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CONTINGENT REWARD

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

1. Core Definition

The concept of a Contingent Reward refers to any positive outcome--be it material, social, or
symbolic--that is delivered to an individual only upon the completion or demonstration of a specific,
predefined behavior. The defining feature of this mechanism is the absolute dependency, or
contingency, established between the action and the resulting consequence. Without the execution
of the desired behavior, the reward is withheld. This principle is foundational to modern behavioral
psychology, particularly within the framework of Operant Conditioning, where consequences are

systematically manipulated to increase the frequency of target behaviors.

In practice, a contingent reward serves as an extrinsic motivator, functioning as a form of positive
reinforcement. For the reward to be effective, the recipient must clearly understand the behavioral
expectations required to obtain it, and the reward itself must possess sufficient value or desirability
to motivate the effort. The expectation of receiving a desirable outcome after performing a specific
action forms a critical predictive link in the learning process, strengthening the likelihood that the
desired behavior will be repeated in similar future contexts.

The application of contingent rewards is often highly structured and programmatic, differentiating it
from generalized praise or spontaneous gifts. For instance, in an educational setting, the promise
of a new video game system (the reward) contingent upon achieving a certain grade point average
(the behavior) illustrates this strict relationship. This structure removes ambiguity, providing the
individual with clear parameters for success and fostering a direct connection between effort,
performance, and positive consequence, thereby facilitating targeted behavioral change or
maintenance.

2. Theoretical Foundation: Operant Conditioning

The systematic study and implementation of contingent rewards are inextricably linked to the work
of the American psychologist B.F. Skinner and his development of Operant Conditioning. Skinner
distinguished operant behaviors--those behaviors controlled by their consequences--from classical
conditioning, which deals primarily with reflexive responses. Within this framework, the contingent
reward is categorized specifically as a positive reinforcer, which is defined by its ability to
increase the probability of the behavior it follows.

Skinner's experiments, often involving the "Skinner Box," demonstrated empirically that the timing
and nature of reinforcement are crucial. A consequence is only considered reinforcing if it is
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delivered immediately following the target behavior, thereby cementing the association.
Contingency ensures that the reward is not merely coincidentally associated with the behavior, but
causally linked. This scientific approach to shaping behavior through environmental manipulation
provided the theoretical backbone for techniques used across education, therapy, and
organizational management to this day.

The efficacy of contingent rewards is also heavily reliant upon the implementation of specific

schedules of reinforcement. While continuous reinforcement (rewarding every instance of the
behavior) is highly effective for initially establishing a new behavior, intermittent schedules (such as
fixed-ratio or variable-interval) are typically used once the behavior is established to maintain it and
make it highly resistant to extinction. The precise manner in which the reward is made contingent,
therefore, determines not just whether the behavior occurs, but how consistently and robustly it is
maintained over time.

3. Types of Contingent Rewards

Contingent rewards manifest in diverse forms, tailored to the individual's preferences,
developmental stage, and context. These rewards are generally classified into three major
categories: material, social, and activity-based rewards. Effective behavioral programs often utilize
a combination of these types to maintain variety and maximize motivational impact, frequently
incorporating assessments of individual preferences to ensure the selected reward is genuinely
desirable to the target individual.

Material Rewards involve tangible items, such as money, toys, food, electronics, or prizes. These
are particularly effective in settings where immediate, concrete evidence of achievement is
needed, such as in early childhood education or applied behavior analysis programs for individuals
with developmental disabilities. The example provided--receiving a new game system contingent
on achieving a specific grade--is a classic instance of a highly motivating material reward,
representing significant immediate gain for sustained effort. However, reliance solely on material
rewards can sometimes raise concerns regarding the development of intrinsic motivation.

Social Rewards encompass non-tangible gestures and verbal affirmations provided by others.
This includes specific praise ("Excellent work on completing the project on time!"), recognition
(awards, certificates), attention (extra time with a preferred caregiver), or public acknowledgement
(a student's name on a honor roll). Social rewards are generally easier to implement consistently
and are highly sustainable, often serving as a bridge between purely extrinsic motivation and the
development of internal satisfaction. In professional environments, social rewards, such as
promotions or positive performance reviews, are crucial contingent factors driving productivity and
employee loyalty.

Finally, Activity-Based Rewards, often utilizing the Premack Principle, involve granting access to
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a preferred activity contingent upon the completion of a less-preferred task. Examples include
allowing a student to have "free time" after finishing a difficult assignment, or permitting a child to
play outside after cleaning their room. The effectiveness of activity-based rewards lies in
leveraging the naturally occurring high-frequency behaviors of an individual to reinforce the desired
low-frequency behaviors.

4. Implementation and Key Characteristics

Successful implementation of a contingent reward system relies on several key characteristics that
ensure the reward functions as an effective reinforcer rather than a mere bribe or coincidence. The
structure must be clear, ethical, and consistently applied to establish the necessary predictive
relationship in the learner's mind.

Immediacy: The reward must be delivered as soon as possible after the target behavior is
performed. Delaying the reward weakens the association between the behavior and the positive
consequence, potentially reinforcing an intervening, unwanted behavior instead. While immediate
rewards are ideal, symbolic representations (like tokens or points) can bridge the gap when the
ultimate reward (e.g., a vacation) cannot be delivered right away.

Specificity: The contingency rule must be unambiguous. Both the person delivering the reward
and the recipient must agree precisely on what constitutes successful behavior. Vague
requirements like "be good" are ineffective; requirements like "clean all dishes and put them away
within 30 minutes" are highly specific and reinforce targeted actions.

Desirability (Satiation Prevention): The reward must maintain its value to the individual. If an
individual is satiated--meaning they have received too much of that reward recently--its
effectiveness diminishes. Program designers must frequently evaluate the reinforcing power of the
chosen rewards and offer a variety to prevent satiation and maintain strong motivation.

Fairness and Consistency: The reward must be consistently delivered whenever the specific
behavior criterion is met, and conversely, withheld when it is not. Inconsistency rapidly undermines
the perceived contingency, leading to confusion, frustration, and eventual extinction of the target
behavior. The amount or type of reward should also be proportional to the effort required.

5. Applications in Educational and Clinical Settings

Contingent reward systems form the backbone of several highly effective behavioral intervention
strategies used across various disciplines. Their utility lies in their structured, measurable approach
to modifying behavior and improving performance in predictable ways.

In educational psychology, contingent rewards are frequently applied through methods such as
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behavior contracts and token economies. A behavior contract is a formal agreement detailing the

expected behaviors and the corresponding contingent rewards and consequences. This clarifies
expectations for students struggling with adherence to classroom rules or academic tasks. Token
economies, common in special education classrooms and institutional settings, utilize generalized
reinforcers (tokens, points, or stickers) that are earned contingent on specific positive behaviors
and can later be exchanged for a menu of preferred, backup rewards. This system allows for
immediate reinforcement while working toward a larger, delayed reward.

Clinically, contingent rewards are vital in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) used for individuals with
autism spectrum disorder or other developmental challenges. Rewards are used extensively to
teach complex skills, reduce maladaptive behaviors, and promote functional communication.
Furthermore, in clinical therapy, especially cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), contingent rewards
can be used in self-management programs where clients reward themselves for successfully
completing difficult therapeutic tasks, such as exposure exercises for phobias or adherence to new
coping mechanisms.

6. Ethical Considerations and Criticisms

While contingent rewards are powerful tools for behavior modification, their use is subject to
significant academic and ethical debate, primarily centered on the potential impact on intrinsic
motivation and the ethical implications of external control.

The most prominent criticism, often articulated through Self-Determination Theory (SDT), is the
"overjustification effect." This suggests that introducing an extrinsic contingent reward for a
behavior that was previously intrinsically motivating can lead to a decrease in that intrinsic
motivation. For example, if a child initially reads for the sheer joy of reading, but is then only
rewarded with money for reading, the reading behavior may cease entirely once the external
reward is removed. Critics argue that relying heavily on contingent rewards conditions individuals
to perform only for external gain, hindering the development of self-regulation and internal drive.

Ethical concerns also revolve around the potential for manipulation or coercion. When rewards
control access to basic needs or highly desired activities, the power dynamic shifts significantly,
raising questions about autonomy, especially when rewards are used with vulnerable populations.
Therefore, best practice dictates that contingent reward systems should be transparent, respectful
of individual choice, and ideally designed to fade the extrinsic reward over time as intrinsic
motivation or naturally occurring social reinforcement takes over. Furthermore, the selection of the
behavior target must focus on constructive, functional skills rather than simply obedience.

7. Further Reading

The following resources provide comprehensive detail regarding Operant Conditioning, B.F.
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Skinner's theories, and the role of contingent rewards in behavioral psychology.

Operant Conditioning (Wikipedia)

B.F. Skinner (Wikipedia)

Extrinsic Motivation (Wikipedia)
Self-Determination Theory (Wikipedia)
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