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CONTINGENCY-GOVERNED BEHAVIOR

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behavioral Psychology, Behavior Analysis, Experimental Analysis
of Behavior

1. Core Definition and Principles

Contingency-Governed Behavior (CGB) refers to behavior that is directly and exclusively
shaped, maintained, and determined by the immediate environmental consequences it produces.
In the framework of Operant Conditioning, behavior is governed by the three-term contingency:

antecedent stimulus, behavior, and consequence (S-R-C). CGB is the result of an organism's
direct exposure to and experience with these contingencies, leading to the strengthening (or
weakening) of response probability without the mediation of verbal rules, instructions, or self-
statements. This type of learning is characterized by its reliance on trial-and-error exposure, where
the organism's actions are empirically tested against the environment's feedback.

The defining feature of CGB is the lack of "discussion or weighting of consequences or effects"
prior to the action, as the behavior itself is a function of past reinforcement history. When an
individual engages in CGB, the response frequency is dictated purely by the historical density and
magnitude of reinforcement received for that specific response in similar contexts. This mechanism
ensures efficient adaptation to highly stable environmental conditions. If pressing a specific button
consistently yields a reward, the probability of pressing that button in the future increases, a
change driven solely by the direct strengthening effect of the consequence (the reward) on the
preceding behavior (the button press).

A classic illustration of CGB involves navigating environmental feedback, such as attempting to
use a broken vending machine or, as the source content suggests, continually depositing quarters
into an "out of order" parking meter. Despite previous failures or the overt display of a non-
functioning mechanism, the individual might persist based on a deeply established, highly
reinforced history of the behavior (“inserting money leads to service"). The failure to engage in pre-
action analysis or rule-following demonstrates that the behavior is currently under the dominant
control of the immediate reinforcement schedule, even if that schedule has recently changed from
reinforcement to extinction.

2. The Operant Context

The theoretical foundation of CGB resides within the work of B. F. Skinner and the subsequent
field of Behavior Analysis. Skinner differentiated between respondent (classical) behavior and
operant behavior, positioning CGB as the core mechanism of how operants are acquired and
maintained. Operant behavior operates on the environment to produce consequences, and these
consequences select the behavior through reinforcement. This selection process, analogous to
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natural selection, happens without the organism necessarily being aware of or able to articulate the
exact relationship between their behavior and the outcome.

The strength of CGB is highly dependent upon the schedules of reinforcement utilized in the

environment. Continuous reinforcement leads to rapid acquisition but rapid extinction, whereas
intermittent schedules (like variable ratio or variable interval) lead to highly durable and persistent
CGB. For example, the persistence exhibited by a gambler is a quintessential example of CGB
maintained by a variable ratio schedule--the response persists because the historical contingency
dictates that the next pull of the lever *might* be the one that pays out, regardless of the
mathematical odds or verbal warnings about the house advantage.

Furthermore, CGB is intrinsically tied to the concept of shaping. Complex behaviors that are
eventually contingency-governed must first be developed through successive approximations,
where the environment differentially reinforces responses that increasingly resemble the target
behavior. This step-by-step process ensures that the final, highly sophisticated response chain is
fundamentally rooted in direct interaction with the reinforcing environment, rather than being
constructed cognitively through verbal instructions or rules provided externally. The resulting
behavior, once shaped, becomes highly efficient and resistant to disruption.

3. Distinguishing CGB from Rule-Governed Behavior (RGB)

The concept of CGB gains its greatest clarity when contrasted with its behavioral counterpart,
Rule-Governed Behavior (RGB). RGB involves responding based on verbal stimuli (rules,

instructions, advice, laws, or self-generated statements) that specify the relationship between an
action and its outcome, rather than based on direct experience. The distinction is crucial for
understanding complex human behavior, particularly in social and linguistic environments.

While CGB is often slow to acquire but durable and sensitive to local environmental fluctuations,
RGB can be acquired instantly through instruction but might be less sensitive to immediate
changes in actual environmental contingencies. For instance, if a person is told, "Do not touch the
red lever because it causes an electric shock," their avoidance is RGB. If they touch the lever and
are shocked, and subsequently avoid it, their avoidance is CGB. Often, human behavior is a
complex interplay between the two: rules may initiate a behavior, but the subsequent direct
environmental feedback (contingencies) maintains, modifies, or extinguishes it.

One of the most robust empirical differences between CGB and RGB is the phenomenon known as
"insensitivity to contingencies." When behavior is governed by a rule--especially a rule that
promises a delayed or unlikely consequence--the individual may rigidly adhere to that rule even
when the immediate environment signals that the rule is no longer functional. Conversely, behavior
that is purely contingency-governed will immediately and smoothly adjust its rate and form as soon
as the reinforcement schedule changes, demonstrating high sensitivity to the *actual* experienced
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consequences.

4. Key Experimental Features

Experimental analysis of CGB typically utilizes non-human subjects or human subjects in
controlled laboratory settings designed to minimize the influence of verbal rules. The primary
methodologies involve complex schedules of reinforcement, often involving delayed consequences

or partial reinforcement schedules, to study how response patterns stabilize under different
environmental demands. The goal is to isolate the effect of the reinforcement history on response
probability.

A critical experimental finding related to CGB is the demonstration of *behavioral contrast*. When a
subject is exposed to two concurrent schedules of reinforcement, and the quality or quantity of
reinforcement is decreased on one schedule, the response rate on the other, unchanged schedule
often increases significantly. This effect is a direct manifestation of contingency control, showing
that the value of reinforcement is relative and that the organism's behavior is being dynamically
adjusted by changes in the local environment without requiring cognitive interpretation of the
change.

Furthermore, studies involving delayed reinforcement schedules vividly illustrate the power and
limitations of CGB. When a consequence is significantly delayed following a response, the
behavior is much harder to strengthen through contingency control, as intervening behaviors might
be inadvertently reinforced. However, when behavior is highly developed and reinforced
immediately (such as an athlete's muscle memory in sports), the resultant CGB can be incredibly
precise, rapid, and resilient--far surpassing the speed and accuracy that could be achieved if the
individual had to verbally mediate every step of the action.

5. Examples and Clinical Manifestations

CGB is pervasive in daily life, especially in situations where speed, dexterity, and immediate
environmental feedback are paramount. Examples range from simple motor skills to complex
psychological habits. Learning to ride a bicycle, where balance adjustments are made instantly in
response to gravitational feedback, is a strong example of CGB; the learner cannot successfully
ride by merely following verbal instructions ("lean left when you feel yourself tipping right") but must
develop the behavior through direct, consequence-based experience. Similarly, acquiring
proficiency in musical instruments or professional sports is heavily reliant on contingency
governance.

In clinical settings, CGB often underlies problematic habitual behaviors or dependencies. The
persistence of self-injurious behavior (SIB) in individuals with developmental disabilities, for
instance, is frequently maintained by powerful, immediate, albeit unintentional, contingencies (e.qg.,
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SIB leads to immediate caregiver attention or escape from a demand). The behavior is not
maintained because the individual "wants" to hurt themselves, but because the behavior has a
strong, historically reinforced functional relationship with the environmental consequence.
Addressing this requires changing the existing contingencies rather than merely issuing verbal
warnings or rules.

Phobias and anxiety disorders also frequently contain a strong CGB component. An avoidance
response (the behavior) immediately reduces anxiety (the consequence, acting as negative
reinforcement). This immediate consequence strongly strengthens the avoidance behavior, making
the phobia resistant to change, even when the individual intellectually understands that the feared
object or situation poses no real threat. The verbal rule ("I am safe") conflicts directly with the
established, powerfully reinforced contingency ("Avoidance reduces discomfort").

6. Theoretical Significance

The differentiation and study of CGB versus RGB hold profound theoretical significance for the
field of behavior analysis and cognitive science. For behaviorists, CGB represents the primary,
phylogenetically ancient mode of learning--the fundamental mechanism through which organisms
adapt to their physical environment. The study of CGB allows researchers to isolate basic learning
processes uncontaminated by linguistic complexity.

Furthermore, the concept is essential for bridging the gap between non-verbal and verbal human
behavior. CGB provides the raw behavioral repertoire upon which verbal behavior (RGB) is
constructed. Many complex human skills start as rule-governed (following instructions) but must
eventually transition to contingency-governed control to achieve fluency and expertise. A pilot, for
example, begins by following explicit checklists (RGB) but must develop contingency-governed
responses for instantaneous, life-saving maneuvers in turbulent conditions.

Ultimately, understanding CGB informs the design of effective interventions in applied behavior
analysis (ABA), education, and organizational management. It highlights that behavior change
strategies must often go beyond verbal instruction and directly manipulate the reinforcement
schedules in the natural environment. By arranging powerful, immediate, and consistent
contingencies, behavior analysts can effectively shape and maintain socially significant behavior
change, bypassing the potential insensitivity and complexity inherent in rule-based instruction.

7. Further Reading

Operant Conditioning (Wikipedia)
B. F. Skinner (Wikipedia)
Rule-Governed Behavior (Wikipedia)

Hayes, S. C. (1989). Rule-governed behavior: Mediating the costs and benefits of the human
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verbal repertoire.
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