
differential reinforcement example

differential reinforcement example is a fundamental concept in applied behavior
analysis (ABA) used to increase desirable behaviors while simultaneously decreasing
unwanted behaviors. This behavioral strategy involves reinforcing a specific, appropriate
behavior and withholding reinforcement for undesired behaviors, effectively shaping
behavior over time. Understanding differential reinforcement and its practical applications
is essential for educators, therapists, and caregivers aiming to modify behavior in various
settings. This article explores the meaning and principles of differential reinforcement,
provides clear examples to illustrate its use, and discusses different types of differential
reinforcement techniques. Additionally, it addresses the benefits and limitations of this
approach and offers guidance on implementing differential reinforcement effectively.
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Understanding Differential Reinforcement
Differential reinforcement is a behavioral intervention strategy that aims to increase the
frequency of desirable behaviors by reinforcing them while simultaneously reducing the
frequency of undesirable behaviors by not reinforcing them. This technique is grounded in
the principles of operant conditioning, where behaviors are influenced by their
consequences. Differential reinforcement is used across various domains, including
education, therapy, and workplace behavior management, to promote positive behavior
change.

Basic Principles of Differential Reinforcement
The core principle behind differential reinforcement is to provide reinforcement only for the
targeted appropriate behavior and to withhold reinforcement for other behaviors. By doing
so, an individual learns that exhibiting the desired behavior leads to positive outcomes,
while inappropriate behaviors do not. This approach helps individuals develop more
functional and socially acceptable behaviors.



Key Terminology
Several terms are essential to understanding differential reinforcement:

Reinforcement: A consequence that increases the likelihood of a behavior occurring
again.

Extinction: The process of withholding reinforcement for an undesired behavior,
leading to a decrease in that behavior.

Target Behavior: The specific behavior selected for reinforcement or reduction.

Alternative Behavior: A positive behavior that replaces an inappropriate behavior
and is reinforced.

Types of Differential Reinforcement
Differential reinforcement is not a one-size-fits-all approach; it includes several variations
tailored to specific behavioral goals. Each type targets different aspects of behavior
reduction or replacement, providing a versatile toolkit for behavior modification.

Differential Reinforcement of Alternative Behavior
(DRA)
DRA involves reinforcing a desirable alternative behavior that serves the same function as
the undesired behavior. For example, if a child screams to gain attention, the therapist
might reinforce the child for raising their hand instead. This technique encourages the
individual to replace problematic behaviors with more appropriate ones.

Differential Reinforcement of Incompatible Behavior
(DRI)
DRI focuses on reinforcing a behavior that is physically incompatible with the undesired
behavior, making it impossible to engage in both simultaneously. For instance, reinforcing a
student for keeping their hands in their lap to reduce hand-biting behavior. This type of
differential reinforcement effectively decreases unwanted behaviors by promoting
incompatible actions.

Differential Reinforcement of Other Behavior (DRO)
DRO involves providing reinforcement when the undesired behavior has not occurred for a
specific period. This approach does not require a replacement behavior but instead focuses
on the absence of the problematic behavior. For example, giving a reward if a child does



not engage in tantrums for 10 minutes.

Differential Reinforcement of Low Rates of Behavior
(DRL)
DRL is used when the goal is to reduce the frequency of a behavior but not eliminate it
entirely. Reinforcement is provided only if the behavior occurs below a predetermined rate.
This technique is helpful for behaviors that are acceptable in moderation but problematic
when excessive, such as interrupting during conversations.

Practical Differential Reinforcement Examples
Applying differential reinforcement in real-world settings requires concrete examples to
illustrate how this strategy works effectively. Below are several scenarios demonstrating
different types of differential reinforcement.

Example of Differential Reinforcement of Alternative
Behavior (DRA)
A teacher notices a student frequently calls out answers without raising their hand,
disrupting the class. The teacher implements DRA by reinforcing the student when they
raise their hand before speaking. This reinforcement could be verbal praise or a token
towards a reward. Over time, the student learns that raising their hand receives positive
attention, reducing the calling out behavior.

Example of Differential Reinforcement of Incompatible
Behavior (DRI)
In a therapeutic setting, a child frequently bites their nails. The therapist reinforces the
child for keeping their hands in their pockets or holding a stress ball, which is incompatible
with nail-biting. By reinforcing this incompatible behavior, nail-biting decreases as the child
learns to occupy their hands differently.

Example of Differential Reinforcement of Other
Behavior (DRO)
A parent wants to reduce their child's temper tantrums. The parent sets a timer for 5
minutes and provides a small reward if the child does not have a tantrum during that
interval. Gradually, the interval is increased, and the child learns to go longer periods
without tantrums, encouraged by the reinforcement of calm behavior.



Example of Differential Reinforcement of Low Rates of
Behavior (DRL)
In an office environment, an employee frequently interrupts colleagues during meetings.
The manager decides to use DRL by acknowledging and reinforcing the employee only if
they interrupt fewer than three times per meeting. This approach reduces interruptions
without completely suppressing communication.

Benefits and Limitations of Differential
Reinforcement
Differential reinforcement offers several advantages in behavior management but also
presents certain challenges that must be considered for effective application.

Benefits

Promotes Positive Behavior: Encourages the development of functional and
socially acceptable behaviors.

Reduces Problematic Behaviors: Effectively decreases undesirable actions by
withholding reinforcement.

Flexible Application: Various types allow customization based on individual needs
and behavioral functions.

Non-Punitive: Focuses on reinforcement rather than punishment, which can improve
motivation and compliance.

Limitations

Requires Consistency: Inconsistent reinforcement may reduce effectiveness and
cause confusion.

Time-Intensive: May require considerable time and effort to identify appropriate
alternative behaviors and implement strategies.

Potential for Extinction Bursts: Initial increase in undesired behavior may occur
when reinforcement is withheld.

Not Always Suitable: Some behaviors may require additional or alternative
interventions.



Implementing Differential Reinforcement
Effectively
Successful implementation of differential reinforcement relies on careful assessment,
planning, and monitoring. The following guidelines help ensure that differential
reinforcement strategies achieve desired outcomes.

Steps for Effective Implementation

Conduct a Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA): Identify the function or1.
purpose of the undesired behavior to select an appropriate alternative behavior to
reinforce.

Define Target and Alternative Behaviors: Clearly specify the behaviors to2.
increase and decrease, ensuring they are measurable and observable.

Choose the Type of Differential Reinforcement: Select DRA, DRI, DRO, or DRL3.
based on the behavior's nature and goals.

Establish a Reinforcement Schedule: Decide when and how reinforcement will be4.
delivered to maximize learning and motivation.

Train Caregivers and Staff: Ensure everyone involved understands the procedures5.
and maintains consistency.

Monitor and Adjust: Collect data to evaluate effectiveness and make necessary6.
modifications.

Best Practices

Use immediate and meaningful reinforcement to strengthen desired behaviors.

Be consistent in applying reinforcement and extinction procedures.

Pair differential reinforcement with other behavioral strategies if needed for
comprehensive intervention.

Gradually fade reinforcement to promote maintenance of behavior change.

Ensure reinforcement is appropriate and motivating for the individual.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is an example of differential reinforcement in
behavior therapy?
An example of differential reinforcement is reinforcing a child for raising their hand before
speaking, while not reinforcing calling out answers. This encourages the desired behavior of
hand-raising.

How does differential reinforcement work with positive
behaviors?
Differential reinforcement involves providing reinforcement for a specific positive behavior
while withholding reinforcement for other undesired behaviors, such as praising a student
for completing homework on time but ignoring incomplete assignments.

Can you give an example of differential reinforcement
of alternative behavior (DRA)?
DRA example: Reinforcing a child for asking politely for a toy instead of grabbing it
aggressively, thereby increasing the polite request behavior.

What is an example of differential reinforcement of
incompatible behavior (DRI)?
DRI example: Reinforcing a child for sitting quietly in their seat, which is incompatible with
the disruptive behavior of leaving their seat frequently.

How is differential reinforcement used to decrease
problem behaviors?
By reinforcing a desirable alternative behavior and withholding reinforcement for the
problem behavior, such as praising a student for using words to express frustration instead
of yelling.

What is an example of differential reinforcement of
other behavior (DRO)?
DRO example: Providing reinforcement after a fixed time interval if a child does not engage
in hitting, thereby encouraging periods without the problem behavior.

How does differential reinforcement apply in classroom
management?
Teachers might use differential reinforcement by giving attention and rewards to students



who follow rules while ignoring minor disruptive behaviors, promoting positive classroom
conduct.

What is a practical example of differential
reinforcement in parenting?
A parent might give extra praise and privileges when a child completes chores without
being asked, while not reinforcing complaints or refusals.

How is differential reinforcement different from
punishment?
Differential reinforcement strengthens desired behaviors by providing rewards for them
while withholding rewards for undesired behaviors, whereas punishment introduces
negative consequences to reduce behaviors.

Can you provide an example of differential
reinforcement in animal training?
In dog training, rewarding a dog for sitting calmly on command while ignoring jumping
behavior is an example of differential reinforcement, encouraging the calm sitting behavior.

Additional Resources
1. Differential Reinforcement: Principles and Applications
This book provides a comprehensive overview of differential reinforcement techniques used
in behavior modification. It explains the theoretical foundations and offers practical
examples for reinforcing desirable behaviors while reducing undesired ones. The text is
suitable for students and practitioners in psychology and education.

2. Applied Behavior Analysis and Differential Reinforcement Strategies
Focusing on applied behavior analysis (ABA), this book delves into various differential
reinforcement methods such as DRA, DRO, and DRL. It includes case studies demonstrating
how these strategies are implemented in clinical and educational settings. Readers gain
insight into designing effective behavior intervention plans.

3. Behavior Modification: Using Differential Reinforcement in Practice
This practical guide explores how differential reinforcement can shape behavior in children
and adults. It covers assessment, intervention planning, and monitoring progress, with real-
life examples from schools and therapy sessions. The book is valuable for teachers,
therapists, and caregivers.

4. Understanding Differential Reinforcement: Theory and Research
A scholarly text that reviews the research literature on differential reinforcement, this book
discusses its theoretical underpinnings and experimental findings. It addresses how
different schedules of reinforcement impact behavior change. Ideal for graduate students
and researchers interested in behavioral psychology.



5. Differential Reinforcement in Autism Spectrum Disorder Interventions
This specialized book discusses how differential reinforcement techniques are employed to
support individuals with autism. It highlights evidence-based practices, including functional
communication training and behavior reduction strategies. The book offers practitioners
tools to enhance social and adaptive skills.

6. The Role of Differential Reinforcement in Classroom Management
Targeting educators, this book explains how differential reinforcement can promote positive
student behavior and reduce disruptions. It provides step-by-step guidance on
implementing reinforcement plans and tracking outcomes. The author includes tips for
collaborating with parents and school staff.

7. Advanced Topics in Differential Reinforcement: Schedules and Variations
This text explores complex aspects of differential reinforcement, including intermittent
schedules and combining reinforcement with other behavioral interventions. It is suited for
advanced practitioners and researchers looking to deepen their understanding. Detailed
examples illustrate nuanced applications.

8. Positive Behavior Support and Differential Reinforcement
Integrating differential reinforcement within the framework of positive behavior support
(PBS), this book outlines strategies for creating supportive environments. It covers
individualized interventions aimed at increasing functional behaviors while decreasing
challenging ones. The book emphasizes person-centered planning.

9. Differential Reinforcement Techniques for Skill Acquisition and Behavior Reduction
This resource focuses on using differential reinforcement to teach new skills and reduce
problematic behaviors simultaneously. It includes protocols for assessment, intervention,
and data collection to ensure effective outcomes. Clinicians and educators will find practical
tools and worksheets.
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