
secondary reinforcer psychology definition
secondary reinforcer psychology definition refers to a concept in behavioral psychology that
explains how certain stimuli can acquire reinforcing properties through their association with primary
reinforcers. This article will delve deeply into the nature of secondary reinforcers, their significance in
learning theory, and their applications in various domains, such as education, animal training, and
behavioral therapy. We will examine examples, the difference between primary and secondary
reinforcers, and how they influence behavior and motivation. By the end of this article, you will have a
comprehensive understanding of secondary reinforcers and their role in psychology.

Understanding Secondary Reinforcers

Primary vs. Secondary Reinforcers

How Secondary Reinforcers Work

Examples of Secondary Reinforcers

Applications of Secondary Reinforcers

Implications in Behavioral Psychology

Conclusion

Understanding Secondary Reinforcers

Secondary reinforcers are stimuli that have no inherent value but become reinforcing through their
association with primary reinforcers. In simple terms, they gain their power by being linked to
something more valuable or satisfying, which is typically a primary reinforcer like food, water, or
safety. This concept is rooted in the principles of operant conditioning, a theory pioneered by B.F.
Skinner, who studied how behaviors can be influenced by consequences.

To grasp secondary reinforcers fully, one must understand their role in shaping behavior. When a
behavior is followed by a secondary reinforcer, it increases the likelihood that the behavior will be
repeated in the future. This creates a cycle of reinforcement, where the secondary reinforcer acts as a
bridge to the primary reinforcer, enhancing the overall learning process.

Primary vs. Secondary Reinforcers

To clarify the concept of secondary reinforcers, it is essential to distinguish them from primary
reinforcers. Primary reinforcers are naturally rewarding stimuli that satisfy basic biological needs.



These include:

Food

Water

Sleep

Safety

Sex

On the other hand, secondary reinforcers do not fulfill biological needs directly. Instead, they acquire
their reinforcing properties through learned associations. For example, money is a classic secondary
reinforcer. It does not provide direct satisfaction but can be exchanged for primary reinforcers like
food and shelter. Understanding this difference is crucial for applying these concepts in practical
scenarios.

How Secondary Reinforcers Work

The mechanism by which secondary reinforcers operate involves a process called classical
conditioning. When a neutral stimulus is consistently paired with a primary reinforcer, it eventually
becomes a conditioned reinforcer. This means that the previously neutral stimulus now has the power
to reinforce behavior on its own. For instance, if a dog receives a treat (primary reinforcer) every time
it hears a click sound (neutral stimulus), eventually, the click sound alone will elicit the same response
as the treat.

Here’s a step-by-step breakdown of how secondary reinforcers function:

Association: The neutral stimulus is paired with a primary reinforcer.1.

Learning: Over time, the subject learns to associate the neutral stimulus with the satisfaction2.
provided by the primary reinforcer.

Reinforcement: The neutral stimulus becomes a secondary reinforcer and can now encourage3.
the desired behavior independently.

This process highlights the importance of timing and consistency in reinforcement, as these factors
significantly influence the effectiveness of secondary reinforcers.



Examples of Secondary Reinforcers

There are numerous examples of secondary reinforcers in everyday life, ranging from simple tokens
to complex social rewards. Here are some common examples:

Tokens: In behavior modification programs, tokens can be given for desired behaviors. These
tokens can later be exchanged for privileges or treats.

Praise: Verbal acknowledgment or approval from parents, teachers, or peers can serve as a
powerful secondary reinforcer.

Money: As previously mentioned, money is a versatile secondary reinforcer that can be used to
acquire various primary reinforcers.

Grades: In an educational context, good grades act as secondary reinforcers for students,
motivating them to study and engage in learning activities.

Social Status: Recognition and social standing can reinforce behaviors, especially in group
settings.

These examples illustrate how secondary reinforcers can vary widely in their form and application, but
they all share the common feature of being linked to primary reinforcers.

Applications of Secondary Reinforcers

Secondary reinforcers play a significant role in various fields, including education, animal training, and
therapy. Understanding their application can enhance effectiveness in these areas.

In Education

In educational settings, secondary reinforcers are often employed to motivate students. Teachers can
use praise, rewards, or privileges to encourage positive behavior and academic performance. For
example, a teacher might allow students to earn extra recess time by completing assignments on
time. This system not only reinforces desired behaviors but also creates a more engaging and
dynamic learning environment.

In Animal Training

Animal trainers frequently utilize secondary reinforcers to shape behavior. For instance, a trainer may
use a clicker as a secondary reinforcer when training a dog. The sound of the clicker signals to the



dog that it has performed the desired behavior, and a treat (primary reinforcer) follows. This method
is effective because it allows for immediate feedback and can be used to mark specific behaviors
accurately.

In Behavioral Therapy

In therapeutic settings, secondary reinforcers can help modify maladaptive behaviors. Techniques
such as token economies are often used in behavioral therapy for children with behavioral issues. In
these systems, children earn tokens for positive behavior, which can later be exchanged for rewards.
This approach not only encourages desired behaviors but also helps children learn about delayed
gratification and self-control.

Implications in Behavioral Psychology

The study of secondary reinforcers has profound implications for behavioral psychology.
Understanding how they work can help psychologists design effective interventions for various
behavioral issues. For instance, if a therapist understands that a client is motivated by certain
secondary reinforcers, they can tailor their approach to align with those motivators, enhancing the
likelihood of success.

Moreover, secondary reinforcers can be used to modify behaviors in a wide range of contexts, from
parenting to workplace management. By recognizing the power of these reinforcers, individuals can
create more effective strategies for encouraging positive behaviors and discouraging negative ones.

Conclusion

In summary, secondary reinforcers play a crucial role in the psychology of behavior and learning. By
understanding the definition and function of secondary reinforcers, one can appreciate their
significance in various applications, from education to therapy and animal training. These reinforcers
highlight the intricate relationship between stimuli and behavior, demonstrating that what may seem
insignificant can hold the power to influence actions profoundly. As we continue to explore the
dynamics of reinforcement in psychology, the understanding of secondary reinforcers will remain a
key element in shaping effective behavioral strategies.

Q: What is the primary difference between primary and
secondary reinforcers?
A: The primary difference lies in their inherent value. Primary reinforcers satisfy basic biological needs
directly, such as food and water, while secondary reinforcers gain value through association with
primary reinforcers, like money or praise.



Q: Can secondary reinforcers lose their effectiveness?
A: Yes, secondary reinforcers can lose their effectiveness if they are no longer associated with primary
reinforcers or if they are overused. This phenomenon is known as satiation, where the individual
becomes desensitized to the reinforcing stimulus.

Q: How can secondary reinforcers be applied in everyday life?
A: Secondary reinforcers can be applied in everyday life through systems of rewards and recognition.
For example, parents can use praise to reinforce good behavior in children, while managers can offer
bonuses as a form of secondary reinforcement for achieving work targets.

Q: Are secondary reinforcers effective in changing behavior?
A: Yes, secondary reinforcers can be very effective in changing behavior when used appropriately.
They can motivate individuals to engage in desired behaviors, especially when they are tied to
meaningful primary reinforcers.

Q: What role do secondary reinforcers play in token
economies?
A: In token economies, secondary reinforcers take the form of tokens that can be earned for positive
behavior and later exchanged for primary reinforcers or privileges. This system effectively encourages
desired behaviors by providing immediate feedback and rewards.

Q: Can secondary reinforcers be used in therapy?
A: Yes, secondary reinforcers are commonly used in behavioral therapy to encourage positive
behavior changes. They can help clients learn new skills and reinforce desired behaviors, making
therapy more effective.

Q: How do secondary reinforcers enhance learning in
educational settings?
A: In educational settings, secondary reinforcers like praise, rewards, or privileges can motivate
students to engage more actively in learning. They help create a positive environment where
students feel encouraged to perform well academically.

Q: Are there any downsides to using secondary reinforcers?
A: While secondary reinforcers can be effective, relying too heavily on them may lead to dependency.
Individuals may become less motivated if the reinforcers are not consistently available, which can
undermine intrinsic motivation.



Q: How does the timing of a secondary reinforcer affect its
effectiveness?
A: The timing of a secondary reinforcer is crucial. For maximum effectiveness, it should be presented
immediately following the desired behavior to strengthen the association and reinforce the behavior
effectively.

Q: Can secondary reinforcers vary in effectiveness from
person to person?
A: Yes, the effectiveness of secondary reinforcers can vary significantly among individuals based on
personal values, experiences, and preferences. What works as a reinforcer for one person may not
have the same effect on another.
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