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Reinforcement

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

1. Core Definition and Context

Reinforcement is a fundamental psychological concept within the framework of Operant

Conditioning, a theory pioneered and extensively developed by behavioral scientist B.F. Skinner.

At its core, reinforcement refers to any consequence following a behavior that increases the future

likelihood of that behavior occurring again under similar circumstances. This process is crucial to

understanding how organisms, from simple invertebrates to complex humans, learn new behaviors

and maintain established routines. Unlike classical conditioning, which focuses on involuntary

responses triggered by stimuli, operant conditioning deals with voluntary behaviors--actions

performed by the organism to operate on its environment--and the subsequent outcomes that

shape the frequency of those actions.

The definition of reinforcement is functional and empirical; a consequence is considered reinforcing

only if it demonstrably increases the rate or probability of the preceding response. If a

consequence is applied but the behavior does not increase, that consequence, by definition, is not

acting as a reinforcer in that specific context for that particular organism. This scientific emphasis

on observable, measurable changes in behavior distinguishes reinforcement theory as a powerful

tool in behavioral analysis. The general principle involves creating a contingency, or an "if-then"

relationship, where the behavior (the operant) produces a specific consequence (the reinforcer),

thereby strengthening the bond between the environmental cue, the action, and the outcome.

2. Historical Development and B.F. Skinner

While the basic idea that consequences influence behavior predates formal psychological study,

the systematic investigation and formalization of reinforcement began in the early 20th century.

Edward Thorndike's "Law of Effect," published in 1911, laid the intellectual groundwork, stating that

responses closely followed by satisfaction (a pleasant consequence) will be more firmly attached to

the situation and therefore more likely to recur. However, it was B.F. Skinner, building upon

Thorndike's work, who rigorously formalized the concept of reinforcement and established Operant

Conditioning as a major school of thought.

Skinner introduced precise terminology and experimental methods, most famously utilizing the

"operant conditioning chamber," or Skinner Box, to study the relationship between behavior and

consequence in controlled environments. He meticulously charted how different patterns of

reinforcement--known as schedules--affected the rate, persistence, and extinction of responses in

animals like rats and pigeons. Skinner argued forcefully that internal mental states were

unnecessary for the scientific explanation of behavior; instead, all complex actions could be

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operant_conditioning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operant_conditioning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/B._F._Skinner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skinner_box
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34606
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Reinforcement 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

understood as products of reinforcement histories. This radical behaviorist approach shifted the

focus of psychological inquiry away from introspection and toward environmental manipulation.

3. Types of Reinforcement: Positive and Negative

Reinforcement is categorized into two main types, both of which serve to increase the likelihood of

a preceding behavior, but they achieve this through different procedural means involving the

addition or removal of a stimulus. Understanding this distinction is vital, especially to differentiate

these concepts clearly from punishment, which aims to decrease behavior.

The first type is Positive Reinforcement, which involves the presentation of a desirable or

appetitive stimulus immediately following a behavior. The dog training example is a classic

illustration: when a person asks their dog to sit and the dog complies, the delivery of a tasty treat

(the positive stimulus) increases the probability that the dog will sit on command in the future.

Other examples include a child receiving praise for cleaning their room, or an employee earning a

bonus for exceeding sales targets. The key operational component of positive reinforcement is the

addition of something pleasant to the environment contingent upon the desired action.

The second type is Negative Reinforcement. This process involves the removal, reduction, or

avoidance of an aversive (unpleasant) stimulus immediately following a behavior, thereby

increasing the future frequency of that behavior. A common misconception is to confuse negative

reinforcement with punishment; however, negative reinforcement always increases behavior.

Consider the example of buckling a seatbelt to silence the annoying chime in a car. The behavior

(buckling the belt) is strengthened because it successfully terminates the aversive stimulus (the

chime). Similarly, taking an aspirin to relieve a headache is negatively reinforcing; the behavior

(taking medicine) is increased because it removes the pain (the aversive stimulus).

Both positive and negative reinforcement are powerful mechanisms for shaping and maintaining

learned behaviors. The effectiveness of any reinforcer is subjective and context-dependent; what is

reinforcing for one individual (or species) may not be for another, and the effectiveness of a

reinforcer can change based on the individual's current motivational state or level of deprivation.

4. Schedules of Reinforcement

The way in which reinforcers are delivered--the schedule of reinforcement--is perhaps the most

influential factor in determining the pattern, rate, and persistence of behavior. Skinner distinguished

between continuous and partial (intermittent) schedules, noting that partial reinforcement

schedules are responsible for highly resistant and persistent behaviors.

In a Continuous Reinforcement schedule, the desired behavior is reinforced every single time it

occurs. This schedule is highly effective for initially teaching a new behavior quickly, as the
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contingency between action and reward is immediate and unambiguous. However, continuous

reinforcement leads to rapid extinction (cessation of behavior) once the reinforcement is suddenly

stopped.

In contrast, Partial (Intermittent) Reinforcement schedules deliver reinforcement only

occasionally, not every time the behavior occurs. These schedules generate behaviors that are

much more resistant to extinction. Intermittent schedules are divided into four primary categories

based on whether the reinforcement is contingent upon the number of responses (ratio schedules)

or the passage of time (interval schedules), and whether the requirement is constant (fixed) or

unpredictable (variable).

Fixed Ratio (FR) Schedule: Reinforcement is delivered after a specific, predetermined number of

responses. This schedule tends to produce a high rate of response, followed by a brief pause

immediately after the reinforcement (a post-reinforcement pause). Example: Receiving payment

after producing ten items.

Variable Ratio (VR) Schedule: Reinforcement is delivered after an unpredictable, average

number of responses. This schedule generates the highest rate of response and the greatest

resistance to extinction, as the subject always believes the next response might yield the reward.

This mechanism underlies the persistent behavior seen in gambling.

Fixed Interval (FI) Schedule: Reinforcement is available after a fixed amount of time has elapsed,

provided at least one response has occurred. This schedule results in a scalloping pattern of

response, where the subject pauses immediately after reinforcement and then increases the

response rate rapidly as the interval time approaches its end. Example: Receiving a paycheck

every two weeks.

Variable Interval (VI) Schedule: Reinforcement is available after an unpredictable, average

amount of time has passed. This schedule produces a slow, steady rate of response because the

subject cannot predict when the reward will occur, making constant monitoring necessary.

Example: Receiving a random email from a busy client.

5. Applications in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

The principles of reinforcement form the bedrock of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), a therapeutic

approach widely used in clinical, educational, and organizational settings. ABA systematically

applies reinforcement techniques to increase desirable behaviors and decrease maladaptive ones.

In educational environments, reinforcement is essential for classroom management, motivating

student performance, and helping students acquire complex academic skills through shaping,

which involves reinforcing successive approximations of a desired terminal behavior.

In clinical practice, particularly in treating individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD),

reinforcement strategies are foundational. Therapists use positive reinforcement, often via tangible
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rewards or social praise, to teach communication skills, self-help routines, and social interaction.

Furthermore, complex motivational systems, such as token economies, rely entirely on

reinforcement schedules. In a token economy, individuals earn generalized reinforcers (tokens,

points, or stars) for targeted behaviors, which can later be exchanged for backup reinforcers

(preferred items or activities). This system leverages delayed gratification and maintains motivation

across various settings.

6. Ethical Considerations and Criticisms

Despite its robust empirical validity and widespread successful application, the concept and

implementation of reinforcement theory, especially within radical behaviorism, have faced

significant philosophical and ethical criticisms. A primary philosophical critique comes from

cognitive psychology, which argues that the purely behavioral focus ignores crucial internal

processes--such as thought, motivation, memory, and agency--that mediate the relationship

between stimulus and response. Cognitive theorists suggest that reinforcement works not just by

stamping in a response, but by providing information to the organism about the likely outcomes of

its actions, thereby influencing expectations and internal goals.

Ethically, the use of powerful reinforcement techniques raises concerns about control and

manipulation. Critics worry that relying solely on external rewards can undermine intrinsic

motivation, turning activities that were once enjoyable into tasks performed only for external gain.

This concept is sometimes referred to as the overjustification effect. Furthermore, in highly

structured environments, such as certain ABA programs, the systematic control over the

environment and the use of primary (unlearned) reinforcers can lead to debates about the

individual's autonomy and dignity, necessitating rigorous ethical guidelines to ensure that

interventions are person-centered and minimize restrictive practices.

7. Further Reading

Operant conditioning (Wikipedia)

B. F. Skinner (Wikipedia)

Positive reinforcement (Wikipedia)

Negative reinforcement (Wikipedia)

Applied behavior analysis (Wikipedia)

Skinner box (Wikipedia)
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