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Three-Term Contingency

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

(ABA), Learning Theory

1. Core Definition

The Three-Term Contingency (3TC) serves as the primary conceptual model for understanding

and analyzing learned behavior within the framework of operant conditioning. It posits that all

voluntary, emitted behavior is controlled by the predictable relationship between three

interdependent environmental components: the setting or context (Antecedent), the action itself

(Behavior), and the result of that action (Consequence). This contingency illustrates how an

organism learns that a specific response, enacted only in the presence of a particular stimulus, will

reliably lead to a specific outcome. It is a critical departure from classical conditioning, which

focuses solely on antecedent-antecedent relationships, as the 3TC emphasizes the organism

operating on its environment.

The strength and prevalence of a behavior are entirely dependent on this interwoven sequence. If

any term--the antecedent, the behavior itself, or the consequence--is altered, the entire functional

relationship shifts. The contingency is not merely a description of events happening sequentially;

rather, it is the statement of the functional dependency among the three terms, dictating the

likelihood of the behavior recurring in the future. Behavior that is consistently reinforced in a

particular context is said to be under the control of that context, meaning the antecedent gains

discriminative control over the response.

Crucially, behavioral analysts focus on the function of the behavior--why it occurs and what

consequence maintains it--rather than merely its form (topography). The 3TC allows practitioners

to determine the motivating operations and environmental controls that maintain maladaptive or

desirable behaviors, thereby providing a robust mechanism for intervention and modification. For

example, a baby learns that the behavior of crying (B), when a wet diaper is present (A), reliably

results in the consequence of the diaper being changed and comfort being restored (C), thus

increasing the likelihood of crying when similar discomfort is experienced.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The conceptual foundation for the Three-Term Contingency can be traced back to Edward L.

Thorndike's early 20th-century work on instrumental learning, specifically his Law of Effect (1911).

Thorndike asserted that responses leading to satisfying consequences are "stamped in" and more

likely to be repeated, while those leading to annoying consequences are "stamped out." This

established the critical role of consequences in shaping voluntary action, setting the stage for
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subsequent behavioral research.

However, it was B. F. Skinner who formalized the experimental and theoretical structure of operant

behavior in the 1930s and 1940s, providing the nomenclature and methodology necessary for

systematic analysis. Skinner initially defined operant behavior by emphasizing the relationship

between the behavior (response) and the consequence (reinforcer or punisher). He recognized

that the consequence alone was insufficient to fully explain the specificity of behavior, as actions

often occur only in certain contexts. This realization necessitated the explicit inclusion of the

discriminative stimulus--the context--to fully account for behavioral specificity and control.

Skinner's definitive work formalized the three-term dependency (SD -> R -> Sr, or A -> B -> C),

cementing its role as the central explanatory tool for voluntary action. The discriminative stimulus

(SD, the Antecedent) signals the availability of reinforcement for a specific Response (R, the

Behavior), leading to the Reinforcing Stimulus (Sr, the Consequence). Following Skinner's

definitive works, such as Science and Human Behavior (1953), the 3TC was adopted as the

standard unit of analysis across behavioral psychology. Its utility expanded rapidly in the 1960s

with the rise of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), proving effective in clinical, educational, and

organizational settings because it provided a clear, measurable protocol for behavior modification.

3. Key Characteristics: The ABCs of Behavior

The 3TC is often shorthand referred to as the ABCs of behavior: Antecedent, Behavior, and

Consequence. These terms represent environmental variables that must be operationally defined

and measurable, allowing researchers and clinicians to establish functional cause-and-effect

relationships with high fidelity. The relationship is directional: the antecedent sets the occasion for

the behavior, and the consequence determines the future probability of that behavior occurring

again under similar antecedent conditions.

The three components are:

Antecedent (A): The Antecedent is the stimulus, event, or condition that occurs immediately

before the behavior. It acts as a discriminative stimulus (SD), signaling that if a specific behavior is

performed, reinforcement is likely to follow. It does not mechanically cause the behavior in a

reflexive sense; rather, it merely sets the occasion for the operant response. Examples include a

ringing phone, a specific instruction from a teacher, or the sight of a vending machine. Crucially,

antecedents can also include Setting Events or Motivating Operations, which temporarily alter

the value of the reinforcer and, therefore, the likelihood of the behavior occurring (e.g., being

hungry increases the value of food as a reinforcer).

Behavior (B): The Behavior is the measurable, observable action of the organism--the response

(R). To be useful in the 3TC, the behavior must be defined clearly enough that two independent

observers can agree when it begins and ends. It is an operant response, meaning it operates on
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the environment to produce an effect. Examples include raising a hand, pressing a lever, or

uttering a specific word. Behavior must be described objectively, avoiding interpretations of intent

or feeling.

Consequence (C): The Consequence is the environmental event that occurs immediately after

the behavior. Consequences are the core element of learning in the 3TC, as they determine

whether the behavior will increase (reinforcement) or decrease (punishment) in the future.

Consequences can involve the presentation of a stimulus (positive reinforcement/punishment) or

the removal of a stimulus (negative reinforcement/punishment). Only consequences that influence

future behavior are considered functional consequences in the 3TC framework.

4. Mechanism of Operant Learning

The mechanism of learning within the 3TC hinges entirely on the consequence. When a behavior

is reliably followed by a desirable consequence (reinforcement), the functional relationship

between the antecedent, the behavior, and the consequence is established, leading to an

increased probability of the behavior recurring when the same antecedent is presented. This

process is known as contingency shaping. If the consequence is aversive (punishment), the

probability of the behavior recurring under those specific antecedent conditions decreases. It is the

immediate and reliable pairing of B and C that solidifies the discriminative control exerted by A.

The effectiveness and persistence of the learned behavior are heavily dependent upon the

schedules of reinforcement utilized. Continuous reinforcement--reinforcing the behavior every time

it occurs--leads to rapid acquisition of the skill but is vulnerable to rapid extinction when

reinforcement stops. Conversely, intermittent schedules (such as fixed ratio, variable ratio, fixed

interval, or variable interval) produce highly resistant and stable behaviors. For example, behaviors

maintained on a variable ratio schedule (like gambling) are extremely persistent because the

contingency (B leads to C) is unpredictable but powerful, demonstrating the complexity of the "C"

term's power in maintaining behavior over time.

The 3TC also forms the theoretical basis for stimulus control, where an organism learns to

discriminate between different antecedents. If a behavior is reinforced only in the presence of

Antecedent 1 (SD) but not in the presence of Antecedent 2 (S-delta), the organism learns to limit

its response to SD. This ability to discriminate is crucial for navigating a complex environment.

Conversely, generalization occurs when the behavior is performed successfully across similar, but

not identical, antecedent conditions, demonstrating that the learned contingency is robust and

adaptive.

5. Applications in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

In clinical, educational, and organizational settings, the 3TC forms the foundational methodology of
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the Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA). The FBA systematically observes and records the

ABCs surrounding a behavior of concern, particularly those behaviors that are challenging or

disruptive (e.g., aggression, self-injury, non-compliance). The systematic collection of data on

antecedents and consequences is used to determine the exact function--the maintaining

reinforcer--that keeps the unwanted behavior occurring.

Behavioral analysts typically categorize the function of problem behavior into four main areas:

Attention (social positive reinforcement), Access to Tangibles/Activities (social positive

reinforcement), Escape/Avoidance (social negative reinforcement), or Automatic Reinforcement

(sensory or internal reinforcement independent of social mediation). Identifying the function

through 3TC analysis is paramount because interventions based on the function are proven far

more effective than those based merely on the form or diagnosis.

Once the maintaining consequence (the function) is identified, intervention strategies are

developed using the 3TC model. This involves manipulating the antecedent (A) to prevent the

behavior, teaching a functionally equivalent, appropriate replacement behavior (new B), and

manipulating the consequence (C) to ensure the replacement behavior is reinforced while the

problem behavior is put on extinction. For instance, if a student engages in shouting (B) to escape

a difficult math assignment (A), the function is escape (C). The intervention might involve modifying

the antecedent (A) by providing easier assignments, teaching the student to request a break using

a calm voice (new B), and then reliably granting the break (new C) when the appropriate behavior

occurs, thereby replacing the maladaptive contingency with an adaptive one.

6. Significance and Impact

The profound significance of the Three-Term Contingency lies in its ability to bring scientific rigor

and objectivity to the study of complex learned behavior. By focusing exclusively on observable,

quantifiable environmental variables, the 3TC allows for experimental manipulation and precise

prediction of behavior, distinguishing behavioral analysis as a highly empirical and effective

discipline. This commitment to measurable, functional relationships has driven massive

improvements in areas ranging from classroom management and safety training to the treatment of

developmental disabilities.

The 3TC serves as the bedrock theoretical construct for modern behaviorism and Applied Behavior

Analysis. Without the 3TC, the field would lack a coherent, non-mentalistic model for explaining

why behavior varies based on context and why consequences, rather than inferred internal states,

are the primary drivers of behavioral selection and maintenance. Its universality means that the

framework can be applied effectively across species and contexts, providing a singular, powerful

tool for understanding behavior change.
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7. Debates and Criticisms

One primary criticism often leveled against the strict application of the 3TC is its perceived

exclusion of internal cognitive processes--often termed mentalism. Critics argue that while the

ABC model effectively describes simple, environmentally-driven learning, it inadequately accounts

for complex human behaviors such as language acquisition, abstract problem-solving, or creativity,

which appear to involve private events (thoughts, feelings, and beliefs) that mediate the

relationship between the external Antecedent and the Behavior.

Behavioral analysts respond to this by arguing that internal states are themselves subject to

environmental contingencies (covert behavior) and can be incorporated into the analysis, even if

they are not directly observable by others. Furthermore, extensions of the 3TC, such as those

found in relational frame theory (RFT), have expanded the utility of the model to account for

complex linguistic and cognitive phenomena without resorting to non-behavioral explanatory

fictions. RFT posits that humans learn to relate stimuli arbitrarily, often mediated by language,

creating complex derived stimulus relations that act as powerful antecedents.

In applied settings, particularly ABA, ethical debates sometimes center on the concept of control

inherent in employing strict reinforcement contingencies. Critics worry that tightly managed 3TCs

can lead to dependency on external reinforcers or fail to foster intrinsic motivation. Proponents

counter that all behavior is naturally governed by contingencies, and the ethical responsibility lies

in designing interventions that promote independence, generalize across settings, and explicitly

teach self-management skills, ensuring that the 3TC framework is used to promote socially

significant outcomes rather than simply obedience or compliance.
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