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We all, whether humans, rats, or dogs, do things for the same reason (we’re rewarded for our 
behavior!).  Learning behavior modification can help you manage your own behavior or others’ 
behavior (spouses, bosses, co-workers, pets).  Behavior modification’s basic principles include:  

Positive reinforcement – provide a rewarding stimulus to increase behavior. Examples of 
positive reinforcers include:  attention, praise, smiles, money, touch 

a. Your teenage son is extremely negative, so you want to increase his positive 
statements and attitudes.  Therefore, you smile at him and respond warmly when he 
makes any positive statements. 

b. Your mother complains incessantly on the phone.  You begin to respond only to her 
positive statements. 

c. You pet your puppy after you call his name and he comes running. 

d. You hug and praise your daughter on the mornings her bed is dry. 

Negative reinforcement – As soon as you perform a behavior, an already-occurring noxious 
stimulus is removed.  Therefore, behavior is increased. Examples of negative reinforcers 
include:  frowns, unpleasant sounds, pain, restrictions 

a.  You remove restriction after your daughter repays money she’s stolen. 

b. The warning buzzer in your car sounds if you don’t fasten your seatbelt. 

c. You eat a candy bar when you’re famished.  

d. An alcoholic begins drinking the next morning to avoid hangover and withdrawal 
symptoms. 
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e. When you pull left on the reins, the horse turns left to avoid the uncomfortable pull. 

Punishment – provide a noxious stimulus to decrease behavior.  Unlike negative reinforcement, 
punishment comes after the behavior you’re trying to affect. 

a. You spank your child when he runs in the street without looking. 

b. You shake a can of pennies at the dog when he is in the act of urinating on the rug. 

c. A child learns more quickly than his classmates and is bored.  His quick learning is 
punished by the boredom. 

Negative punishment – remove a rewarding stimulus to decrease behavior. 

a. You take away phone privileges after your daughter makes 1-900 calls. 

b. You take Wellbutrin, which makes cigarettes taste bad. 

c. You put your child in time-out (removing all positive stimulation from her 
environment). 

d. You ignore your child’s whining. 

§§§§§§§§§§ 

Some important behavior modification principles: 

a. Positive and negative reinforcement work better than punishment, partly because 
reinforcement tells the subject what behavior to DO, whereas punishment just tells her 
what NOT to do.  There is no absence of behavior. 

b. Timing is extremely important.  Reinforcement and punishment are not very effective 
except exactly when the behavior is occurring.  It’s why addictions are so hard to 
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break:  the reward (decreasing withdrawal symptoms) comes immediately, while the 
punishment (feeling guilty, getting in trouble with one’s boss & spouse) comes later. 

c. Therefore, one way to stop a behavior is to reward INCOMPATIBLE behavior.  For 
example, reward a nose-picking child for using a tissue. 

d. You can’t reinforce behavior that isn’t occurring.  You may need to do something to 
increase the desired behavior.  So you might have boxes of tissues all around the 
house and model their use as much as possible.  Playfully dab peanut butter on your 
child’s nose and suggest a tissue, praising when she uses it. 

e. You can provide positive reinforcement for yourself.  Praise yourself for steps in a 
process done well (good tennis shots, good concentration at work). 

f. What is reinforcing and punishing varies among individuals and situations.  Hugging 
your teenage son may be rewarding at home, but may be quite punishing in public.  
Find out what is rewarding to the subject (and under what conditions!).   

g. A good way to find rewards for a subject is to watch her frequently occurring 
behavior.  For example, chewing may be rewarding for a puppy, and Nintendo may be 
rewarding for a child.  

h. Switching reinforcements keeps it interesting for the trainer.  To reward employees, 
you might use public praise, certificates, raises, and spontaneous parties. 

i. Make reinforcements as small as you can get away with and still get the behavior.  

§§§§§§§§§§ 

Jackpots.  A jackpot is a reward much bigger (10 times) than the usual reinforcement and which 
comes as a surprise to the subject.  It contributes to morale. 

Conditioned reinforcers.  Money, in and of itself, has no value.  However, you can use it to 
purchase many valuable things.  It is a conditioned reinforcer.  A primary reinforcer, on the 
other hand, is naturally reinforcing (food, sex, and smiles).  Conditioned reinforcers include:  a 
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ringing phone (to which we’re very well trained to respond) or the computer message, “you’ve 
got mail!”  Trophies are conditioned reinforcers. 

We often use conditioned reinforcers because they’re easier and can be given immediately.  
You might use stars on a chart for completion of chores.  The stars can be used to “purchase” 
family outings or other special treats. 

Negative stimuli can be conditioned, as well.  A calm “NO!” (a conditioned stimulus) might 
elicit the same response as a scary, loud, yelled, “NO” (a primary stimulus) after time. 

Schedules of reinforcement.  (p. 36)  Although consistent reinforcement is needed in the 
learning stages, after it’s learned, reinforcement should be provided on an unpredictable 
schedule.  That way, the reinforced behavior is much more resistant to extinction (stopping).  
For example, a slot machine rewards you inconsistently.  When you put in a quarter and get 
nothing back, you’re likely to try many more times.  However, you would probably put in 
quarters only once or twice after not getting a soda.  After the behavior is learned, don’t 
reinforce it every time! 

Why do people stay in relationships where they’re mistreated?  Relationships are very 
rewarding early on;  your partner is extremely positive and attentive, and, after all, romance and 
love are basic needs.  Later on, if a partner becomes abusive, he’s not all bad.  And in the 
context of the abusiveness, the positive times when he’s charming, attentive, and apologetic, are 
all the more reinforcing.   

§§§§§§§§§§ 

Long-duration behaviors are when we have to perform for a long time before getting a reward.  
Examples are studying weeks between tests, waiting two weeks between paychecks, and 
exercising to lose weight.  Often, the responses early on are slow (like blue Monday during the 
workweek).  One way to combat this is to reward some of the responses early on.  For example, 
you may reward each exercise session with money in a jar toward new clothes, or you may 
reward learning between tests with pop-quizzes.  You can also reward with reminders of the 
eventual reinforcement (“…you’ve brought in 3 new clients, and you only need five to earn the 
cruise.  Way to go!”)   

Self-monitoring serves as fabulous reinforcement for long-duration behaviors.  If you’re 
graphing your exercise and meeting your goals, seeing it on paper is rewarding.  If you’re not 
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meeting your goals, seeing the line at the bottom of the graph serves as an aversive stimulus, 
which exercising removes! 

Superstitious behavior occurs when behaviors unrelated to performance are reinforced.  A 
baseball player wearing a certain jersey during a particularly stellar performance may 
superstitiously wear the jersey again, afraid that performance will “tank” if he doesn’t wear it.  
Superstitious behaviors are often maintained by self-fulfilling prophecy.  If you’re anxious 
about not wearing the jersey and sure you’ll strike out, you’re more likely to strike out! 

Don’t forget that you can reinforce yourself!  Praise for yourself or a special treat for a job well 
done improves your performance and self-esteem.  You can even condition thoughts!  So 
choose a thought to increase, and reward yourself with praise or tokens when you have that 
thought!  You will definitely have the thought more often. 

§§§§§§§§§§ 

Shaping.   Shaping is how you condition behaviors that are unlikely to occur by chance (a 
dolphin jumping through a hoop, a chicken dancing, a child tying his shoes, your mother in law 
telling you how wonderful you are).  In shaping, look for naturally occurring behaviors that are 
the first step in the behavior.  For example, show a child how to make the first loop of the 
shoes.  When she makes a bend in the lace (not even a loop), praise her!  As she does this 
reliably, begin to praise only a full loop.  Then praise holding the loop while picking up the 
other lace…you get the picture.   

Don’t forget:  we all get tired during training.  Make training sessions short, and space them 
apart a day or so to be most effective.  Puppies can’t work for hours on end, and neither can 
humans!  

§§§§§§§§§§ 

Karen Pryor’s 10 laws of shaping 

1. Make the goal easily achievable – and do this each time you raise the criterion.  For 
example, don’t ask yourself to move up to 40 minutes of exercise from 10 minutes, unless 
you’re already occasionally doing 40 minutes even with a goal of 10.  If you’re shaping 
someone else’s behavior, make sure the criterion is achievable in your training sessions.  
Make it easy to improve steadily.  
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2. Train only one goal within a given behavior at a time.  You can train your mother and law to 

make positive statements and to call only during certain hours.  But when training her to 
make positive statements, don’t try to train her tone of voice and the content of her 
statements at once.  If you’re learning to putt, train distance and direction separately. 

3. Before moving to the next goal, use a variable schedule of reinforcement for this one. 

4. When moving to the next goal, temporarily relax your goal for the previous behaviors.  So if 
you’ve already trained your mother in law to make positive statements and you want to train 
tone of voice, relax your positive statements criterion a bit. 

5. Plan the shaping program in advance so you can take advantages of large leaps that 
sometimes occur. 

6. Stick to one trainer per behavior. 

7. If shaping one way doesn’t work, try another.  There’s more than one right way. 

8. In formal training, don’t interrupt a training session until it’s done – that’s punishment. 

9. If behavior gets worse, quickly review the shaping process with a series of easy 
reinforcements. 

10.  Quit while the subject is performing well! 

Techniques that help shaping: 

Targeting.  Teach an animal to touch its nose to a target.  By moving the target, you can train all 
sorts of other behaviors (like getting into a crate). 

Modeling.  Show the subject how to do the behavior.  Sometimes this involves “hand-over-
hand,” or, with dogs, pulling up on the collar and down on the rump to demonstrate “sit”. 

Mimicry.  Demonstrate the behavior for an animal (or human) if they’re likely to mimic. 
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Don’t tell someone you’re shaping their behavior, and be careful not to use verbal punishment 
during the shaping procedures, because it often leads to rebellion.  And don’t tell them even 
after you’ve shaped their behavior.  They’ll resent it! 

§§§§§§§§§§ 

Stimulus – anything that causes a behavioral response.  A bright light causes squinting, 
touching a hot burner causes a quick withdrawal, and a bad smell causes us to wrinkle our 
noses.  These are unconditioned or primary stimuli – they occur naturally, without training.  A 
conditioned stimulus requires training.  For example, we stop at a stop sign, we turn our lights 
off when the car chimes, we run for lunch when the school bell rings around noon.   

When training, we want a behavior under stimulus control.  That is, the subject does it the first 
time, with a reasonable stimulus.  If you must ask your son more than once or escalate your 
voice to get him to take out the trash, it’s not under stimulus control.  You must not only teach 
the subject to respond to the stimulus but to do it immediately! 

Stimulus control is defined by 4 conditions: 

1. The behavior always occurs when the conditioned stimulus is presented. 

2. The behavior never occurs in the absence of the stimulus. 

3. The behavior never occurs in response to some other stimulus. 

4. No other behavior occurs in response to the stimulus. 

Orchestras must be under complete stimulus control, as do dogs in shows and military troops. 

You may want to train your subject to respond to a smaller and smaller signal.  You may need 
to use large hand signals for your dog at first, but you can go to very subtle signals as long as 
your dog can perceive them.  You may eventually get your son to take out the trash by saying 
on trash morning, “son…” after which he says calmly, “I’m getting the new trash bag ready 
now!”.  By fading the stimulus, the subject also has to learn to pay closer attention to get 
rewarded! 
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Don’t escalate the cues, because you train the subject to respond only to escalated cues.  
Instead, use the command once, then use modeling if necessary to get the behavior.  For a child 
who won’t respond to a very important command (e.g., to get in the car for a doctor’s 
appointment), try going and just standing over them, frowning (negative reinforcement), until 
they walk with you to the car.”  Your next step, after five minutes of staring at him, may be to 
calmly remove a privilege.  If he does it immediately upon removing the privilege, you’ve taken 
a step toward shaping. Next time, though, you’ll want to provide the punishment (removing a 
privilege) after the first request.  Even if he then gets in the car, provide the punishment 
(removing the privilege) and explain that he must follow the command the first time. 

In a limited hold, you hold the reinforcement for a specified period of time, after which it’s no 
longer available.  You child can have dinner only within 20 minutes of the dinner bell.  When 
he’s doing well with that, decrease the interval to 15 minutes, then 10, etc.  You can use this 
with positive reinforcement (“If you’re in the car within 10 minutes, we’ll go get ice cream after 
your appointment). 

Stick to the plan, and DEFINITELY stick to what you’ve told the child.  He must NOT learn to 
manipulate you.  If you’re a parenting team, you must have a plan TOGETHER and present 
total and complete unity.  If you disagree with your partner, follow through anyway, and discuss 
it later in private. 

Being calm is really difficult but vital!  Sometimes your anger is rewarding to the subject, or 
can induce fear, and it may provide punishment for a variety of responses you didn’t intend to 
punish.  Remain calm when dispensing commands and punishments.  This really shows you 
mean business.  It keeps you from losing your head and forgetting to implement the plan as 
written. 

In anticipation, the subject “jumps the gun,” or performs the behavior in anticipation of the 
stimulus.  Under many conditions, this is wonderful!  If your son begins to take out the trash 
without being asked, you’ve really succeeded.  But if your prize show dog begins to walk in 
anticipation of your cue, she’ll be penalized.  To stop anticipatory responses, give a time out, 
with no activity and, therefore, no reinforcement.  Every time the subject “jumps the gun,” 
restart the clock (e.g., for another minute of time out.)  Don’t punish the response, however. 

Behavior chains are strings of behavior.  For example, cleaning the bathroom is a behavior 
chain.  You start cleaning one part (wiping the mirror) and being reinforced by the clean mirror 
you start on the sink, and so on.  One reinforcement (seeing the product of our work) leads 
automatically to the next behavior.   
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Always train behavior chains backward.  For example, memorize a passage backward.  That 
way, you end with something you can do, rather than with new, unmemorized, and therefore 
difficult behavior.  Teach a child first to pull the bow to tie her shoes (you do all the preceding 
behaviors).  When you train a dog to throw a Frisbee, first train him to drop it! 

Prelearning dips.  First, you shape a behavior, and then you try to bring it under stimulus 
control.  But just as the subject seems to be learning, she “forgets” everything she’s learned.  
This may be a result of the subject’s sudden awareness that the cue is a cue for reward.  
Therefore, she begins paying attention to the cue and “forgets” to perform the behavior.  If you 
persist, however, she’ll remember and begin to respond again.  With adolescents, this will be 
particularly disturbing.  They may realize you’ve been shaping them and get angry.  You’ll see 
a period of extra bad behavior!  But if you’re consistent, their only way to get reward is to 
perform as you expect.  Stick to your guns. 

§§§§§§§§§§ 

Getting rid of undesirable behavior: 

1. Get rid of the subject or prevent the behavior (e.g., boarding school for an adolescent, jail 
for a criminal, a harness that prevents jumping for a dog, divorce your spouse, stop playing 
tennis if your swing is bad).   

2. Punishment.  The problem is that it doesn’t work well and it has negative side effects;  those 
you punish don’t like you very much!  Punishment just happens too far after the behavior to 
be very effective.  Guilt is punishment, but it occurs too far afterward to be effective.   

3. Negative reinforcement.  A.  Your adult child wants to move in with you.  You agree, but 
you charge them rent, phone, electric, and charge for any chores you complete for them.  It’s 
just not worth it for them to stay!  B.  You yelp loudly while your puppy bites you.  He stops 
in order to stop your yelping.  C.  Ignore your spouse’s behavior or turn away when he raises 
his voice.  Return and pay attention when he talks in a normal tone of voice.    

4. Extinction – let the behavior go away on its own by not producing any results.  This doesn’t 
work with self-reinforcing behaviors such as drinking alcohol or, for adolescents, spending 
time with friends.  Learn to tolerate kids’ noisy car behavior;  it’ll eventually get quieter.   

5. Train an incompatible behavior.  For example, reward the adolescent for getting a job.  
Reward yourself for reading when you get home from work (you used to watch TV).  When 
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you feel down, dance, sing happy tunes, or play video games.  You just can’t feel down 
while doing these things!. 

6. Put the behavior on cue, then never give the cue.  Actually encourage the behavior!  “OK, 
NOW have a temper tantrum.  Let’s see how loud you can be!  Yell!  Scream!  Get it out!”.  
Teach a puppy a signal (a “stop” and a “go” sign) under which you’ll reward his barking.  
Then leave up the “stop” sign. 

7. Reward everything that is NOT the undesirable behavior.  Use this when you can’t think of 
the “do” behavior, but you just want the subject to stop something. 

8. Change the motivation.  Feed and nap the kids before shopping with them.  Provide 
information that changes the subjects attitudes about the behavior (e.g., a message from a 
popular older adolescent that it’s not cool to smoke).  Provide a father’s attention to prevent 
a daughter’s acting out against the stepmother because the girl feels she’s stolen her father. 
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Behavior Change Workshop 

List three potential target behaviors you want to change: 

   
Choose one behavior by circling it, perhaps the easiest to change, or perhaps the most urgent. 

List the subject’s motivations for the behavior (or for not doing the behavior) & how you could 
change it: 

Motivations How I could change the motivation 

  
  
  
  
What positive things motivate the subject?  What objects are desired? What does s/he already 
do frequently?  What objects or outings or social rewards might he like?   

   
   
   
   
   
If it’s a behavior you want to DECREASE, list here some alternative behaviors: 

  
  
  
Positive reinforcement – provide a rewarding stimulus to increase behavior. Examples of 
positive reinforcers include: attention, praise, smiles, money, touch.  How could you use this 
principle to increase the desirable behavior(s)? 

  
  
Negative reinforcement – As soon as you perform a behavior, an already-occurring noxious 
stimulus is removed.  Therefore, behavior is increased. Examples of negative reinforcers 
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include:  frowns, unpleasant sounds, pain, time-out, restrictions.  How could you use this 
principle to increase the desirable behavior(s)? 

  
  
Punishment – provide a noxious stimulus to decrease behavior.  Unlike negative reinforcement, 
punishment comes after the behavior you’re trying to affect.  How could you use this to 
decrease the undesirable behavior?  Remember, use it sparingly or not at all. 

  
  
Negative punishment – remove a rewarding stimulus to decrease behavior.  Examples include 
removing privileges, using time-out, negative verbal feedback, expressions of disappointment. 
How could you use this to decrease the undesirable behavior?  Remember, use it sparingly or 
not at all. 

  
   

How will you pay attention to timing in administering these reinforcements/punishments? 

 
 
How can you get the behavior to occur so you can reward it? 

 
 
How could you effectively use a jackpot? 

 
 
Should you use a conditioned reinforcer? (e.g., a token system)  If so, how?  
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When will s/he be ready for a variable schedule?  How will I implement the variable schedule? 

 
 
 
If you’re trying to change a long-duration behavior, what intermediate steps could you reward? 

 
 
 
 
How will you use shaping? (See the 10 laws of shaping). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How will modeling and mimicry help? 

 
 
How will you use monitoring to help? 

 
Once you’ve shaped the behavior, how will you bring the behavior under stimulus control?  

 
How will a limited hold help? 

How will a limited hold help? 
What can you expect from the subject during the prelearning dip? 
 


