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Premack Principle

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Behavioral Science, Learning Theory, Applied

Behavior Analysis

Proponents: David Premack

1. Core Definition and Origins

The Premack Principle is a fundamental concept within the broader framework of operant

conditioning, proposing that a reliably occurring or preferred behavior can be effectively utilized as

a reinforcer for a less preferred or less reliably occurring behavior. Formulated by the psychologist

David Premack in 1965, this principle revolutionized the understanding of reinforcement by shifting

focus from the intrinsic properties of stimuli to the relative value and probability of behaviors

themselves. Unlike traditional views that designated certain stimuli as inherently reinforcing (e.g.,

food, praise), Premack's work demonstrated that the reinforcing power of an activity is not absolute

but is relative to other activities and depends on the individual's preferences and current state.

At its heart, the principle suggests a hierarchical arrangement of an individual's behavioral

repertoire, where engaging in a high-probability activity (one that an individual spontaneously and

frequently performs) can serve to increase the likelihood of a low-probability activity (one that an

individual performs less frequently or less willingly). This insight provided a practical and flexible

tool for behavior modification, allowing for the identification of potential reinforcers directly from an

individual's observed behavior patterns, rather than relying on predefined categories of rewards. It

underscored the dynamic nature of reinforcement, highlighting that what constitutes a reinforcer is

not a fixed item or event, but rather the opportunity to engage in a more desired activity following a

less desired one.

The principle is often colloquially referred to as "Grandma's Rule," encapsulating the common

parental or grandparental adage, "First you eat your vegetables, then you can have dessert." This

simple metaphor clearly illustrates the core mechanism: a less preferred activity (eating

vegetables) is made contingent upon the completion of a more preferred activity (having dessert).

This everyday example vividly demonstrates how access to a preferred behavior can serve as a

powerful incentive to perform a less preferred one, making the abstract concept of differential

probability tangible and universally understandable in a practical context.

2. Relationship to Operant Conditioning

The Premack Principle significantly advanced the field of operant conditioning, building upon the

foundational work of B.F. Skinner but offering a more nuanced perspective on what constitutes a

reinforcer. Skinner's early work largely focused on primary (e.g., food, water) and secondary (e.g.,

money, praise) reinforcers, which were often external stimuli. Premack's contribution broadened
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this definition by asserting that any behavior, or the opportunity to engage in it, could function as a

reinforcer, provided it was more probable or preferred than the behavior it was intended to

strengthen. This expanded the utility of operant principles, moving beyond tangible rewards to

include access to activities as powerful motivators.

The principle provided a functional definition of reinforcement, emphasizing the observable

relationship between two behaviors rather than the inherent properties of a stimulus. Specifically, if

a high-probability response (HPR) is made contingent upon a low-probability response (LPR), the

frequency of the LPR will increase. This contingency-based understanding allowed researchers

and practitioners to design more effective behavior intervention plans by tailoring reinforcers to

individual preferences and environmental contexts, rather than relying on a universal set of

rewards. It highlighted that the relative frequency of behaviors, as observed in an individual's

natural environment, is key to identifying effective reinforcers, thereby making reinforcement more

individualized and context-sensitive.

By integrating the concept of behavioral hierarchies and differential probability, the Premack

Principle offered a powerful tool for understanding and manipulating behavior in various settings. It

bridged the gap between theoretical understanding and practical application, providing a

straightforward method for identifying and applying reinforcers that are both readily available and

highly effective. This principle, therefore, stands as a cornerstone in modern behavioral

psychology, illustrating how a deeper understanding of an individual's behavioral repertoire can

yield profound insights into motivational strategies and behavioral change.

3. The Concept of Differential Probability

The core mechanism of the Premack Principle lies in the concept of differential probability, which

posits that behaviors that occur with a higher probability can serve as reinforcers for behaviors that

occur with a lower probability. This means that an activity an individual is more likely to engage in

when given free choice can be used to strengthen an activity they are less likely to perform. The

reinforcing power is not inherent in the activity itself but arises from its relative position in an

individual's preference hierarchy at a given time. This dynamic relationship between behaviors

provides a flexible and powerful means of behavior modification, as the reinforcing value is always

relative and context-dependent.

To apply this principle, one must first identify an individual's baseline preference for various

activities. This is typically done through observation, asking direct questions, or offering choices

and noting which activities are chosen more often. Once a hierarchy of behaviors is established -

distinguishing between high-probability behaviors (HPBs) and low-probability behaviors (LPBs) -

the opportunity to engage in an HPB is made contingent upon the completion of an LPB. For

example, if a child reliably chooses to watch television (an HPB), and less reliably chooses to wash
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dishes (an LPB), then watching television can be used as a reinforcer for washing dishes. The

contingency would be structured as "if you wash the dishes, then you can watch television."

This differential probability approach offers significant advantages over static reinforcement

schedules. It allows for the use of naturally occurring behaviors as reinforcers, reducing the need

for external, often costly or artificial, rewards. Furthermore, it highlights that a behavior that is

reinforcing for one individual might not be for another, and even for the same individual, the

reinforcing value of an activity can change over time depending on satiation, deprivation, and

context. Understanding and accurately assessing these probabilities is crucial for the effective

application of the Premack Principle, making it a highly individualized approach to behavioral

intervention and learning.

4. The Response Deprivation Hypothesis: An Evolution

While the Premack Principle provided a robust framework, it was further refined and extended by

the Response Deprivation Hypothesis (RDH), proposed by William Timberlake and James

Allison in 1974. The RDH offered a more comprehensive theoretical explanation for the reinforcing

effects observed by Premack. According to the RDH, any activity can function as a reinforcer for

any other activity, provided that the opportunity to engage in the reinforcing activity has been

restricted below its baseline free-operant level. In essence, it's not just that one behavior is more

probable than another, but that restricting access to a behavior below its preferred level creates a

state of deprivation, making the opportunity to perform that behavior highly reinforcing.

The RDH posits that when access to a preferred activity is restricted, the individual experiences a

motivational state similar to deprivation. This deprivation then increases the demand for the

restricted activity, turning it into a powerful reinforcer. For instance, if a child typically spends 30

minutes playing video games daily, but their access is reduced to 10 minutes, the opportunity to

play video games might become an even stronger reinforcer than usual. This is a crucial distinction

from the original Premack Principle, which focused solely on the relative probability of behaviors.

The RDH suggests that it is the deviation from the preferred baseline level of engagement, rather

than just the higher probability, that confers reinforcing power.

The implications of the RDH are profound for understanding and applying reinforcement. It implies

that even a low-probability behavior could be used as a reinforcer for a high-probability behavior if

the low-probability behavior is sufficiently deprived. This expands the range of potential reinforcers

significantly and offers a more theoretically elegant explanation for why certain activities become

reinforcing. While the Premack Principle offers a practical rule of thumb, the Response Deprivation

Hypothesis provides a deeper, more mechanistic understanding of the underlying motivational

processes involved in behavioral reinforcement.
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5. Applications Across Settings

The Premack Principle has found widespread applications across various settings, becoming a

cornerstone of behavioral intervention and management strategies. Its simplicity and effectiveness

make it a versatile tool for promoting desired behaviors in individuals of all ages and abilities. In

everyday parenting, for instance, it is a common tactic: "You can play outside after you finish your

homework." Here, playing outside is the high-probability behavior (HPB) that reinforces the low-

probability behavior (LPB) of doing homework. This strategy leverages children's natural

inclinations to motivate them through less appealing tasks, fostering responsibility and task

completion.

In educational environments, the principle is extensively used for classroom management and

academic motivation. Teachers frequently employ it by allowing students to engage in preferred

activities (e.g., free play, computer time, art projects) only after completing less preferred academic

tasks (e.g., math problems, reading assignments). This approach is highly effective because it

capitalizes on the students' intrinsic desire for certain activities, thereby reducing reliance on

external rewards that may not always be available or effective. It encourages self-regulation and

helps students associate the completion of necessary tasks with access to enjoyable activities,

making learning more palatable.

Beyond parenting and education, the Premack Principle is invaluable in clinical settings,

particularly in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) for individuals with developmental disabilities.

Therapists often identify high-preference activities for clients through preference assessments and

then use access to these activities to reinforce skills acquisition, such as communication, social

interaction, or self-care tasks. For example, a child who loves to play with a specific toy might only

gain access to it after completing a discrete trial task. This systematic application of the principle

facilitates learning and behavior change by making highly desired activities contingent on the

performance of target behaviors, leading to significant therapeutic gains.

6. Educational and Clinical Implications

The implications of the Premack Principle for educational practices are profound, offering teachers

a pragmatic framework for structuring learning environments and fostering student engagement.

By observing students' natural preferences, educators can create personalized reinforcement

systems that are both effective and ethically sound, promoting academic achievement and positive

classroom behaviors. For example, allowing students to choose a preferred learning activity (like

reading a comic book) after completing a less preferred one (like writing an essay) can dramatically

improve motivation and task completion rates. This strategy not only helps in managing behavior

but also teaches students valuable lessons about task prioritization and deferred gratification.

In clinical contexts, particularly in behavioral therapies, the principle provides a cornerstone for
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designing individualized intervention plans. For individuals with limited communication skills or

challenging behaviors, identifying effective reinforcers can be a significant hurdle. The Premack

Principle offers a systematic way to identify these reinforcers by observing an individual's free-

operant behavior and determining which activities they consistently choose. This allows therapists

to leverage naturally occurring preferences to strengthen adaptive behaviors, such as compliance

with instructions, participation in therapy, or the development of essential life skills. The principle's

focus on observable behaviors makes it particularly amenable to data-driven decision-making in

clinical practice.

Furthermore, the principle's utility extends to self-management strategies. Individuals can apply the

Premack Principle to motivate themselves to complete undesirable but necessary tasks. For

instance, an adult might promise themselves a preferred activity, such as watching a favorite show

or indulging in a hobby, only after completing a less desirable task, like responding to emails or

cleaning the house. This self-administered contingency leverages one's own behavioral hierarchy

to enhance productivity and task completion, demonstrating the versatility and broad applicability of

Premack's insights across both external and internal motivational landscapes. Its simplicity makes

it a readily accessible and powerful tool for personal development and behavior change.

7. Criticisms and Practical Considerations

While the Premack Principle offers a valuable and intuitive approach to reinforcement, it is not

without its criticisms and practical limitations. One of the main challenges lies in the precise

measurement and identification of "high-probability" versus "low-probability" behaviors in dynamic,

real-world environments. An activity's probability can fluctuate based on a multitude of factors,

including satiation, fatigue, novelty, and the presence of competing behaviors. What constitutes a

high-probability behavior at one moment might not be so at another, making consistent application

difficult without continuous assessment. This variability can undermine the predictive power of the

principle if the behavioral hierarchy is not regularly re-evaluated.

Another area of debate concerns the underlying mechanism. While the principle effectively

describes the observed reinforcing effect, it does not fully explain *why* engaging in a high-

probability behavior acts as a reinforcer for a low-probability one. The later development of the

Response Deprivation Hypothesis (RDH) by Timberlake and Allison (1974) offered a more

comprehensive theoretical explanation, suggesting that it's the *restriction* of access to a preferred

activity below its baseline level that creates its reinforcing power. This refinement indicates that the

original Premack Principle, while highly practical, might be a special case or a simplified version of

a more complex motivational phenomenon, prompting discussions on which theoretical framework

provides the most accurate and exhaustive account of reinforcement.

From a practical standpoint, ethical considerations and potential misuse also warrant attention. The
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continuous use of highly preferred activities as reinforcers for less preferred ones can, in some

instances, create an over-reliance on external contingencies, potentially diminishing intrinsic

motivation for tasks that should ideally be self-reinforcing. It is crucial for practitioners to use the

Premack Principle judiciously, aiming to fade out explicit contingencies as behavior improves and

to foster an environment where individuals develop a natural enjoyment or sense of

accomplishment from their tasks. Furthermore, careful consideration must be given to the selection

of HPBs to ensure they are appropriate and do not inadvertently reinforce undesirable side effects

or create dependency on certain activities. Balancing effectiveness with ethical practice is

paramount when implementing this powerful behavioral tool.
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