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Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behavioral Psychology, Operant Conditioning, Applied Behavior

Analysis (ABA)

1. Core Definition

The **reinforcement contingency**, often referred to as the **response-reinforcement

contingency**, is a foundational concept in the study of operant behavior, defining the functional

relationship between a specific **response** (behavior) and the subsequent presentation or

removal of a consequence (the **reinforcer** or aversive stimulus). At its essence, a contingency

dictates that the occurrence of a behavior is dependent upon, or reliably followed by, a particular

outcome. This dependency is crucial because it is the mechanism through which consequences--

either positive or negative--influence the future probability or frequency of the preceding behavior.

If the outcome is functionally defined as a reinforcer, the behavior it follows will increase in

likelihood; if it is a punisher, the behavior will decrease.

In formal terms, a reinforcement contingency establishes a rule: "If R (Response) occurs, then C

(Consequence) will occur." This rule can be intentionally programmed or occur naturally within an

environment. The effectiveness of the contingency hinges on two primary factors: **contiguity**

(how immediately the consequence follows the response) and **correlation** (how reliably the

response predicts the consequence). High contiguity and high correlation create a strong, effective

contingency, ensuring that the organism accurately perceives the link between its action and the

environmental change, thereby shaping future **operant behavior**.

2. Theoretical Foundation and Historical Development

The concept of contingency is inextricably linked to the work of B.F. Skinner and his development

of **operant conditioning**. Skinner distinguished between classical (respondent) conditioning,

where the contingency exists between two stimuli, and operant conditioning, where the

contingency exists between a **response** and a **stimulus** (the consequence). This shift

marked a critical theoretical advancement, focusing psychological inquiry on voluntary, goal-

directed actions that operate upon the environment. The history of this concept solidified the view

that behavior is not merely elicited by preceding stimuli, but is selected, maintained, and modified

by its consequences.

Prior to Skinner's rigorous formulation, the basic idea of consequences driving behavior was

explored by Edward Thorndike through his Law of Effect, which stated that responses followed by

satisfaction are more likely to be repeated, and those followed by annoyance are less likely.

Skinner formalized this idea, replacing subjective terms like "satisfaction" with the measurable and

functional concepts of reinforcement and contingency. By controlling the environmental conditions
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and the specific relationship between the behavior and the outcome, Skinner was able to

experimentally demonstrate the powerful role of contingency in shaping complex behavioral

patterns across species.

3. Key Elements of Contingency Structure

The **three-term contingency** (also known as the A-B-C model) provides the structural framework

for analyzing operant behavior, and the reinforcement contingency is the vital link between the

latter two terms. This model identifies the essential components required for understanding and

manipulating behavior in applied settings.

A (Antecedent): The environmental conditions or stimuli present immediately before the behavior

occurs. This sets the occasion for the response, signaling the availability of the contingency.

B (Behavior/Response): The specific, observable action emitted by the organism (the operant).

This is the element of behavior that must occur for the consequence to be delivered.

C (Consequence): The stimulus change that immediately follows the behavior. This consequence-

-the **reinforcer** or punisher--determines the future probability of the behavior occurring again

under similar antecedent conditions. The functional relationship between B and C constitutes the

reinforcement contingency.

Understanding the A-B-C relationship allows practitioners in fields like Applied Behavior Analysis

(ABA) to precisely identify why a behavior is occurring (its function). By manipulating the

contingency--specifically the nature, timing, and schedule of the consequence--the probability of

the target behavior can be reliably increased or decreased.

4. Mechanisms of Contingency Formation

Contingencies can be established through three primary mechanisms, which dictate the level of

control and predictability inherent in the response-reinforcer relationship.

A. Programmed or Intentional Contingencies

These are the most reliable and controllable contingencies, typically constructed in experimental or

therapeutic settings. In a programmed contingency, the experimenter or therapist explicitly defines

the **response** required and ensures the consequence is delivered immediately and exclusively

upon the occurrence of that response. This high level of control is essential for behavioral training,

education, and clinical interventions, as it minimizes ambiguity and maximizes learning speed. For

instance, in a token economy, a specific desired behavior (R) is consistently followed by the

immediate delivery of a token (C), establishing a clear, intentional dependency.
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B. Natural and Characteristic Ramifications

Natural contingencies are those inherent in the environment that do not require intentional human

programming. These are often described as the characteristic ramifications of a behavior--the

logical, automatic consequences of an action. For example, opening an umbrella (R) is naturally

followed by staying dry (C) during rain; this outcome reinforces the umbrella-opening behavior.

Learning through natural contingencies is fundamental to adaptation and survival, as it dictates the

effective interaction with physical and social environments without explicit instruction.

C. Accidental and Non-Contingent Reinforcement

An accidental contingency, sometimes resulting in superstitious behavior, occurs when a

**reinforcer** accidentally follows a behavior, even though there is no true causal or functional link

between the two. The organism erroneously perceives a dependency due to the close temporal

contiguity (timing). If a hungry pigeon happens to turn counter-clockwise just before a food pellet is

delivered (unrelated to the turn), the turning behavior may be accidentally reinforced. This

demonstrates that organisms are highly sensitive to *temporal* pairings, even in the absence of a

reliable, functional correlation, highlighting the power of immediate reinforcement over logical

causality in shaping behavior.

5. Classification of Contingencies

Contingencies are fundamentally classified based on the nature of the consequence (presentation

or removal of a stimulus) and the resulting effect on the behavior (increase or decrease).

Positive Reinforcement Contingency: A response leads to the **presentation** of an appetitive

(desired) stimulus, resulting in an increase in the future probability of that response. Example: A

child cleans their room (R) and receives praise (C).

Negative Reinforcement Contingency: A response leads to the **removal** or avoidance of an

aversive (undesired) stimulus, resulting in an increase in the future probability of that response.

Example: A person takes an aspirin (R) and a headache is removed (C).

Positive Punishment Contingency: A response leads to the **presentation** of an aversive

stimulus, resulting in a decrease in the future probability of that response. Example: A dog jumps

on the furniture (R) and receives a firm "No!" (C).

Negative Punishment Contingency: A response leads to the **removal** of an appetitive

stimulus, resulting in a decrease in the future probability of that response. Example: A teenager

stays out past curfew (R) and loses car privileges (C).

6. The Role of Schedules in Contingency Management

While the contingency defines the *dependency* (the "if-then" rule), the **schedule of
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reinforcement** defines the *rule of delivery*--that is, the specific conditions under which the

contingency will be enacted. Schedules are a critical aspect of contingency management, as they

determine the pattern, rate, and persistence of the resulting behavior.

The two main classes of schedules are **continuous reinforcement** (CRF) and **intermittent

reinforcement** (IRF). CRF means the contingency is active 100% of the time (every response is

reinforced), leading to rapid acquisition of behavior but also rapid extinction when reinforcement

stops. IRF schedules reinforce only some instances of the behavior, leading to slower acquisition

but significantly greater resistance to extinction, making these schedules essential for maintaining

long-term behavioral changes.

Intermittent schedules are further divided into ratio schedules (based on the number of responses)

and interval schedules (based on the passage of time). A strong **reinforcement contingency** is

required for any schedule to function effectively, but the chosen schedule dictates the efficiency

and endurance of the learned behavior pattern. For instance, behaviors maintained by variable

ratio schedules, such as gambling, exhibit extremely high and steady rates of response because

the contingency is unpredictable but highly motivating.

7. Significance and Impact

The concept of the **reinforcement contingency** is arguably the most important principle derived

from **operant conditioning**, providing a precise, measurable framework for understanding

behavioral change. In educational settings, effective learning relies on clearly established

contingencies, ensuring that correct student responses are reliably followed by successful

outcomes or praise.

Clinically, in fields such as ABA, the manipulation of contingencies is the core therapeutic strategy.

By identifying the existing maladaptive contingency that maintains a problem behavior and

replacing it with an adaptive contingency that reinforces a desirable alternative behavior, therapists

can produce significant, lasting changes. The understanding of contingency allows for precise

behavioral intervention, moving away from generalized punitive approaches toward targeted,

functional analysis of behavior.

8. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its robust empirical support, the focus on reinforcement contingency has faced significant

scrutiny, primarily from cognitive psychology. Critics argue that a pure contingency model

overlooks the internal, mediating processes that occur between the response and the

consequence. For example, concepts like **expectancy** and **awareness** suggest that the

organism must consciously understand the contingency for it to be effective, especially in human

learning. Edward Tolman's work on latent learning demonstrated that learning can occur without
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immediate reinforcement, challenging the strict necessity of an immediate consequence for the

formation of a behavioral dependency.

Furthermore, ethical concerns arise when the control over contingencies is viewed as

manipulation. While behavioral experts argue that environments always contain contingencies (and

that understanding them allows for better, more humane environments), the intentional application

of powerful reinforcement and punishment contingencies requires careful ethical consideration,

particularly regarding informed consent, freedom of choice, and the potential for abuse of

behavioral technology in institutional settings.
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