational state of the organism plays a crucial role during the acquisition
phase. For a primary reinforcer to be effective, the organism must be in a state of deprivation
relative to that reinforcer (e.g., hungry for food, thirsty for water). This deprivation enhances the
salience of the primary reinforcer and, by extension, the strength of the association formed with the
neutral stimulus. Over successive trials, the newly established conditioned reinforcer becomes
capable of eliciting approach behaviors and strengthening operant responses that lead to its
presentation, even in the absence of the primary reinforcer for a period. This learned capacity
makes conditioned reinforcers incredibly versatile tools in modifying and shaping behavior
(Skinner, 1938).

4. Key Characteristics and Types

Conditioned reinforcers possess several distinguishing characteristics that set them apart from
primary reinforcers and dictate their utility in behavior management. Firstly, their reinforcing power
is learned rather than innate; organisms are not born responding positively to applause or money,
but learn to value them through association. Secondly, their effectiveness is dependent on
primary reinforcers; if a conditioned reinforcer is never again paired with a primary reinforcer, its
value will eventually diminish through extinction. This highlights their derivative nature and the
need for occasional "recharging" through re-pairing. Thirdly, conditioned reinforcers often exhibit
versatility and generalizability, meaning a single conditioned reinforcer can be used to
strengthen various behaviors in different contexts, which is a major advantage over primary
reinforcers that are typically specific to a particular need state.

Within the category of conditioned reinforcers, a significant distinction exists between specific
conditioned reinforcers and generalized conditioned reinforcers. Specific conditioned
reinforcers are those whose reinforcing properties are tied to a particular primary reinforcer or
context. For example, the clicker sound used in animal training is a specific conditioned reinforcer
because its value is typically associated with food delivery during training sessions. Its
effectiveness might diminish if food is no longer the contingent primary reinforcer. This type of
reinforcer is powerful in targeted training but can be less flexible across diverse situations.

In contrast, generalized conditioned reinforcers are stimuli that have been paired with many
different primary reinforcers and are therefore effective across a wide range of motivational states
and situations (Domjan, 2015 ). The most prominent example in human society is money, which
can be exchanged for food, shelter, entertainment, and countless other primary and secondary
reinforcers. Other examples include praise, attention, tokens in a token economy, and good
grades. Because they are not dependent on a single deprivation state, generalized conditioned
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reinforcers are exceptionally robust and powerful tools for shaping and maintaining complex
behaviors. Their broad applicability makes them central to human social and economic systems,
influencing everything from daily routines to long-term goal pursuit.

5. Distinction from Primary Reinforcers

The fundamental distinction between conditioned reinforcers and primary reinforcers lies in their
origin and the nature of their reinforcing power. Primary reinforcers are unlearned and inherently
satisfying because they directly fulfill basic biological needs or are biologically significant. These
include stimuli such as food, water, warmth, sexual contact, and relief from pain. Their reinforcing
value is universal across a species and does not require any prior learning or experience. For an
organism, a primary reinforcer directly affects its survival and well-being, making it a potent and
immediate motivator of behavior. The effectiveness of a primary reinforcer is largely determined by
the organism's current state of deprivation; for instance, food is a more powerful reinforcer when
an animal is hungry.

In stark contrast, conditioned reinforcers, also known as secondary reinforcers, derive their
reinforcing properties through a learning process, specifically through association with primary
reinforcers or other established conditioned reinforcers. They are initially neutral stimuli that
acquire motivational significance only after being repeatedly paired with stimuli that already
possess reinforcing value. This means that their power is not intrinsic but acquired. Examples such
as money, grades, praise, clicks from a trainer's clicker, or even a specific sound, gain their ability
to increase behavior because they have been consistently followed by, or exchanged for, primary
reinforcers or other highly valued items.

This learned nature implies that the value of a conditioned reinforcer can vary significantly across
individuals and cultures, depending on their unique learning histories. While food is a primary
reinforcer for all humans, money may hold different levels of reinforcing power for different
individuals based on their experiences. Furthermore, conditioned reinforcers are susceptible to
extinction; if they are no longer occasionally paired with primary reinforcers, their ability to
strengthen behavior will eventually diminish. Primary reinforcers, however, do not undergo
extinction in the same manner, as their biological significance remains constant. This crucial
difference underscores the complex interplay between innate biological drives and learned
environmental associations in the regulation of behavior (Pierce & Cheney, 2017 ).

6. Practical Applications and Significance

The concept of conditioned reinforcers holds immense practical significance across various
domains, offering powerful tools for shaping, maintaining, and modifying behavior. In animal
training, conditioned reinforcers are indispensable. The use of a "clicker" in dog training is a prime
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example: the distinct sound of the clicker, initially neutral, becomes a conditioned reinforcer by
being immediately followed by a treat (primary reinforcer). This allows trainers to precisely mark
desired behaviors the instant they occur, providing immediate positive feedback that is often
impossible with bulky primary reinforcers like food. This precision facilitates the rapid acquisition of
complex behaviors, from obedience commands to specialized assistance tasks.

In educational settings, conditioned reinforcers are widely employed to foster desirable academic
and social behaviors. Teachers frequently use praise, good grades, gold stars, or token economies
(where students earn tokens for good behavior, which can then be exchanged for privileges or
tangible rewards) as conditioned reinforcers. These systems leverage the learned value of these
stimuli to motivate students to complete assignments, participate in class, or adhere to classroom
rules. The effectiveness of these strategies hinges on the consistent association of these symbolic
rewards with positive outcomes, such as parental approval (social primary reinforcer) or access to
preferred activities.

Beyond training and education, conditioned reinforcers are fundamental to understanding and
influencing human social and economic behavior. Money, as the ultimate generalized
conditioned reinforcer, drives countless daily activities and long-term pursuits, from working a job
to making investments. Social approval, recognition, and status symbols also function as powerful
conditioned reinforcers, motivating individuals to conform to social norms, achieve professional
success, and engage in altruistic acts. In therapeutic contexts, conditioned reinforcers are utilized
in various behavior modification programs for individuals with developmental disabilities or
behavioral challenges, helping to establish adaptive behaviors and reduce maladaptive ones. The
broad applicability underscores their foundational role in both natural learning processes and
intentional interventions aimed at behavioral change.

7. Critical Perspectives and Limitations

While conditioned reinforcers are powerful tools, their application and theoretical underpinnings are
not without critical scrutiny and recognized limitations. One significant debate centers on the
potential for extrinsic motivation, driven by external reinforcers, to undermine intrinsic
motivation, which arises from internal satisfaction in an activity itself. Critics argue that an over-
reliance on conditioned reinforcers, such as rewards or praise, might diminish an individual's
inherent interest in a task, leading them to perform the activity only for the external reward rather
than for its own enjoyment or value. This concern is particularly salient in educational and creative
domains, where fostering genuine engagement is paramount.

Another limitation relates to the durability and generalizability of conditioned reinforcers. As their
power is derived from association with primary reinforcers, consistent pairing is necessary to
maintain their effectiveness. If a conditioned reinforcer is no longer occasionally paired with a
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primary reinforcer, its value can diminish through extinction, meaning it loses its ability to
strengthen behavior. This necessitates careful planning and maintenance schedules in applied
settings. Furthermore, while generalized conditioned reinforcers are robust, specific conditioned
reinforcers may not transfer effectively across different contexts or tasks without additional
conditioning, limiting their broad applicability.

Ethical considerations also arise, particularly regarding the potential for manipulation of behavior.
The efficacy of conditioned reinforcers in shaping behavior raises questions about informed
consent and the ethical boundaries of behavioral control, especially in institutional or therapeutic
settings where individuals may be vulnerable. While behavior modification aims for positive
outcomes, the power of reinforcers demands careful ethical oversight to ensure that interventions
are conducted with respect for autonomy and individual well-being. These critical perspectives
highlight the need for a nuanced understanding of conditioned reinforcers, acknowledging their
immense utility while also considering their potential drawbacks and ethical implications in practice.
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