
secondary reinforcement psychology definition

secondary reinforcement psychology definition is a concept in behavioral psychology that refers to a

process in which a stimulus reinforces a behavior through its association with a primary reinforcer.

Understanding this definition is crucial for anyone interested in learning how behaviors are shaped and

maintained over time. This article will delve into the intricacies of secondary reinforcement, its

applications in various fields, and how it differs from primary reinforcement. Additionally, we will

explore examples of secondary reinforcement in everyday life, the implications for learning and

behavior modification, and the significance of this concept in psychology. By the end, you will have a

comprehensive understanding of secondary reinforcement psychology and its relevance in shaping

human and animal behavior.
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Understanding the Basics of Reinforcement

To grasp the concept of secondary reinforcement psychology, one must first understand the

fundamentals of reinforcement. In behavioral psychology, reinforcement is a process that strengthens

the likelihood of a behavior being repeated. There are two main types of reinforcement: primary and

secondary. Primary reinforcers are inherently valuable and satisfy basic biological needs, such as food,

water, and shelter. These are naturally reinforcing because they fulfill a fundamental requirement for

survival.

On the other hand, secondary reinforcers acquire their value through association with primary

reinforcers. This means that while they do not have intrinsic value, they can still strongly influence

behavior due to their connection with something that does. For example, money is often considered a

secondary reinforcer because it can be used to obtain primary reinforcers like food and shelter.

Understanding how these reinforcers work is essential for effectively shaping behavior in various

settings, from educational environments to therapeutic contexts.

The Role of Secondary Reinforcers

Secondary reinforcers play a vital role in the learning process. They help bridge the gap between

immediate behavior and long-term rewards. By using secondary reinforcers, one can motivate and

encourage behaviors that may not have immediate primary rewards. This is particularly important in

educational and therapeutic settings, where the goal is often to teach new skills or modify existing

behaviors.

Secondary reinforcers can take various forms, including verbal praise, tokens, or even social approval.

Each of these can reinforce desired behaviors by providing a sense of achievement or recognition. For

instance, a teacher might use stickers as a secondary reinforcer to encourage students to complete

their assignments. The stickers themselves are not inherently valuable, but they become rewarding



through their association with positive feedback and success.

Examples of Secondary Reinforcement

To better understand secondary reinforcement, let’s look at some practical examples that illustrate how

these reinforcers operate in daily life.

Money: As previously mentioned, money is a quintessential secondary reinforcer. While it has no

intrinsic value, it allows individuals to acquire primary reinforcers like food and shelter.

Verbal Praise: Compliments or verbal recognition can serve as powerful secondary reinforcers.

For instance, when a child receives praise for good behavior, they are more likely to repeat that

behavior in the future.

Tokens: In behavioral therapy, tokens can be used as a form of secondary reinforcement.

Participants earn tokens for desired behaviors, which they can later exchange for rewards.

Social Approval: Positive feedback from peers or authority figures can reinforce behaviors. For

example, students may engage more in class discussions if they know their contributions will be

acknowledged.

These examples highlight how secondary reinforcers can effectively motivate behavior and encourage

individuals to strive for goals that may not have immediate rewards.



Applications of Secondary Reinforcement in Real Life

The application of secondary reinforcement spans various fields, including education, therapy, animal

training, and even workplace management. Each setting utilizes secondary reinforcers to encourage

and shape desired behaviors.

In Education

In educational settings, educators often use secondary reinforcers to motivate students. For example,

reward systems that involve earning points or tokens can help improve student engagement and

performance. By associating certain behaviors with rewards, teachers can create a more conducive

learning environment.

In Therapy

In therapeutic contexts, secondary reinforcers are frequently used in behavior modification programs.

For instance, therapists may use a token economy system to reinforce positive behaviors in clients,

especially in settings like group therapy or rehabilitation programs. This method helps individuals

recognize the connection between their actions and positive outcomes.

In Animal Training

Animal trainers often employ secondary reinforcement techniques. For instance, a trainer might use a

clicker as a secondary reinforcer, signaling to the animal that a reward (like a treat) will follow a

desired behavior. This technique is particularly effective in training dogs and other pets, as it provides

a clear and immediate connection between the behavior and the reward.



In the Workplace

In professional settings, employers may use secondary reinforcers to enhance productivity and

employee satisfaction. Incentives such as bonuses, public recognition, or awards can motivate

employees to achieve specific goals. By linking performance with such rewards, organizations can

foster a more motivated workforce.

Implications for Learning and Behavior Modification

The implications of secondary reinforcement in learning and behavior modification are profound. By

understanding how to effectively utilize secondary reinforcers, educators, therapists, and trainers can

create more effective programs and strategies.

For instance, in educational psychology, the use of secondary reinforcers can lead to improved

learning outcomes. When students associate positive behaviors with rewards, they are more likely to

engage in those behaviors consistently. This leads to a deeper understanding and mastery of the

subject matter.

In behavior modification, understanding secondary reinforcement allows therapists to develop tailored

interventions that address specific behaviors. By employing techniques that leverage secondary

reinforcers, therapists can help clients achieve their goals more effectively. This approach can be

especially beneficial for individuals with behavioral challenges, as it provides clear incentives for

change.

Differences Between Primary and Secondary Reinforcement



While both primary and secondary reinforcers are essential for shaping behavior, they differ

significantly in their nature and application. Understanding these differences is crucial for anyone

working in psychology, education, or behavior management.

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Value

Primary reinforcers have intrinsic value, as they fulfill basic biological needs. These include food,

water, and shelter, which are essential for survival. In contrast, secondary reinforcers derive their value

from their association with primary reinforcers. They do not satisfy biological needs directly but

motivate behavior through learned connections.

Immediate vs. Delayed Gratification

Primary reinforcers often provide immediate gratification, while secondary reinforcers may involve a

delay before the reward is received. For example, receiving a meal is immediate, whereas earning

money (a secondary reinforcer) may lead to delayed gratification as it can only be spent later.

Examples in Practice

In practice, primary reinforcers are straightforward and universally understood. Secondary reinforcers,

however, can vary greatly depending on individual preferences and cultural contexts. What serves as a

motivating secondary reinforcer for one person may not hold the same value for another.



Conclusion

Understanding the concept of secondary reinforcement psychology is essential for anyone interested in

behavior modification, education, or training. Secondary reinforcers provide a powerful means of

influencing behavior by creating associations with primary reinforcers. By effectively leveraging these

reinforcers, educators, therapists, and trainers can foster positive changes and enhance learning

outcomes. The implications of secondary reinforcement extend beyond theoretical understanding; they

have practical applications that can significantly impact individual behavior and societal norms. As we

continue to explore the complexities of human and animal behavior, the role of secondary

reinforcement will undoubtedly remain a key area of interest and study.

Q: What is the difference between primary and secondary reinforcers?

A: Primary reinforcers are inherently valuable and fulfill basic biological needs, such as food and water.

Secondary reinforcers, on the other hand, acquire their value through association with primary

reinforcers, like money or praise.

Q: Can secondary reinforcers be negative?

A: Yes, secondary reinforcers can also include negative stimuli that are learned through association.

For example, a warning signal that predicts an unpleasant event can serve as a secondary reinforcer

to avoid that event.

Q: How can secondary reinforcement be applied in a classroom

setting?

A: In classrooms, teachers can use secondary reinforcers like tokens or points that students earn for

good behavior or academic performance, which can later be exchanged for rewards, such as extra



recess time or small prizes.

Q: Are secondary reinforcers effective in animal training?

A: Yes, secondary reinforcers like clickers or verbal cues are widely used in animal training. They

signal to the animal that a reward is forthcoming, reinforcing desired behaviors effectively.

Q: How do cultural differences impact secondary reinforcement?

A: Cultural differences can influence what is considered a valuable secondary reinforcer. For instance,

social approval or recognition may hold different weight in various cultures, affecting motivation and

behavior accordingly.

Q: What role does timing play in secondary reinforcement?

A: Timing is crucial in secondary reinforcement. The quicker the secondary reinforcer follows the

desired behavior, the stronger the association becomes, leading to more effective reinforcement of that

behavior.

Q: Can secondary reinforcers lose their effectiveness?

A: Yes, secondary reinforcers can lose their effectiveness over time, especially if they are not paired

consistently with primary reinforcers. This phenomenon is known as satiation.

Q: Is secondary reinforcement applicable to adults?

A: Absolutely. Secondary reinforcement is applicable to adults in various contexts, such as workplaces,

where incentives like bonuses or recognition can motivate performance and behavior change.



Q: How do you identify effective secondary reinforcers?

A: Effective secondary reinforcers can be identified by observing what motivates individuals. It involves

understanding their preferences and what they value as rewards, tailoring reinforcement strategies

accordingly.
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