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TIME OUT (TO)

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

1. Core Definition

Time Out (TO), often used as an abbreviation for Time Out from Positive Reinforcement,
constitutes a fundamental procedural element within the field of behavior modification and Applied

Behavior Analysis (ABA). Defined generally, it is an intervention strategy wherein access to
positive reinforcement is temporarily withdrawn or denied, contingent upon the individual engaging
in a specified challenging behavior. The immediate objective of this procedure is the weakening of
the unfavorable action and the subsequent lessening of its future occurrences by interrupting the
environment-behavior contingency that sustains it.

In practice, the concept of Time Out is rooted in the strategic manipulation of the environment. The
procedure typically involves moving the person away from the region or context which is currently
supporting or providing reinforcement for the undesirable behavior. This physical or contextual
displacement effectively places the individual in a relatively less stimulating environment, or one
devoid of the specific positive stimuli (e.g., attention, play materials, social interaction) that were
maintaining the preceding behavior. The effectiveness of TO is directly proportional to the
reinforcing quality of the environment the individual is removed from, often referred to as the "time-
in" setting.

With precise regard to the principles of operant conditioning, TO is classified as a form of negative

punishment. It represents a time period wherein an action does not take place because the
potential for positive reinforcement is zero or severely restricted. This withdrawal of a desired
stimulus (reinforcement) immediately following the target behavior leads to a reduction in the future
frequency of that behavior. Importantly, TO is procedural, meaning it is applied systematically
following specific, predefined behavioral criteria, ensuring that the consequence is consistently
contingent on the challenging action.

Furthermore, Time Out procedures serve a crucial signaling function within a complex behavioral
chain. They might be utilized to eliminate the immediate stimulant impacts of formative actions--
such as interrupting a sequence of escalating aggressive behaviors--or act as a clear,
unmistakable marker in a string of occurrences. By immediately applying the procedure, the
individual learns the precise boundary between acceptable engagement and behavior that results
in the temporary loss of reinforcing opportunities, thereby enhancing the discriminative control over
their actions.
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2. Theoretical Foundations: Operant Conditioning

The theoretical basis for Time Out procedures rests firmly within the framework developed by B.F.
Skinner, specifically concerning the principles governing punishment. Punishment is functionally
defined by its effect. any consequence that reduces the future likelihood of the behavior it follows.
Time Out is classified as negative punishment because it involves the removal (subtraction or
negation) of a rewarding stimulus from the environment, contingent upon the inappropriate
behavior. This removal is what drives the decrease in response frequency.

A significant theoretical advantage of utilizing TO procedures over methods involving positive
punishment (the addition of an aversive stimulus) is the reduced risk of unwanted side effects.
Positive punishment often introduces the possibility of emotional trauma, generalized suppression
of behavior, or counter-aggression. In contrast, Time Out, when implemented correctly, focuses
purely on disrupting the reinforcement mechanism. It achieves behavior reduction by making the
challenging behavior non-functional--it temporarily costs the individual access to what they desire--
without necessarily involving pain or fear.

For Time Out to function as an effective punisher, the environment from which the individual is
removed must be highly reinforcing. This highly desirable environment is termed the "time-in"
setting. If the time-in environment is perceived as aversive, dull, or lacking in engaging activities,
removing the individual might inadvertently provide negative reinforcement (escape from an
unpleasant situation), thereby strengthening the very behavior the intervention intends to suppress.
Consequently, the efficacy of TO relies heavily on ensuring the time-in environment is consistently
rich in opportunities for positive reinforcement and productive engagement, creating a stark and
effective contrast with the time-out setting.

3. Key Procedural Characteristics

Time Out procedures are categorized primarily based on the degree to which the individual is
physically removed from the reinforcing environment. These categories allow practitioners to select
the least restrictive yet most effective intervention.

Exclusionary Time Out: This procedure involves physically removing the individual entirely from
the activity or setting where reinforcement is available and placing them in a designated, non-
reinforcing area (often a quiet room or corner). This is typically reserved for behaviors that are
highly disruptive, aggressive, or dangerous, necessitating immediate separation from the group or
environment. The location must be safe, adequately lit, and continuously monitored, though devoid
of any reinforcing stimuli such as toys, books, or social interaction.

Non-Exclusionary Time Out: In this procedure, the individual remains within the reinforcing
environment but is temporarily excluded from participation or denied access to specific reinforcers,
often using passive methods. Examples include Planned Ignoring (withdrawing attention contingent
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on the behavior, effective for attention-seeking behaviors) or Contingent Observation, where the
individual is moved slightly away from the activity to observe others engaging, but cannot
participate or receive reinforcement themselves. Non-exclusionary methods are generally favored
due to their lower level of intrusiveness and disruption.

Regardless of the specific procedural type, proper implementation demands meticulous attention to
three critical elements: the contingency statement, the duration, and the return condition. The
contingency statement ensures that the individual understands exactly which behavior led to the
Time Out. The duration must be brief (typically 1 to 10 minutes) and predetermined, as excessively
long periods can lead to habituation, increased resentment, and the individual finding alternative
reinforcement within the time-out setting. The duration should be based on the individual's age,
developmental level, and the severity of the behavior, adhering strictly to institutional or clinical
guidelines.

Crucially, the return condition dictates when the individual is allowed back into the reinforcing
environment. The recommended best practice is a conditional return: the duration must expire,
*and* the target challenging behavior must have ceased for a brief, predefined period (e.g., 5 to 10
seconds of silence or calm). Returning the individual while they are still screaming or actively
resisting contingent on the duration expiring alone risks reinforcing the persistence of the negative
behavior. This conditional return ensures that the individual learns that calm behavior is the
prerequisite for re-entry into the reinforcing environment.

4. Significance and Impact

Time Out procedures hold significant importance in clinical and educational settings, primarily
because they offer a structured, non-physical means of behavior reduction that is ethically
preferable to methods involving pain or physical restraint. Its primary impact lies in its proven
efficacy in managing and reducing a wide range of problematic behaviors, particularly in child
development, special education, and therapeutic interventions for individuals with developmental
disabilities.

The clinical significance of TO is intrinsically linked to its role in the comprehensive behavioral
treatment package. While TO is highly effective at suppressing challenging behaviors such as
aggression, property destruction, and sustained tantrums, its greatest impact is realized when it is
implemented alongside other constructive interventions. Practitioners rarely use TO in isolation;
rather, it is paired with Differential Reinforcement (DR) procedures, which systematically reward

appropriate alternative or incompatible behaviors.

For example, in a classroom setting, a child who engages in disruptive attention-seeking behavior
might be placed in Non-Exclusionary Time Out (Planned Ignoring) immediately following the
disruption. Simultaneously, the teacher uses DR to highly reinforce periods where the child is
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quietly engaged in their work. The combination of these procedures ensures that while the
challenging behavior is weakened, the individual is actively taught and rewarded for functionally
appropriate replacement behaviors, leading to sustainable long-term behavioral change and
improved social skills.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread use and established efficacy, Time Out is subject to various professional
and ethical debates, primarily concerning its implementation and potential unintended
consequences.

A foremost criticism is the procedural risk of misuse, especially when the target behavior is not
maintained by positive reinforcement (e.g., if the behavior is escape-maintained). If a student finds
the classroom environment highly demanding and aversive, being removed via Exclusionary Time
Out provides an escape from those demands. In this scenario, the TO procedure inadvertently acts
as a negative reinforcer, strengthening the escape behavior rather than punishing it. Therefore,
proper application mandates a rigorous Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) to determine the
true function of the challenging behavior before implementation.

Furthermore, ethical scrutiny dictates that procedures must be implemented consistently and
without unnecessary punitive drift. Critics argue that Time Out can be emotionally distressing,
particularly for young children or individuals who experience severe separation anxiety. If
implemented by untrained staff or frustrated parents, the procedure can degrade into an emotional
confrontation rather than a technical consequence, potentially damaging the therapeutic
relationship and failing to produce the desired behavioral reduction. To mitigate this, clear legal
and ethical guidelines, often mandated by professional organizations like the Association for
Behavior Analysis International, must be strictly followed, prioritizing safety and the dignity of the
individual.

The enduring debate also centers on the philosophy of punishment versus education. While TO
effectively suppresses a behavior, it is inherently reactive and does not proactively teach new
skills. The reliance solely on punitive procedures, even negative punishment, can limit the
individual's opportunity to acquire adaptive behaviors necessary for successful integration into
social and educational environments. This criticism reinforces the necessity of embedding TO
within a comprehensive, proactive behavior intervention plan that emphasizes positive
reinforcement, skill acquisition, and environmental modification over mere behavioral suppression.

6. Ethical Considerations and Best Practices

Ethical implementation of Time Out requires adherence to several stringent best practices
designed to protect the client and maximize the procedure's therapeutic effectiveness while
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minimizing potential harm.

Prior Assessment: Before implementing TO, a comprehensive FBA must be conducted to confirm
that the challenging behavior is, in fact, maintained by positive reinforcement. Implementing TO for
escape-maintained behavior is counter-therapeutic.

Least Restrictive Intervention (LRI): TO should only be implemented after less restrictive,
positive-only interventions (such as differential reinforcement without punishment components)
have been attempted and deemed ineffective or insufficient to manage the immediate danger or
severity of the behavior.

Safety and Monitoring: Any physical location used for Exclusionary Time Out must be safe, free
of objects that could cause injury, and have provisions for continuous observation and monitoring
by staff, ensuring the client's well-being throughout the procedure.

Contingency and Consistency: The rules governing TO must be clearly defined, communicated
to the individual (if developmentally appropriate), and implemented immediately and consistently
by all personnel involved. Consistency prevents the behavior from being intermittently reinforced,
which can strengthen its persistence.

7. Further Reading

Operant Conditioning (Wikipedia)

Differential Reinforcement (Wikipedia)
Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) (Autism Speaks)

Behavior modification (Wikipedia)
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