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•• Positive reinforcement is adding (+) something that is desired by the individual, such as 
praise, candy, or wanted attention.

•• Negative reinforcement is taking away (–) something undesired by the individual, such as 
an annoying noise, an unpleasant chore, or unwanted attention.

•• Positive punishment, also called presentation punishment, is adding (+) or presenting 
something undesired by the individual, such as physical pain, unpleasant chores, or 
unwanted attention.

•• Negative punishment, also called removal punishment, is taking away (–) something 
desired by an individual, such as toys, free time, or wanted attention.

Regardless of whether the reinforcement is positive or negative, reinforcement increases the 
behavior, whereas both positive and negative punishments decrease the behavior.

When a behavior is first being developed, consequences are needed every time the behav-
ior occurs for individuals to make the association and perform the behavior consistently—a 
continuous schedule. After the behavior has been well established, reinforcement is needed 
only periodically to continue supporting the behavior (DeLeon et al., 2013; Skinner, 1954). 
Reinforcement can occur on an intermittent schedule. Intermittent reinforcement schedules, 
shown in Table 8.1, may be:

•• ratio schedules, based on the number of times a behavior occurs, such as every third 
time the child raises his or her hand;

•• interval schedules, based on the time elapsed after the behavior has occurred, such as 
providing praise for every five minutes a student is quietly working on an assignment;

•• fixed schedules, occurring exactly every third time the behavior occurs (fixed ratio) or 
exactly every five minutes (fixed interval), such that individuals know when to expect 
the reinforcement; or

•• variable schedules, providing reinforcement every third time (variable ratio) or every 
five minutes (variable interval) on average but varying across time. Variable schedules 
typically are more effective and efficient because students are unaware of exactly when 
the reinforcement will be provided.

Although intermittent schedules work well for reinforcement, punishment needs to occur 
after every single infraction to work effectively. In other words, punishment requires a continuous 
schedule. Let’s examine more closely the effective use of consequences.

Using Consequences Effectively
Here we present several tips for using consequences effectively, summarized in Table 8.2. Many 
apply similarly to both reinforcement and punishment, but we’ll also address some important 
differences in the use of reinforcement and punishment.

TABLE 8.1      Examples of Intermittent Schedules

FIXED VARIABLE
Ratio Feedback on book reports is given for every third book 

report completed.
Slot machines pay out based on the number of pulls, 
but you don’t know which pull will be the big winner.

Interval Every Friday, popcorn is given to all students who 
meet their weekly reading goal.

Extra credit for class participation is given on random 
days throughout the semester.
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