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EXTRINSIC REINFORCER

EXTRINSIC REINFORCER

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology (Behaviorism, Learning Theory), Education,
Organizational Behavior

1. Core Definition and Distinction from Intrinsic Motivation

An extrinsic reinforcer is defined as any desirable outcome or consequence that occurs external
to the individual, contingent upon the performance of a specific behavior or task. Crucially, the
reinforcement is not inherent to the activity itself but is administered by an outside source or
mechanism. This external reward serves to increase the probability that the preceding behavior will
be repeated in the future, operating entirely within the framework of operant conditioning. These

reinforcers are transactional; the individual performs an action specifically to gain the subsequent
benefit, making the connection between the action and the reward direct and instrumental. The
value of the action lies predominantly in the anticipated payoff rather than in the experience of the
task itself. This contrasts sharply with internal motivators, which drive behavior for personal
satisfaction.

The concept of the extrinsic reinforcer exists in direct conceptual opposition to the intrinsic
reinforcer. While an extrinsic reinforcer relies on tangible or social rewards--such as money,
grades, praise, or prizes--an intrinsic reinforcer is generated internally, deriving satisfaction directly
from the process or achievement itself. For example, a person solving a puzzle for the inherent
pleasure of mastery is driven by intrinsic reinforcement. Conversely, a person solving a puzzle to
win a cash prize is motivated by an extrinsic reinforcer. Understanding this binary distinction is
fundamental to behavioral psychology, as it dictates the strategies used for behavior modification
and learning across diverse settings, from laboratory environments to corporate training programs.
The efficacy of extrinsic rewards often depends on their immediate relationship to the desired
behavior, establishing a clear contingency that the learner can readily identify and anticipate.

In applied settings, extrinsic reinforcement is a powerful tool for initiating new behaviors or
maintaining consistency in tasks that are inherently tedious or difficult. By providing clear
incentives, organizations and educators can structure environments that encourage compliance
and effort. However, the reliance on external incentives raises significant questions regarding the
permanence of the behavior once the reinforcer is withdrawn, and the potential for the external
reward to overshadow or "crowd out" any latent intrinsic interest the individual might have
possessed for the activity. Therefore, while providing necessary structure for learning, the
implementation of extrinsic reinforcement demands careful consideration of both immediate
behavioral modification and long-term motivational development.
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2. Theoretical Frameworks (Behaviorism)

The systematic study and implementation of extrinsic reinforcers are deeply rooted in the school of
thought known as behaviorism, particularly the work of B.F. Skinner. Skinner formalized the
principles of operant conditioning, which posits that behavior is determined by its consequences.
Extrinsic reinforcers are the critical element in this theory, acting as the consequence that
strengthens the preceding response. Skinner utilized the "operant chamber" (commonly known as
the Skinner Box) to meticulously study these contingencies. In classic experiments, a hungry rat
pressing a lever (the operant behavior) would immediately receive a food pellet (the extrinsic
reinforcer). This predictable relationship established a powerful learning loop, demonstrating the
direct link between the external reward and the increased likelihood of repeating the lever press.

Within the behaviorist paradigm, the extrinsic reinforcer must meet specific criteria to be effective.
First, it must be something the organism desires (a primary reinforcer, like food, or a secondary
reinforcer, like money, which gains its reinforcing power through association with primary
reinforcers). Second, the delivery of the reinforcer must be strictly contingent upon the desired
behavior and follow it closely in time; a delay significantly weakens the association. Third, the type
and schedule of reinforcement--whether continuous (rewarding every response) or intermittent
(rewarding only some responses)--determine the speed of acquisition and the resistance of the
learned behavior to extinction. Extrinsic reinforcement, therefore, is not merely about providing a
reward, but about structuring the environment to create predictable consequences that shape
behavior systematically over time.

Furthermore, Skinner distinguished between positive and negative extrinsic reinforcement.
Positive reinforcement involves adding a desirable stimulus (e.g., receiving a bonus paycheck)
following a behavior to increase its frequency. Negative reinforcement involves removing an
aversive stimulus (e.qg., turning off a loud noise by completing a task) to increase the frequency of
the behavior that successfully terminated the aversive stimulus. Both are extrinsic because the
driving force--the addition of the reward or the removal of the unpleasant condition--originates
outside the performer's immediate self-satisfaction. This detailed classification highlights the
versatility of extrinsic consequences in controlling and modifying complex human and animal
actions, making it a cornerstone of therapeutic interventions like Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)
and various forms of training.

3. Key Categories of Extrinsic Reinforcers

Extrinsic reinforcers can be broadly categorized based on their nature and application, providing a
nuanced toolkit for motivational strategies. The three primary categories are tangible, social, and
activity-based reinforcers. Tangible reinforcers are physical, material items, and they represent
the most immediate and easily quantifiable form of external reward. Examples include money,
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prizes, tokens that can be exchanged for goods (token economies), food, and certificates. While
effective for initial behavioral shaping, particularly with children or in institutional settings, the
reliance on tangible rewards can sometimes lead to satiation, where the reinforcer loses its
effectiveness after repeated use, necessitating constant escalation or variation of the reward.

Social reinforcers involve interpersonal recognition and affirmation. These are critical in group
settings and organizational contexts, often serving as highly effective, low-cost means of
reinforcing behavior. Examples include verbal praise, positive attention, commendations, public
recognition, smiles, or nods of approval. The power of social reinforcement lies in the human need
for belonging and status; receiving praise from a superior or a peer often strengthens behavior,
particularly those behaviors conducive to group participation and cooperation, as noted in the
source material. Social reinforcement is often preferred in educational and professional
environments because it is less likely to produce the crowding-out effect associated with excessive
tangible rewards, and it encourages behaviors that benefit the social structure.

The third category, activity reinforcers, is based on the Premack Principle, which suggests that a

highly preferred activity can be used to reinforce a less-preferred activity. For instance, being
allowed to play a game (the preferred activity) only after completing homework (the less-preferred
activity) serves as an activity-based extrinsic reinforcer. This category is highly flexible because the
reinforcing activity is always defined by the individual's current preferences, making it relevant
across various ages and contexts. Combined, these three categories allow practitioners to design
complex schedules of reinforcement tailored to specific behavioral goals and individual
motivational profiles, optimizing the effectiveness of extrinsic rewards while managing potential
side effects.

4. Mechanisms and Examples in Practice

The mechanism by which extrinsic reinforcers function is the creation of a clear contingency, often
summarized as the "if-then" rule: If the desired behavior is performed, then the reward will follow.
This mechanism is powerful because it leverages the psychological principles of anticipation and
satisfaction. When an individual anticipates a reward (e.g., a student expecting a high grade for
studying), the anticipation itself can increase motivation and effort. Upon successful completion
and reward delivery, dopamine pathways in the brain are activated, chemically reinforcing the
preceding action and strengthening the neural circuits associated with that behavior, thereby
making future repetition more likely.

Practical examples of extrinsic reinforcement are ubiquitous in modern society. In the workplace,
salaries, bonuses, promotions, and paid time off are all forms of extrinsic reinforcers designed to
encourage productivity, loyalty, and desired corporate behaviors. Employees perform tasks not
necessarily because they intrinsically love filing reports, but because the extrinsic reward (the
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paycheck) is contingent upon task completion. Similarly, in military or athletic training, structured
reinforcement schedules, such as badges, medals, or achieving a specific rank, are employed to
shape complex behavioral sequences and instill high standards of performance and discipline.
These systems harness the collective power of social and tangible rewards to maintain strenuous
effort over long periods.

Another classic example, directly referenced in the source content, involves the work of B.F.
Skinner, where the food pellet serves as the extrinsic reinforcer for the lever press in a laboratory
setting. This clear, repeatable model demonstrates the effectiveness of immediate, tangible
consequences. On a larger societal scale, extrinsic reinforcers are essential driving forces behind
group participation and civic engagement. Individuals may volunteer or participate in community
efforts not solely for the intrinsic joy of helping, but for the extrinsic social rewards of recognition,
networking opportunities, or fulfilling required service hours. The promise of public
acknowledgment or tangible certifications solidifies the motivation for collective action that benefits
the broader community, ensuring a reliable supply of effort.

5. The Overjustification Effect and Motivational Crowding-Out

While highly effective for behavioral control, the use of extrinsic reinforcers is subject to significant
psychological debate, primarily concerning the Overjustification Effect. This phenomenon

describes the finding that offering an extrinsic reward for an activity that was previously intrinsically
motivating can result in a decrease in the intrinsic motivation once the external reward is removed.
Essentially, the external incentive "overjustifies" the behavior, leading the individual to attribute
their action to the reward rather than to their own enjoyment or interest. When the reward ceases,
the original intrinsic motivation fails to return fully, and performance drops below baseline levels.

Studies by Deci, Ryan, and others in the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) framework have
extensively detailed this effect, often referring to it as motivational crowding-out. They argue that
when rewards are perceived as controlling, they undermine the individual's sense of autonomy, a
key component of intrinsic motivation. For instance, if a child who loves to draw is suddenly paid
for every drawing, they may come to view drawing as "work" done for money, rather than as a
source of pleasure. If the payment stops, they may stop drawing entirely. This suggests that the
cost of using extrinsic rewards may be the erosion of internal psychological resources necessary
for self-sustained effort and creativity.

The crucial nuance here lies in the type and delivery of the extrinsic reward. Rewards that are
informational--meaning they convey competence and mastery (e.g., specific verbal praise or an
unexpected bonus for excellent work)--are less likely to undermine intrinsic motivation than
rewards perceived as controlling (e.g., paying someone only if they meet a minimum quota).
Consequently, the skillful application of extrinsic reinforcement requires sensitivity to the recipient's
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perception of the reward and careful integration with strategies designed to maintain or enhance
feelings of autonomy and competence, thereby mitigating the negative long-term effects of
motivational crowding-out.

6. Applications in Educational and Organizational Settings

Extrinsic reinforcers are indispensable tools in both educational and organizational psychology for
shaping complex behaviors and maintaining compliance. In education, teachers utilize systems of
grades, stickers, prizes, and public recognition (honor rolls) to motivate students, particularly in
mastering foundational skills that might not be inherently engaging, such as rote memorization or
complex procedural tasks. The token economy, a systematic application of secondary extrinsic
reinforcement, is highly effective in classroom management, particularly for students with
behavioral challenges, as it provides immediate, visible consequences for desired actions, allowing
for the gradual shaping of appropriate conduct through consistent reward structures.

In organizational behavior, performance-based compensation--ranging from commissions and
bonuses to stock options--is the primary mechanism of extrinsic control. These systems are
designed to align the goals of the individual employee with the strategic objectives of the
organization. High-stakes, contingent rewards are effective at motivating high levels of effort in
clearly defined, metric-driven tasks (e.g., sales targets). However, research suggests that for tasks
requiring creativity, complex problem-solving, or deep conceptual thinking, excessive reliance on
large extrinsic rewards can be counterproductive, potentially narrowing focus and reducing
cognitive flexibility, further supporting the concerns raised by the overjustification effect.

Furthermore, extrinsic reinforcers play a significant role in safety and compliance programs.
Organizations often offer extrinsic rewards, such as recognition plagues or small monetary
incentives, for reporting safety hazards or maintaining an accident-free record. This structured use
of external motivation ensures adherence to standards that protect both the individual and the
collective. The effectiveness of these programs hinges on the transparency and fairness of the
reward system, ensuring that employees perceive the reinforcement as equitable and directly
linked to their efforts, thus maximizing its potential to sustain critical safety behaviors.

7. Interplay between Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation

A nuanced understanding of motivation recognizes that extrinsic and intrinsic factors rarely operate
in isolation; rather, they interact in complex ways. In many real-world scenarios, behaviors are
driven by a combination of both. For example, a professional musician may practice long hours
due to the intrinsic joy of perfecting a piece, but the motivation is sustained and amplified by the
extrinsic rewards of a successful concert tour, critical acclaim, and financial compensation. The
most effective motivational strategies often involve capitalizing on this synergy, using extrinsic
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factors primarily to initiate difficult behaviors and provide informational feedback, while nurturing
the intrinsic interest that sustains long-term engagement.

Self-Determination Theory introduces the concept of internalization, where extrinsic motivations
are gradually adopted and integrated into the individual's sense of self. This process transforms
externally regulated behavior into behavior that is personally valued and self-endorsed. For
instance, a student who initially studies only for grades (extrinsic) may, over time, internalize the
value of learning and competence, eventually studying because they personally identify with the
goal of being knowledgeable (integrated regulation, a high form of extrinsic motivation that closely
resembles intrinsic motivation). The degree of successful internalization is often correlated with the
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness being met during the
reinforcement process.

Therefore, best practices dictate that extrinsic rewards should be used strategically: minimally for
tasks already found interesting, and predominantly for tasks that are necessary but inherently
unappealing. When extrinsic rewards are utilized, they should ideally be designed to enhance
feelings of competence (e.g., bonuses based on mastery, not just participation) and delivered in a
manner that supports the individual's perception of autonomy (e.g., offering choices on how to
spend a reward, or making the reward unexpected after high performance). This approach moves
beyond simple behavior modification toward holistic motivational development, ensuring that
external incentives support, rather than supplant, the development of self-regulated behavior.

8. Debates and Criticisms Regarding Efficacy and Ethical Use

Beyond the overjustification effect, the reliance on extrinsic reinforcers faces philosophical and
ethical scrutiny. Critics argue that systems heavily reliant on external rewards can promote a
transactional view of engagement, leading individuals to constantly seek "what's in it for me" rather
than fostering altruism, community spirit, or unconditional excellence. This focus on external
incentives can create a culture where compliance is conditional, and effort ceases the moment the
reward is absent or insufficient, potentially leading to widespread ethical compromises if the reward
system incentivizes short-cuts or dishonest behavior (e.g., sales quotas leading to fraudulent
practices).

Furthermore, the practical efficacy of extrinsic reinforcement is debated in contexts requiring
complex cognitive skills. Research by behavioral economists and motivational psychologists
suggests that for routine, manual tasks, monetary incentives work well; however, for tasks
requiring creative insight, lateral thinking, or subjective judgment, large monetary rewards can
actually impair performance by increasing stress and narrowing focus. The potential for rewards to
create dependence is also a major criticism; if an organism is constantly reinforced by external
inputs, it may fail to develop the internal mechanisms necessary for self-control and motivation,
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leading to learned helplessness when external structures are removed.

In response, proponents maintain that extrinsic reinforcers are essential for societal functioning
and the management of large groups. They are necessary to establish baselines of performance,
ensure consistency in critical roles, and motivate compliance when intrinsic interest is low or
absent. The key, they argue, is not to eliminate extrinsic rewards but to manage them through
sophisticated scheduling and pairing them with informational feedback and opportunities for skill
development, ensuring that the extrinsic structures serve as scaffolding for the eventual
development of internalized motivation and genuine competence. The debate continues to drive
ongoing research into how reward systems can be optimized to balance control and autonomy
effectively.

Further Reading
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