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“What do you feel is your most important contribution to psychology, Fred,” I asked him one late
morning at his office in William James Hall. Professor B. F. Skinner paused and looked afar, and,
pensively, slowly he said, “contingencies of reinforcement, the idea of contingencies of reinforcement.
When was that when I first used this term? In the early sixties? Maybe earlier.” He rose and
reached for Science and Human Behavior to check.

“I vemember your using that concept in one of your project reports in 1953, I replied. "Sure this
report is in your files.”

Thus, I thought, did Skinner, in what seemed a serious moment of reflection, call to mind the
culminating idea of his career in science. That conversation was way back in 1968 at Harvard.
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The experimental procedure in operant conditioning 1s straightforward. We arrange a contingency
of reinforcement and expose an organism to it for a given period. We then explain the frequent

emission of the response by pointing to this history. [68E]
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The class of responses uwpon which a reinforcer is contingent is called an operant, to suggest the
action on the environment followed by reinforcement. We construct an operant by making a reinjor-
cer contingent on a response, but the important fact aboul the resulting unil is not ils lopography
but its probability of occurrence, observed as rate of emission. ... (8] ... An adequate for-
mutlation of the intevaction between an organism and its environment must always specify three
things : (1) the occasion upon which a response occurs, (2) the response itself, and (3) the reinforc-

ing consequences. The inlervelationships among them are the “contingencies of reinforcement.”
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TElementary principles of behaviors 23317 % Behavioral contingency DEFE(18H)
+ The occasion for a response (behavior),
+ the response (behavior), and

- the outcome of the response(behavior).
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Avoidance contingency: the immediate response-contingent prevention of an aversive condition result-

ing in an increased frequency of that response. [246E)
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Avoidance-of-loss contingency: the immediate response-contingent prevention-of-loss of a reinfor-

cement resulting in an increased frequency of that response. [249H)
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Punishment-by-prevention-of-removal contingency: the immediate response-contingent prevention of

removal of an aversive condition resulting in a decreased frequency of that response. [201E]
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Punishment- by prevention-of-a-reinforcer contingency: the immediale response-contingent prevention

of a reinforcer resulting in a decreased frequency of that response. [262E]
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X will come—>behavior—>X will not come
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X will be removed (will lose X) —>behavior—X won't be removed(won't lise X)
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Reform and Conservation: R. W. Mallott’s “Prevention Contingencies” and It's Adaptive Value in

the Natural Environment.
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Of course, the discovery of frequency of behavior in free vesponding situation as the fundamental
datum in experirnental conditioning and learning was, in the opinion of many of our colleagues at
the Psychological Laboratories, quile revolutionary, being a radical departure in concept from contem-
porary work in this area at that time. Still, for Skinner, what was happening at the moment of
reinforcement was the central problem, and, to understand this, he embarked on the massive,
long-term project on intermittent reinforcement with Charles B. Ferster. This project was not just
about schedules of reinforcement but, more importantly, an exploration into basic environmental
forms of contingencies of reinforcement and the invention of new ideas and a vocabulary o describe

these ideas. (1158K)
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The concept of frequency of responding, as the laboratory translation of probability or strength of
a response, made a very deep impression on me as a graduate student. The effect of a reinfor-
cement in terms of the resulling frequency of response in a free operant situation, expressed inde-
pendently of the topography, intensity or duration of behavior, was to my young mind then a very
profound key idea which offered enlarged horizons beyond the Pavlovian paradigm. I thought that
this technical definition, at last, would release the concept from contemporary usage expressed in
such words as reward, tension reduction, satisfying and pleasurable effects, or the like, into regions

of analysis beyond the limitations of the term reward. [115~116E]
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YN

The technical definition of reinforcement in terms of frequency effects offers endless possibilities
Jor interpreting and studying a wide range of phenomena so dear to the humanilies. Fred Skinner
one lime spoke of how cabinet makers of olden times, for example, were continuously surrounded
with reinforcers: in seeing the progress of form and design as he proceeded from the preparation of

his materials thru the intermediate stages of shaping, constructing and finishing the final product.
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