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Negative	reinforcement	strengthens	a	response	or	behavior	by	stopping,	removing,	or	avoiding	a	negative	outcome	or	aversive	stimulus.	B.	F.	Skinner	first	described	the	term	in	his	theory	of	operant	conditioning.	Rather	than	delivering	an	aversive	stimulus	(punishment)	or	a	reward	(positive	reinforcement),	negative	reinforcement	works	by	taking
away	something	that	the	individual	finds	undesirable.	This	removal	reinforces	the	behavior	that	proceeds	it,	making	it	more	likely	that	the	response	will	occur	again	in	the	future.	This	article	discusses	how	negative	reinforcement	works,	how	it	compares	to	other	behavioral	learning	methods,	and	how	effective	it	can	be	in	the	learning	process.	Verywell
/	Jessica	Olah	Negative	reinforcement	works	to	strengthen	certain	behaviors	by	removing	some	type	of	aversive	outcome.	As	a	form	of	reinforcement,	it	strengthens	the	behavior	that	precedes	it.	In	the	case	of	negative	reinforcement,	it	is	the	action	of	removing	the	undesirable	outcome	or	stimulus	that	serves	as	the	reward	for	performing	the
behavior.		Aversive	stimuli	tend	to	involve	some	type	of	discomfort,	either	physical	or	psychological.	Behaviors	are	negatively	reinforced	when	they	allow	you	to	escape	from	aversive	stimuli	that	are	already	present	or	allow	you	to	completely	avoid	the	aversive	stimuli	before	they	happen.	Deciding	to	take	an	antacid	before	you	indulge	in	a	spicy	meal
is	an	example	of	negative	reinforcement.	You	engage	in	an	action	in	order	to	avoid	a	negative	result.	One	of	the	best	ways	to	remember	negative	reinforcement	is	to	think	of	it	as	something	being	subtracted	from	the	situation.	There	are	two	different	types	of	negative	reinforcement:	example	and	avoidance	learning.	Escape	learning	involves	being	able
to	escape	an	undesirable	stimulus,	while	avoidance	learning	involves	being	able	to	prevent	experiencing	the	aversive	stimulus	altogether.	Looking	at	some	real-world	examples	can	be	a	great	way	to	get	a	better	idea	about	what	negative	reinforcement	is	and	how	it	works.	Consider	the	following	situations:	Before	heading	out	for	a	day	at	the	beach,	you
slather	on	sunscreen	(the	behavior)	to	avoid	getting	sunburned	(removal	of	the	aversive	stimulus).You	decide	to	clean	up	your	mess	in	the	kitchen	(the	behavior)	to	avoid	getting	into	a	fight	with	your	roommate	(removal	of	the	aversive	stimulus).On	Monday	morning,	you	leave	the	house	early	(the	behavior)	to	avoid	getting	stuck	in	traffic	and	being
late	for	work	(removal	of	an	aversive	stimulus).At	dinner	time,	a	child	pouts	and	refuses	to	eat	her	vegetables	for	dinner.	Her	parents	quickly	take	the	offending	veggies	away.	Since	the	behavior	(pouting)	led	to	the	removal	of	the	aversive	stimulus	(the	veggies),	this	is	an	example	of	negative	reinforcement.	Can	you	identify	the	negative	reinforcer	in
each	of	these	examples?	Sunburn,	a	fight	with	your	roommate,	being	late	for	work,	and	having	to	eat	vegetables	are	all	negative	outcomes	that	were	avoided	by	performing	a	specific	behavior.	By	eliminating	these	undesirable	outcomes,	preventive	behaviors	become	more	likely	to	occur	again	in	the	future.	Positive	reinforcement	is	a	type	of
reinforcement	that	involves	giving	someone	the	desired	reward	in	response	to	a	behavior.	This	might	involve	offering	praise,	money,	or	other	incentives.	Both	positive	and	negative	reinforcement	work	to	increase	the	likelihood	that	a	behavior	will	occur	again	in	the	future.	You	can	distinguish	between	the	two	by	noticing	whether	something	is	being
taken	away	or	added	to	the	situation.	If	something	desirable	is	being	added,	then	it	is	positive	reinforcement.	If	something	aversive	is	being	taken	away,	then	it	is	negative	reinforcement.	One	mistake	that	people	often	make	is	confusing	negative	reinforcement	with	punishment.	Remember,	however,	that	negative	reinforcement	involves	the	removal	of
a	negative	condition	to	strengthen	a	behavior.	Punishment	involves	either	presenting	or	taking	away	a	stimulus	to	weaken	a	behavior.	Consider	the	following	example	and	determine	whether	you	think	it	is	an	example	of	negative	reinforcement	or	punishment:	Luke	is	supposed	to	clean	his	room	every	Saturday	morning.	Last	weekend,	he	went	out	to
play	with	his	friend	without	cleaning	his	room.	As	a	result,	his	father	made	him	spend	the	rest	of	the	weekend	doing	other	chores	like	cleaning	out	the	garage,	mowing	the	lawn,	and	weeding	the	garden,	in	addition	to	cleaning	his	room.	If	you	said	that	this	was	an	example	of	punishment,	then	you	are	correct.	Because	Luke	didn't	clean	his	room,	his
father	punished	him	by	making	him	do	extra	chores.	If	you	are	trying	to	distinguish	between	negative	reinforcement	or	punishment,	consider	whether	something	is	being	added	or	taken	away	from	a	situation.	If	an	unwanted	outcome	is	being	added	or	applied	as	a	consequence	of	a	behavior,	then	it	is	an	example	of	punishment.	If	something	is	being
removed	in	order	to	avoid	or	relieve	an	unwanted	outcome,	then	it	is	an	example	of	negative	reinforcement.		Negative	reinforcement	can	be	utilized	in	a	variety	of	ways	in	many	different	settings.	A	few	examples	include:	Parents	can	use	negative	reinforcement	to	encourage	positive	behaviors	in	various	ways.	For	example,	a	parent	might	eliminate	a
chore	that	their	child	is	supposed	to	do	if	they	finish	all	of	the	other	tasks	on	their	list.	Another	example	is	giving	children	more	time	to	play	on	their	tablets	if	they	finish	all	of	their	homework	first.	One	example	of	negative	reinforcement	in	the	classroom	is	canceling	a	task	that	students	dislike	(such	as	a	pop	quiz)	if	they	complete	all	their	assigned
work	on	time.	Negative	reinforcement	is	often	utilized	as	a	part	of	addiction	treatment	and	behavioral	therapy.	People	who	have	been	convicted	of	drug-related	offenses,	for	example,	might	be	able	to	have	their	sentences	reduced	if	they	participate	in	drug	and	alcohol	treatment.	In	behavioral	therapy,	negative	reinforcement	can	help	strengthen
positive	behaviors.	As	people	develop	skills,	they	may	find	that	practicing	new	coping	skills	eliminates	unpleasant	outcomes,	which	can	help	further	reinforce	new	behaviors.	Negative	reinforcement	can	be	an	effective	way	to	strengthen	the	desired	behavior.	However,	it	is	most	effective	when	reinforcers	are	presented	immediately	following	a
behavior.	When	a	long	period	elapses	between	the	behavior	and	the	reinforcer,	the	response	is	likely	to	be	weaker.	In	some	cases,	behaviors	that	occur	in	the	intervening	time	between	the	initial	action	and	the	reinforcer	are	may	also	be	inadvertently	strengthened	as	well.	Some	experts	believe	that	negative	reinforcement	should	be	used	sparingly	in
classroom	settings,	while	positive	reinforcement	should	be	emphasized.	While	negative	reinforcement	can	produce	immediate	results,	it	may	be	best	suited	for	short-term	use.	While	the	name	of	this	type	of	reinforcement	often	leads	people	to	think	that	it	is	a	"negative"	type	of	reinforcement,	negative	reinforcement	can	have	several	benefits	that	can
make	it	a	valuable	tool	in	the	learning	process.	Potential	advantages	include:	It	can	increase	desirable	behaviors:	Because	it	involves	the	removal	of	an	undesirable	stimulus,	it	can	help	strengthen	more	positive	behaviors.It	can	lead	to	lasting	changes:	When	applied	correctly,	negative	reinforcement	can	contribute	to	long-lasting	changes	in	behavior.It
can	work	quickly:	The	removal	of	an	aversive	stimulus	can	lead	to	relatively	quick	behavior	change.	While	negative	reinforcement	can	be	a	helpful	learning	tool,	it	can	have	some	potential	downsides.		It	can	be	misinterpreted:	When	a	negative	stimulus	is	removed,	usually	without	explanation,	it	can	sometimes	lead	to	problems	with	communication.	It
can	potentially	create	misunderstandings	in	relationships	where	people	misread	the	other	person's	intentions.Poor	timing	can	render	it	ineffective:	If	the	delivery	of	negative	reinforcement	is	not	timed	correctly,	it	can	be	less	effective.	A	large	gap	between	the	behavior	and	the	removal	of	an	aversive	stimulus	means	that	people	will	be	less	likely	to
form	a	connection	between	the	action	and	the	consequences	of	the	action.	Negative	reinforcement	can	have	a	powerful	effect	on	behavior,	but	it	tends	to	be	most	useful	when	used	as	a	short-term	solution.	The	type	of	reinforcement	used	is	important,	but	how	quickly	and	how	often	the	reinforcement	is	given	also	plays	a	major	role	in	the	strength	of
the	response.	The	schedule	of	reinforcement	that	is	used	can	have	an	important	impact	not	only	how	quickly	a	behavior	is	learned,	but	also	on	the	strength	of	the	response.	Negative	reinforcement	is	a	learning	method	that	reinforces	desired	behaviors	by	removing	unpleasant	stimuli.	Learn	how	this	behavior	management	strategy	works	and	how	it
differs	from	positive	reinforcement.	Humans	learn	in	various	ways.	One	of	the	most	effective	methods	is	through	behavior	reinforcement.Through	this	process,	we	learn	to	behave	in	certain	ways	to	seek	a	reward	or	avoid	uncomfortable	consequences.	A	classic	example	of	a	reward	for	desired	behaviors	is	a	child	studying	hard	for	their	exam,	so	they
get	to	go	out	for	an	ice	cream	cone	when	they	get	an	A+.Positive	reinforcement	(rewards)	and	punishment	are	both	well-known	learning	and	behavior	management	strategies.	But	there’s	another	learning	method	you	may	not	have	heard	of:	negative	reinforcement.	Negative	reinforcement	is	a	behavior	management	strategy	that	parents	and	teachers
can	use	with	children.	It	involves	taking	away	something	unpleasant	in	response	to	a	stimulus.	With	time,	children	learn	that	when	they	engage	in	“good”	behaviors,	then	this	unpleasant	thing	or	experience	goes	away.Both	negative	and	positive	reinforcement	have	been	studied	since	the	1930s	as	part	of	a	learning	method	called	operant	conditioning.
Operant	conditioning	was	first	described	by	a	behavior	scientist	named	B.F.	Skinner.	It	centers	around	the	concept	of	behavior	reinforcement	and	punishment.	By	reinforcing	desired	behaviors	(either	through	negative	or	positive	reinforcement),	these	behaviors	become	more	likely	to	reoccur.	By	punishing	undesired	behaviors,	those	behaviors	start	to
decrease	in	an	effort	to	avoid	the	punishment.Whether	you	know	it	or	not,	negative	reinforcement	has	probably	affected	your	behavior	at	some	point	in	your	life.	Here	are	some	everyday	examples:taking	prescribed	medication	to	alleviate	health	symptomsletting	a	tailgating	car	pass	to	stop	their	honkinggetting	out	of	bed	to	silence	your	alarmIn	each
case,	you	adjust	your	behavior	to	remove	the	unpleasant	or	negative	stimulus.Many	educators	and	behavior	therapists	are	very	familiar	with	the	general	concept	of	positive	and	negative	reinforcement.	According	to	a	2019	meta-analysis,	it	can	be	effective	for	managing	children’s	behavior.For	example,	if	a	child	doesn’t	want	to	do	their	homework,	and
their	parent	scolds	them	(an	unpleasant	experience),	the	child	may	learn	that	completing	their	homework	will	make	the	nagging	stop.Other	examples	of	negative	reinforcement	with	children	include:removing	chores	for	the	weekend	when	a	child	keeps	their	room	clean	all	weeklifting	a	grounding	period	when	a	child	works	on	their	homeworka	sibling
stopping	their	loud	crying	when	a	child	stops	arguing	with	themWhen	used	correctly,	negative	reinforcement	can	be	an	effective	tool	for	behavior	management.	However,	if	used	incorrectly,	it	may	unintentionally	reinforce	misbehavior.For	example,	say	your	child	doesn’t	want	to	eat	what	you’ve	cooked	for	them.	The	meal	is	aversive	or	unpleasant	to
them,	and	they	begin	to	throw	a	tantrum.	Overwhelmed,	you	take	the	offending	trigger	(the	food)	away.	This	is	negative	reinforcement	but	could	actually	reinforce	an	unwanted	behavior:	tantrums.	In	this	interaction,	you	removed	the	food	so	your	child	would	not	tantrum	and	become	calm.But	your	child	learns	that	if	they	throw	a	tantrum,	then	the
unpleasant	experience	(having	to	eat	the	food	cooked	for	them)	goes	away.Positive	reinforcement	is	another	type	of	operant	conditioning	that	involves	providing	rewards,	such	as	praise	or	stickers,	after	a	desired	behavior	occurs.	The	main	difference	between	positive	and	negative	reinforcement	is	that	positive	reinforcement	adds	a	pleasant	stimulus,
while	negative	reinforcement	removes	an	unpleasant	one.	Both	strategies	aim	to	reinforce	desired	behavior.	Here	are	some	examples	of	the	two	approaches	in	action:Although	often	confused,	negative	reinforcement	and	punishment	are	not	the	same.	Punishment	is	about	discouraging	unwanted	behavior,	while	negative	reinforcement	is	about
encouraging	desired	behavior	by	removing	an	unpleasant	stimulus.	To	illustrate	the	differences	between	punishment	and	negative	reinforcement,	take	a	look	at	these	examples:The	differences	are	sometimes	subtle,	but	they’re	important	to	be	aware	of.Negative	reinforcement	is	a	powerful	learning	method	that	can	effectively	manage	behavior	when
used	correctly.	By	understanding	the	differences	between	negative	reinforcement,	positive	reinforcement,	and	punishment,	parents	and	educators	can	employ	this	strategy	to	encourage	desired	behaviors	in	children.	Always	be	mindful	of	how	you	use	negative	reinforcement	to	avoid	unintentionally	reinforcing	unwanted	behaviors.	In	negative
reinforcement,	first	devised	by	B.	F.	Skinner,	an	undesirable	stimulus	is	removed	to	increase	a	behavior.	If	an	organism	is	exposed	to	an	aversive	situation,	and	the	termination	of	that	situation	is	made	contingent	upon	some	response,	then	we	say	that	the	organism	is	being	negatively	reinforced.	There	are	two	types	of	negative	reinforcement:	escape
and	avoidance	learning.	Escape	learning	occurs	when	an	animal	performs	a	behavior	to	end	an	aversive	stimulus,	while	avoidance	learning	involves	performing	a	behavior	to	prevent	the	aversive	stimulus.	Negative	reinforcement	can	be	effective,	but	scholars	generally	agree	that	it	must	be	used	sparingly	and	is	best	for	reinforcing	short-term
behaviors.	Negative	reinforcement	strengthens	a	behavior	by	removing	an	unpleasant	stimulus	when	the	desired	behavior	occurs,	as	opposed	to	positive	reinforcement,	which	provides	a	pleasant	stimulus	as	a	reward.	Negative	reinforcement	refers	to	the	process	of	removing	an	unpleasant	stimulus	after	the	desired	behavior	is	displayed	in	order	to
increase	the	likelihood	of	that	behavior	being	repeated.	Negative	reinforcement	is	a	basic	principle	of	Skinner’s	operant	conditioning,	which	focuses	on	how	animals	and	humans	learn	by	observing	the	consequences	of	their	own	actions	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	Skinner	argued	that	learning	is	an	active	process.	When	humans	and
animals	act	on	and	in	their	environment,	consequences	follow	these	behaviors.	If	the	consequences	are	pleasant,	they	repeat	the	behavior,	but	if	the	consequences	are	unpleasant,	they	do	not	repeat	the	behavior.	The	word	“negative”	in	the	phrase	“negative	reinforcement”	means	simply	to	“take	something	away.	It	is	this	removal	of	a	stimulus	that	is
intended	to	strengthen	a	desirable	behavior.	Thus,	negative	reinforcement	is	not	intended	to	reinforce	negative	or	undesirable	behavior	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	Negative	reinforcement	occurs	when	performing	an	action	stops	something	unpleasant	from	happening.	For	example,	in	one	of	Skinner’s	experiments,	a	rat	had	to	press	a
lever	to	stop	receiving	an	electric	shock.	Example	One	example	of	negative	reinforcement	that	often	appears	in	adult	life	involves	driving.	Imagine	that	someone	is	driving	to	work	and	is	running	late.	The	driver	sees	that	the	speed	limit	is	55	mph	but	decides	to	go	65	mph	so	that	they	can	get	to	work	on	time.	Suddenly,	they	see	a	police	car	in	their
rearview	mirror	with	its	lights	on.	The	aversive	stimulus	(getting	pulled	over)	is	now	present,	and	so	they	slow	down	to	the	speed	limit.	In	this	case,	the	desired	behavior	(driving	the	speed	limit)	has	occurred	as	a	result	of	the	aversive	stimulus	(getting	pulled	over).	In	another	scenario,	someone	could	drive	through	rush	hour	traffic	to	get	to	work.
Their	commute	could	take	an	hour	or	more,	and	it	is	very	stressful.	They	may	decide	to	leave	work	early	one	day	so	that	they	can	avoid	the	traffic.	Alternatively,	they	may	decide	to	take	a	route	that	has	very	little	traffic	and	make	it	to	work	in	45	minutes.	That	person,	after	getting	the	same	results	later	in	the	week,	may	start	taking	this	new	route
everyday.	In	this	case,	removing	the	negative	stimulus	of	bad	traffic	changes	the	behavior	of	the	driver	(Chen,	Zhang,	Gong,	&	Lee,	2019).	There	are	two	main	types	of	negative	reinforcement:	escape	and	avoidance.	These	differ	when	the	aversive	stimulus	is	removed.	Escape	Learning	Escape	learning	occurs	when	an	animal	performs	a	behavior	(such
as	pressing	a	lever)	to	stop	or	avoid	an	aversive	stimulus	(such	as	an	electric	shock)	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	For	example,	a	rat	in	a	Skinner	box	may	learn	to	press	a	lever	to	stop	the	delivery	of	an	electric	shock.	Once	the	animal	has	learned	this	behavior,	the	delivery	of	shock	serves	as	an	aversive	stimulus	that	can	be	used	to	reinforce
other	desired	behaviors	(such	as	pressing	a	different	lever).	Avoidance	Learning	Avoidance	learning	occurs	when	an	animal	performs	a	behavior	(such	as	jumping	over	a	hurdle)	to	avoid	or	escape	an	aversive	stimulus	(such	as	an	electric	shock).	For	example,	a	bird	in	a	laboratory	experiment	may	learn	to	go	into	a	dark	compartment	to	avoid	being
exposed	to	a	loud	noise.	Once	the	animal	has	learned	this	behavior,	the	loud	noise	serves	as	an	aversive	stimulus	that	can	be	used	to	reinforce	other	desired	behaviors	(such	as	going	into	dark	compartments,	even	when	there	is	no	aversive	stimulus	present)	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	How	is	it	different	than	punishment?	Many	people
confuse	negative	reinforcement	with	punishment	in	operant	conditioning,	but	they	are	two	very	different	mechanisms.	Remember	that	reinforcement,	even	when	it	is	negative,	always	increases	a	behavior.	In	contrast,	punishment	always	decreases	behavior.	Negative	reinforcement,	on	the	other	hand,	removes	an	unpleasant	condition	after	a	desired
behavior	is	displayed	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	that	behavior	being	repeated	in	the	future	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	Punishment	involves	bringing	an	unpleasant	consequence	after	a	behavior	has	already	occurred	to	decrease	its	likelihood	of	happening	again	in	the	future.	For	example,	a	child	may	lie	about	doing	his	chores,	provoking
his	parents	to	give	him	extra	chores.	In	this	case,	extra	chores	are	an	undesirable	consequence	to	eliminate	the	behavior	of	lying.	As	another	example	of	punishment,	a	teacher	may	take	away	a	student’s	recess	because	they	were	talking	too	much	in	class.	This	is	not	negative	reinforcement	because	the	teacher	is	taking	away	a	positive	consequence
(recess)	after	the	behavior	(talking	too	much	in	class)	has	already	occurred	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	All	in	all,	punishment	is	intended	to	be	an	aversive	stimulus	that	decreases	the	likelihood	of	a	behavior	being	repeated,	while	negative	reinforcement	is	intended	to	remove	an	aversive	stimulus	in	order	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	a
behavior	being	repeated.	Negative	reinforcement	is	not	the	opposite	of	positive	reinforcement	Both	positive	and	negative	reinforcement	increases	the	likelihood	of	a	behavior	being	repeated.	The	only	difference	is	the	type	of	consequence	used	to	achieve	this	goal.	While	positive	reinforcement	uses	a	desirable	consequence	to	increase	the	likelihood	of
a	behavior	being	repeated,	negative	reinforcement	removes	an	unpleasant	condition	after	the	behavior	is	displayed	in	order	to	increase	its	future	occurrence	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	For	example,	imagine	a	parent	trying	to	potty	train	their	child.	Every	time	they	use	the	toilet,	the	parent	praises	them	and	gives	them	a	sticker.	This	is	an
example	of	positive	reinforcement	because	the	parent	is	providing	a	desirable	consequence	(praise	and	stickers)	after	the	desired	behavior	(using	the	toilet)	has	occurred	to	increase	its	future	occurrence.	Now	imagine	that	instead	of	praising	and	rewarding	your	child	every	time	they	use	the	toilet,	the	parent	simply	stops	nagging	them	about	it.	This	is
an	example	of	negative	reinforcement	because	you	are	removing	an	aversive	stimulus	(nagging)	after	the	desired	behavior	(using	the	toilet)	has	occurred	in	order	to	increase	its	future	occurrence.	Negative	reinforcement	can	be	used	in	any	situation	where	behavior	change	needs	to	occur.	One	common	example	of	negative	reinforcement	in	the
classroom	is	when	a	teacher	gives	students	extra	credit	for	turning	in	their	homework	on	time.	Imagine	this	is	a	scenario	where	students	are	avoiding	turning	in	their	homework	on	time	because	they	wish	to	do	it	more	thoroughly	in	order	to	avoid	a	lower	grade.	In	this	case,	the	extra	credit	is	intended	to	remove	the	unpleasant	condition	(receiving	a
poor	grade)	after	the	desired	behavior	(turning	in	homework	on	time)	has	occurred	in	order	to	increase	its	future	occurrence	(Gunter	&	Coutinho,	1997).	In	this	example,	the	extra	credit	is	not	given	if	the	student	does	not	turn	in	their	homework	on	time.	This	is	because	negative	reinforcement	is	only	intended	to	work	when	it	follows	the	desired
behavior.	If	the	extra	credit	was	given	regardless	of	whether	or	not	the	homework	was	turned	in	on	time,	then	it	would	simply	be	a	reward	and	would	not	function	as	negative	reinforcement.	Another	common	example	of	negative	reinforcement	in	the	classroom	is	when	a	teacher	threatens	to	give	students	detention	if	they	do	not	complete	their
homework.	In	this	case,	the	removal	of	the	aversive	stimulus	(detention)	is	contingent	on	the	desired	behavior	(completing	homework)	being	displayed	(Gunter	&	Coutinho,	1997).	Again,	it	is	important	to	note	that	negative	reinforcement	should	only	be	used	after	the	desired	behavior	has	already	been	displayed.	If	students	are	given	detention
regardless	of	whether	or	not	they	complete	their	homework,	then	it	is	simply	punishment	and	will	not	function	as	negative	reinforcement.	Although	this	negative	reinforcement	could	be	effective	in	encouraging	positive	behavior,	some	researchers	contend	that	positive	reinforcement	should	be	emphasized	and	negative	reinforcement	used	sparingly.
They	argue	that	focusing	on	the	positive	(e.g.,	rewarding	students	for	completing	their	homework)	is	more	likely	to	result	in	long-term	behavior	change	than	focusing	on	the	negative	(e.g.,	threatening	students	with	detention	if	they	do	not	complete	their	homework).	In	this	view,	negative	reinforcement	is	best	for	immediate	behavioral	changes	(Gunter
&	Coutinho,	1997).	Effectiveness	Whether	or	not	negative	reinforcement	is	an	effective	way	to	change	behavior	depends	on	a	number	of	factors,	including	the	age	and	maturity	of	the	learner,	the	severity	of	the	aversive	stimulus,	and	the	desirability	of	the	desired	behavior.	Negative	reinforcement	can	be	particularly	effective	when	the	aversive
stimulus	is	something	that	the	learner	genuinely	wants	to	avoid.	For	example,	if	a	student	is	trying	to	study	for	an	exam	but	is	easily	distracted	by	social	media,	using	negative	reinforcement	(e.g.,	threatening	to	take	away	their	phone	if	they	do	not	study)	could	be	an	effective	way	to	get	them	to	focus	on	their	work	(Dad,	Ali,	Janjua,	Shazad,	&	Khan,
2010).	However,	if	the	aversive	stimulus	is	not	something	that	the	learner	cares	about,	then	it	is	unlikely	to	be	effective.	For	example,	if	a	student	does	not	care	about	detention,	then	threatening	them	with	detention	is	not	likely	to	be	an	effective	way	to	get	them	to	do	their	homework.	In	general,	negative	reinforcement	is	most	effective	when	it	is	used
sparingly	and	only	for	behaviors	that	are	genuinely	undesirable.	Using	it	too	frequently	or	for	minor	infractions	can	result	in	the	learner	becoming	Ortony,	Clore,	&	Collins	(1988)	argue	that	punishment	(including	negative	reinforcement)	should	only	be	used	“as	a	last	resort”	after	other	methods	of	behavior	change	have	failed	(Dad,	Ali,	Janjua,	Shazad,
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obsessed	with	the	intersection	of	mental	health,	productivity,	and	design.	In	negative	reinforcement,	first	devised	by	B.	F.	Skinner,	an	undesirable	stimulus	is	removed	to	increase	a	behavior.	If	an	organism	is	exposed	to	an	aversive	situation,	and	the	termination	of	that	situation	is	made	contingent	upon	some	response,	then	we	say	that	the	organism	is
being	negatively	reinforced.	There	are	two	types	of	negative	reinforcement:	escape	and	avoidance	learning.	Escape	learning	occurs	when	an	animal	performs	a	behavior	to	end	an	aversive	stimulus,	while	avoidance	learning	involves	performing	a	behavior	to	prevent	the	aversive	stimulus.	Negative	reinforcement	can	be	effective,	but	scholars	generally
agree	that	it	must	be	used	sparingly	and	is	best	for	reinforcing	short-term	behaviors.	Negative	reinforcement	strengthens	a	behavior	by	removing	an	unpleasant	stimulus	when	the	desired	behavior	occurs,	as	opposed	to	positive	reinforcement,	which	provides	a	pleasant	stimulus	as	a	reward.	Negative	reinforcement	refers	to	the	process	of	removing
an	unpleasant	stimulus	after	the	desired	behavior	is	displayed	in	order	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	that	behavior	being	repeated.	Negative	reinforcement	is	a	basic	principle	of	Skinner’s	operant	conditioning,	which	focuses	on	how	animals	and	humans	learn	by	observing	the	consequences	of	their	own	actions	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).
Skinner	argued	that	learning	is	an	active	process.	When	humans	and	animals	act	on	and	in	their	environment,	consequences	follow	these	behaviors.	If	the	consequences	are	pleasant,	they	repeat	the	behavior,	but	if	the	consequences	are	unpleasant,	they	do	not	repeat	the	behavior.	The	word	“negative”	in	the	phrase	“negative	reinforcement”	means
simply	to	“take	something	away.	It	is	this	removal	of	a	stimulus	that	is	intended	to	strengthen	a	desirable	behavior.	Thus,	negative	reinforcement	is	not	intended	to	reinforce	negative	or	undesirable	behavior	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	Negative	reinforcement	occurs	when	performing	an	action	stops	something	unpleasant	from	happening.
For	example,	in	one	of	Skinner’s	experiments,	a	rat	had	to	press	a	lever	to	stop	receiving	an	electric	shock.	Example	One	example	of	negative	reinforcement	that	often	appears	in	adult	life	involves	driving.	Imagine	that	someone	is	driving	to	work	and	is	running	late.	The	driver	sees	that	the	speed	limit	is	55	mph	but	decides	to	go	65	mph	so	that	they
can	get	to	work	on	time.	Suddenly,	they	see	a	police	car	in	their	rearview	mirror	with	its	lights	on.	The	aversive	stimulus	(getting	pulled	over)	is	now	present,	and	so	they	slow	down	to	the	speed	limit.	In	this	case,	the	desired	behavior	(driving	the	speed	limit)	has	occurred	as	a	result	of	the	aversive	stimulus	(getting	pulled	over).	In	another	scenario,
someone	could	drive	through	rush	hour	traffic	to	get	to	work.	Their	commute	could	take	an	hour	or	more,	and	it	is	very	stressful.	They	may	decide	to	leave	work	early	one	day	so	that	they	can	avoid	the	traffic.	Alternatively,	they	may	decide	to	take	a	route	that	has	very	little	traffic	and	make	it	to	work	in	45	minutes.	That	person,	after	getting	the	same
results	later	in	the	week,	may	start	taking	this	new	route	everyday.	In	this	case,	removing	the	negative	stimulus	of	bad	traffic	changes	the	behavior	of	the	driver	(Chen,	Zhang,	Gong,	&	Lee,	2019).	There	are	two	main	types	of	negative	reinforcement:	escape	and	avoidance.	These	differ	when	the	aversive	stimulus	is	removed.	Escape	Learning	Escape
learning	occurs	when	an	animal	performs	a	behavior	(such	as	pressing	a	lever)	to	stop	or	avoid	an	aversive	stimulus	(such	as	an	electric	shock)	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	For	example,	a	rat	in	a	Skinner	box	may	learn	to	press	a	lever	to	stop	the	delivery	of	an	electric	shock.	Once	the	animal	has	learned	this	behavior,	the	delivery	of	shock
serves	as	an	aversive	stimulus	that	can	be	used	to	reinforce	other	desired	behaviors	(such	as	pressing	a	different	lever).	Avoidance	Learning	Avoidance	learning	occurs	when	an	animal	performs	a	behavior	(such	as	jumping	over	a	hurdle)	to	avoid	or	escape	an	aversive	stimulus	(such	as	an	electric	shock).	For	example,	a	bird	in	a	laboratory	experiment
may	learn	to	go	into	a	dark	compartment	to	avoid	being	exposed	to	a	loud	noise.	Once	the	animal	has	learned	this	behavior,	the	loud	noise	serves	as	an	aversive	stimulus	that	can	be	used	to	reinforce	other	desired	behaviors	(such	as	going	into	dark	compartments,	even	when	there	is	no	aversive	stimulus	present)	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,
2019).	How	is	it	different	than	punishment?	Many	people	confuse	negative	reinforcement	with	punishment	in	operant	conditioning,	but	they	are	two	very	different	mechanisms.	Remember	that	reinforcement,	even	when	it	is	negative,	always	increases	a	behavior.	In	contrast,	punishment	always	decreases	behavior.	Negative	reinforcement,	on	the
other	hand,	removes	an	unpleasant	condition	after	a	desired	behavior	is	displayed	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	that	behavior	being	repeated	in	the	future	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	Punishment	involves	bringing	an	unpleasant	consequence	after	a	behavior	has	already	occurred	to	decrease	its	likelihood	of	happening	again	in	the	future.
For	example,	a	child	may	lie	about	doing	his	chores,	provoking	his	parents	to	give	him	extra	chores.	In	this	case,	extra	chores	are	an	undesirable	consequence	to	eliminate	the	behavior	of	lying.	As	another	example	of	punishment,	a	teacher	may	take	away	a	student’s	recess	because	they	were	talking	too	much	in	class.	This	is	not	negative
reinforcement	because	the	teacher	is	taking	away	a	positive	consequence	(recess)	after	the	behavior	(talking	too	much	in	class)	has	already	occurred	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	All	in	all,	punishment	is	intended	to	be	an	aversive	stimulus	that	decreases	the	likelihood	of	a	behavior	being	repeated,	while	negative	reinforcement	is	intended
to	remove	an	aversive	stimulus	in	order	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	a	behavior	being	repeated.	Negative	reinforcement	is	not	the	opposite	of	positive	reinforcement	Both	positive	and	negative	reinforcement	increases	the	likelihood	of	a	behavior	being	repeated.	The	only	difference	is	the	type	of	consequence	used	to	achieve	this	goal.	While	positive
reinforcement	uses	a	desirable	consequence	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	a	behavior	being	repeated,	negative	reinforcement	removes	an	unpleasant	condition	after	the	behavior	is	displayed	in	order	to	increase	its	future	occurrence	(Dozier,	Foley,	Goddard,	&	Jess,	2019).	For	example,	imagine	a	parent	trying	to	potty	train	their	child.	Every	time	they
use	the	toilet,	the	parent	praises	them	and	gives	them	a	sticker.	This	is	an	example	of	positive	reinforcement	because	the	parent	is	providing	a	desirable	consequence	(praise	and	stickers)	after	the	desired	behavior	(using	the	toilet)	has	occurred	to	increase	its	future	occurrence.	Now	imagine	that	instead	of	praising	and	rewarding	your	child	every
time	they	use	the	toilet,	the	parent	simply	stops	nagging	them	about	it.	This	is	an	example	of	negative	reinforcement	because	you	are	removing	an	aversive	stimulus	(nagging)	after	the	desired	behavior	(using	the	toilet)	has	occurred	in	order	to	increase	its	future	occurrence.	Negative	reinforcement	can	be	used	in	any	situation	where	behavior	change
needs	to	occur.	One	common	example	of	negative	reinforcement	in	the	classroom	is	when	a	teacher	gives	students	extra	credit	for	turning	in	their	homework	on	time.	Imagine	this	is	a	scenario	where	students	are	avoiding	turning	in	their	homework	on	time	because	they	wish	to	do	it	more	thoroughly	in	order	to	avoid	a	lower	grade.	In	this	case,	the
extra	credit	is	intended	to	remove	the	unpleasant	condition	(receiving	a	poor	grade)	after	the	desired	behavior	(turning	in	homework	on	time)	has	occurred	in	order	to	increase	its	future	occurrence	(Gunter	&	Coutinho,	1997).	In	this	example,	the	extra	credit	is	not	given	if	the	student	does	not	turn	in	their	homework	on	time.	This	is	because	negative
reinforcement	is	only	intended	to	work	when	it	follows	the	desired	behavior.	If	the	extra	credit	was	given	regardless	of	whether	or	not	the	homework	was	turned	in	on	time,	then	it	would	simply	be	a	reward	and	would	not	function	as	negative	reinforcement.	Another	common	example	of	negative	reinforcement	in	the	classroom	is	when	a	teacher
threatens	to	give	students	detention	if	they	do	not	complete	their	homework.	In	this	case,	the	removal	of	the	aversive	stimulus	(detention)	is	contingent	on	the	desired	behavior	(completing	homework)	being	displayed	(Gunter	&	Coutinho,	1997).	Again,	it	is	important	to	note	that	negative	reinforcement	should	only	be	used	after	the	desired	behavior
has	already	been	displayed.	If	students	are	given	detention	regardless	of	whether	or	not	they	complete	their	homework,	then	it	is	simply	punishment	and	will	not	function	as	negative	reinforcement.	Although	this	negative	reinforcement	could	be	effective	in	encouraging	positive	behavior,	some	researchers	contend	that	positive	reinforcement	should
be	emphasized	and	negative	reinforcement	used	sparingly.	They	argue	that	focusing	on	the	positive	(e.g.,	rewarding	students	for	completing	their	homework)	is	more	likely	to	result	in	long-term	behavior	change	than	focusing	on	the	negative	(e.g.,	threatening	students	with	detention	if	they	do	not	complete	their	homework).	In	this	view,	negative
reinforcement	is	best	for	immediate	behavioral	changes	(Gunter	&	Coutinho,	1997).	Effectiveness	Whether	or	not	negative	reinforcement	is	an	effective	way	to	change	behavior	depends	on	a	number	of	factors,	including	the	age	and	maturity	of	the	learner,	the	severity	of	the	aversive	stimulus,	and	the	desirability	of	the	desired	behavior.	Negative
reinforcement	can	be	particularly	effective	when	the	aversive	stimulus	is	something	that	the	learner	genuinely	wants	to	avoid.	For	example,	if	a	student	is	trying	to	study	for	an	exam	but	is	easily	distracted	by	social	media,	using	negative	reinforcement	(e.g.,	threatening	to	take	away	their	phone	if	they	do	not	study)	could	be	an	effective	way	to	get
them	to	focus	on	their	work	(Dad,	Ali,	Janjua,	Shazad,	&	Khan,	2010).	However,	if	the	aversive	stimulus	is	not	something	that	the	learner	cares	about,	then	it	is	unlikely	to	be	effective.	For	example,	if	a	student	does	not	care	about	detention,	then	threatening	them	with	detention	is	not	likely	to	be	an	effective	way	to	get	them	to	do	their	homework.	In
general,	negative	reinforcement	is	most	effective	when	it	is	used	sparingly	and	only	for	behaviors	that	are	genuinely	undesirable.	Using	it	too	frequently	or	for	minor	infractions	can	result	in	the	learner	becoming	Ortony,	Clore,	&	Collins	(1988)	argue	that	punishment	(including	negative	reinforcement)	should	only	be	used	“as	a	last	resort”	after	other
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build	upon	the	material,	you	must	distribute	your	contributions	under	the	same	license	as	the	original.	No	additional	restrictions	—	You	may	not	apply	legal	terms	or	technological	measures	that	legally	restrict	others	from	doing	anything	the	license	permits.	You	do	not	have	to	comply	with	the	license	for	elements	of	the	material	in	the	public	domain
or	where	your	use	is	permitted	by	an	applicable	exception	or	limitation	.	No	warranties	are	given.	The	license	may	not	give	you	all	of	the	permissions	necessary	for	your	intended	use.	For	example,	other	rights	such	as	publicity,	privacy,	or	moral	rights	may	limit	how	you	use	the	material.	Negative	reinforcement	involves	taking	away	something	that	is
very	unpleasant	when	a	person	does	something	that	we	want.	This	encourages	the	behavior	because	the	person	feels	relief	whenever	the	behavior	is	repeated.	The	whole	goal	of	negative	reinforcement	is	to	increase	the	chances	of	someone	doing	an	action	again	so	that	they	can	feel	the	relief	over	and	over	again.	Managers,	parents,	and	coaches	can
all	implement	a	negative	reinforcement	strategy.	They	will	create	a	link	between	a	desired	action	and	something	aversive	being	removed.	Negative	reinforcement	is	often	used	in	educational	settings	as	well.	For	example,	a	teacher	might	reduce	homework	if	students	behave	in	class	or	do	well	on	an	exam.			Temper	tantrums	–	A	child	cries	(unpleasant
stimulus)	until	the	parent	removes	the	vegetables	from	the	table	(desired	behavior).	Parents	are	trained	to	remove	vegetables	to	stop	the	crying.	Homework	Holiday	–	A	teacher	says	they	will	not	assign	any	homework	this	weekend	(unpleasant	stimulus)	if	the	students	behave	in	the	playground	(desired	behavior).	The	children	are	incentivized	to	be
well-behaved	so	they	don’t	get	homework.	Needy	and	Naughty	–	A	child	misbehaves	(unpleasant	stimulus)	until	the	teacher	gives	them	attention	(desired	behavior).	When	the	teacher	diverts	their	attention	away,	the	unpleasant	stimulus	starts	again.	Recess	when	you’re	Done	–	A	teacher	keeps	students	behind	in	class	at	recess	time	(unpleasant
stimulus)	until	they	finish	their	work	(desired	behavior).	Working	Off	Detention	–	Misbehaving	students	have	earned	their	class	20	minutes	of	detention	at	lunch	(unpleasant	stimulus).	The	teacher	says	that	the	students	can	work	off	the	detention	time	by	behaving	for	the	rest	of	the	day	(desired	behavior).	Exercise	as	Unpleasant	Stimulus	–	A	PE
teacher	says	if	you	get	an	A	in	the	exam	(desired	behavior)	then	you	won’t	have	to	run	laps	on	Friday	(unpleasant	stimulus).	Teasing	–	A	child	learns	that	they	are	less	likely	to	be	teased	(unpleasant	stimulus)	if	they	conform	to	the	fashion	of	the	year.	Nagging	your	Sibling	–	A	teenager	wants	his	older	brother	with	his	drivers	license	to	drive	her	to	the
mall.	He	refuses,	so	she	nags	him	(unpleasant	stimulus)	until	he	agrees	to	drive	her	there	(desired	behavior).	Public	Shaming	–	At	weekly	staff	meetings,	the	manager	shames	everyone	who	didn’t	meet	their	goals	(unpleasant	stimulus).	Staff	members	are	incentivized	to	finish	their	work	by	deadlines	(desired	behavior)	so	the	weekly	public	shaming	will
stop.	Returning	the	Cell	Phone	–	Parents	have	taken	their	child’s	cell	phone	off	her.	If	she	behaves	(desired	behavior),	then	the	children	can	get	the	cell	phone	back.	Teachers	that	work	with	toddlers	have	to	have	a	lot	of	patience.	The	“terrible	twos”	can	be…	terrible.	Children	at	this	age	cry	very	easily.	They	can	get	frustrated	with	lots	of	tasks,	like
putting	on	a	coat	or	trying	to	do	a	simple	puzzle.	Although	children	may	not	seem	very	bright	at	this	age,	they	can	be	very	clever	and	know	how	to	get	their	way.	For	example,	if	a	teacher	puts	some	vegetables	on	a	child’s	plate	at	lunchtime,	and	that	child	does	not	want	to	eat	those	vegetables,	the	child	may	throw	a	quite	vocal	tantrum.	Crying	loudly
is	a	very	unpleasant	stimulus.	So,	the	teacher	immediately	takes	the	veggies	off	the	plate.	Then,	the	child	stops	crying.	This	is	a	classic	example	of	a	toddler	applying	negative	reinforcement	to	shape	their	teacher’s	behavior.		Toddlers	may	only	be	two,	but	they’re	smarter	than	they	look.	No	one	likes	to	do	homework	on	the	weekends.	So,	every	Friday
presents	an	opportunity	for	teachers	to	apply	a	little	negative	reinforcement	in	the	classroom.	For	example,	a	primary	school	teacher	can	explain	to	their	students	that	if	everyone	is	well-behaved	on	the	playground,	which	means	sharing	toys	and	getting	along	with	each	other,	then	there	will	be	no	homework	that	weekend.		Immediately	after	recess,
when	the	students	have	all	returned	from	outside,	the	teacher	can	announce	the	homework	status.			By	removing	the	aversive	stimulus	of	doing	homework,	the	teacher	has	increased	the	goal	behavior	of	sharing	and	getting	along	with	each	other.	We	often	look	at	educational	settings	from	only	one	perspective.	But	in	reality,	each	scenario	is	more
dynamic	and	several	elements	of	operant	conditioning	can	be	operating	simultaneously.	For	example,	when	a	student	is	being	disruptive,	the	teacher	will	direct	their	attention	toward	that	student.	Then,	when	the	student	stops	being	disruptive,	the	teacher	will	withdraw	that	attention	and	move	on	to	another	student.	This	scenario	can	be	seen	from
two	perspectives.	On	the	one	hand,	the	child’s	disruptive	behavior	is	being	rewarded	in	the	form	of	teacher-attention.	Thus,	increasing	the	likelihood	of	the	student’s	disruptive	behavior	occurring	again.	On	the	other	hand,	when	the	teacher	gives	the	student	attention,	the	student	starts	to	behave.	The	student’s	disruptive	behavior	is	the	negative
reinforcer,	and	the	teacher’s	attention	is	the	goal	behavior.	So,	when	the	goal	behavior	increases,	the	aversive	stimulus	is	removed.	Thus,	increasing	the	likelihood	of	the	teacher’s	behavior	occurring	again.	Getting	students	to	complete	their	work	on	time	is	a	constant	battle	for	most	teachers.	Especially	for	some	kids	that	are	easily	distracted	and	real
busy	bodies,	they	just	can’t	sit	still	long	enough	to	complete	their	work.	This	is	when	teachers	have	to	rely	on	their	knowledge	of	operant	conditioning.	For	example,	when	it	is	time	for	recess	the	teacher	may	make	some	students	stay	inside	to	finish	their	work.	When	they	complete	the	assignment	that	all	of	the	other	students	have	finished,	then	they
can	go	outside	to	play	too.	In	this	scenario,	staying	inside	is	the	negative	reinforcer;	finishing	the	assignment	is	the	goal	behavior.	So,	when	the	students	engage	in	the	goal	behavior,	the	negative	reinforcer	will	be	removed.	Sometimes	P.E.	class	is	a	lot	of	fun,	and	sometimes	it	isn’t.	Playing	kickball	and	volleyball	are	always	exciting,	but	doing	push-
ups	or	running	laps	are	not.	The	ultimate	goal	of	P.E.	class	is	for	students	to	develop	skills	such	as	hand/eye	coordination	and	be	healthy.	Most	school	systems	have	health	standards	that	students	must	meet,	such	as	being	able	to	do	calisthenics	for	a	certain	period	of	time.	But	being	healthy	is	not	just	about	physical	health,	it	also	means	knowing	about
nutrition	and	healthy	habits.	So,	the	P.E.	teacher	tells	the	class	that	each	student	that	gets	an	A	on	the	exam	Friday	will	not	have	to	run	laps	on	Monday.	The	negative	reinforcer	is	running	laps	and	the	goal	behavior	is	getting	an	A	on	the	exam.	Most	parents	must	endure	two	main	dilemmas	when	they	children	become	teenagers.	One	is	paying	for	all
the	stuff	they	want,	and	the	other	is	getting	them	to	do	their	household	chores.	When	it	comes	to	household	chores,	getting	them	done	can	be	like	pulling	teeth.	Teenagers	just	don’t	want	to	do	them.	There	are	so	many	other	important	things	to	do	in	life,	like	texting	friends	and	making	Tik	Tok	videos.	So,	a	clever	parent	can	establish	a	new	system	of
“teenager	management”.	It	works	like	this:	If	the	teenager	can	find	ways	to	make	earn	some	of	their	own	money,	such	as	cutting	grass	or	washing	and	waxing	cars,	then	they	can	eliminate	two	of	their	least	favorite	chores.	With	this	system	the	parent	is	applying	negative	reinforcement.	When	the	teenager	increases	their	earning	money	behavior,	the
unpleasant	stimulus	of	doing	chores	will	be	removed.	Most	kids	absolutely	do	not	want	to	go	to	the	dentist.	But,	if	they	don’t	practice	proper	oral	hygiene,	that	is	exactly	what	they	will	have	to	do.	So,	parents	can	set	up	a	behavioral	chart	system	to	shape	their	child’s	behavior.	First,	take	a	sheet	of	paper	and	draw	a	daily	chart	on	it	that	has	at	least	two
boxes	for	each	day	of	the	week.	Each	time	the	child	brushes	and	flosses,	they	put	a	check-mark	in	the	box.	At	the	end	of	three	months,	the	parents	count	the	number	of	times	the	child	brushed	and	flossed	at	least	twice	a	day.	If	a	certain	threshold	score	is	obtained,	then	the	child	doesn’t	have	to	go	to	the	dentist.	The	parents	are	increasing	the	goal
behavior	of	proper	oral	hygiene	by	removing	an	unpleasant	stimulus	when	that	behavior	is	engaged.	No	one	likes	to	be	criticized	in	public.	It	is	embarrassing	and	if	ever	there	was	an	example	of	an	aversive	stimulus,	this	would	be	one	of	them.	Unfortunately,	some	bosses	use	this	tactic	frequently	when	a	member	of	the	team	underperforms.	It’s	not	a
highly	recommended	leadership	style,	especially	in	the	21st	century,	but	it	still	exists	in	a	lot	of	companies.	On	the	one	hand,	you	can	look	at	this	scenario	from	the	perspective	of	the	public	scolding	being	punishment	for	bad	performance.	On	the	other	hand,	from	a	different	perspective	it	is	an	example	of	using	negative	reinforcement.	The	employee
will	try	harder	to	do	well	to	avoid	being	criticized	in	front	of	colleagues.	Here,	he	is	engaging	in	active	avoidance	learning.	One	key	principle	of	all	operant	conditioning	techniques	is	that	the	reinforcers	have	to	be	something	that	the	individual	values.	Of	course,	these	days	there	may	be	nothing	a	teenager	values	more	than	the	internet.	So,	this	is	a
very	powerful	reinforcer	for	parents	to	use	to	their	advantage.	If	parents	want	to	increase	their	child’s	sense	of	responsibility	and	helping	out	around	the	house,	then	they	can	use	time	on	the	internet.	For	example,	until	a	certain	number	of	chores	each	week	are	completed,	the	teenager	is	forbidden	to	use	the	internet.	This	should	spark	any	teenager
into	immediate	action.	In	this	scenario,	the	negative	reinforcer	is	restricted	internet	access	and	the	goal	behavior	is	doing	household	chores.	When	the	chore-doing	behavior	increases,	then	the	restrictions	are	removed.	Nagging	is	a	very	unpleasant	conditioned	stimulus.	Some	people	will	do	almost	anything	(the	conditioned	response)	to	get	the
nagging	to	stop.	So,	this	can	be	a	very	useful	strategy	to	get	what	we	want.	For	example,	one	teenager	really	wants	to	go	to	the	mall	but	isn’t	old	enough	to	drive.	So,	he	constantly	nags	his	older	brother,	who	can	drive,	to	take	him	to	the	mall.	He	starts	nagging	early	Saturday	morning	all	through	breakfast.	Later	in	the	day	when	his	brother	is	playing
video	games,	he	sporadically	interrupts	to	ask	again,	and	again.	This	situation	becomes	so	annoying	that,	eventually,	the	older	brother	agrees	to	take	his	younger	sibling	to	the	mall,	if	he	will	“just	stop	pestering	me.”	As	soon	as	his	brother	agrees	to	take	him	to	the	mall,	the	nagging	stops.	The	aversive	stimulus	has	been	removed	and	the	goal	behavior
achieved.			Negative	reinforcement	is	part	of	operant	conditioning	developed	by	psychologist	B.	F.	Skinner	in	the	1960s.	By	controlling	the	consequences	of	an	action,	it	is	possible	to	shape	those	actions	and	make	them	more	or	less	likely	to	occur.	Most	people	confuse	negative	reinforcement	with	punishment.	There	are	two	main	differences:		First,
negative	reinforcement	is	implemented	to	increase	the	occurrence	of	a	goal	behavior,	but	punishment	is	implemented	to	decrease	the	occurrence	of	a	target	behavior.	Secondly,	negative	reinforcement	involves	removing	an	unpleasant	stimulus,	but	punishment	involves	applying	an	unpleasant	stimulus.	Negative	reinforcement	requires	the	student	to
work	for	the	removal	of	an	unpleasant	stimulus;	to	get	remove	something	that	is	unpleasant.	See	Also:	Positive	Reinforcement	Examples	and	Primary	Reinforcers	in	Psychology	Negative	reinforcement	and	punishment	are	easily	confused.	They	both	sound	aversive.	However,	negative	reinforcement	increases	behavior	by	removing	something
unpleasant,	while	punishment	decreases	behavior	by	applying	something	unpleasant.	Even	though	there	is	a	distinction,	they	can	both	operate	simultaneously	in	the	same	situation.	Learning	situations	are	dynamic	and	organic,	so	pinning	down	the	functioning	of	only	one	element	of	operant	conditioning	is	limiting	and	incomplete.	Teachers	often	use
negative	reinforcement	to	shape	their	students’	behavior.	By	promising	to	eliminate	an	unwanted	assignment	or	task,	they	encourage	a	specific	behavior	and	make	it	more	likely	to	occur.	Not	to	be	outdone,	toddlers	can	shape	the	behavior	of	the	adults	in	their	lives	by	throwing	a	fit	until	they	get	their	way.			References	Adibsereshki,	N.,	Abkenar,	S.	J.,
Ashoori,	M.,	&	Mirzamani,	M.	(2015).	The	effectiveness	of	using	reinforcements	in	the	classroom	on	the	academic	achievement	of	students	with	intellectual	disabilities.	Journal	of	Intellectual	Disabilities,19(1),	83–93.	Doi:		Iwata,	B.	(2006).	On	the	distinction	between	positive	and	negative	reinforcement.	The	Behavior	Analyst,	29(1),	121-123.	doi:
Skinner,	B.	F.	(1965).	Science	and	human	behavior.	New	York:	Free	Press.	Sugai,	G.,	&	Horner,	R.	(2002).	The	Evolution	of	Discipline	Practices:	School-Wide	Positive	Behavior	Supports.	Child	and	Family	Behavior	Therapy,	24,	23-50.	Doi:	E.	L.	(1905).	The	elements	of	psychology.	New	York:	A.	G.	Seiler.	Negative	reinforcement	is	a	method	that	can	be
used	to	help	teach	specific	behaviors.	With	negative	reinforcement,	something	uncomfortable	or	otherwise	unpleasant	is	taken	away	in	response	to	a	stimulus.	Over	time,	the	target	behavior	should	increase	with	the	expectation	that	the	unpleasant	thing	will	be	taken	away.Read	on	to	learn	more	about	this	type	of	learning.The	relationship	between
behavior	and	consequences	is	part	of	a	type	of	learning	called	operant	conditioning.	It	dates	back	to	the	late	1930s.For	negative	reinforcement	to	work,	whatever	is	taken	away	must	be	taken	away	immediately	after	the	behavior	in	question.	The	end	result	is	to	get	whatever	behavior	is	happening	to	continue	and	even	increase.A	person	hears	a	loud
alarm.	They	push	the	STOP	button	on	the	alarm	to	make	the	noise	stop.	Now	whenever	the	alarm	goes	off,	they	push	the	STOP	button	as	quickly	as	they	can.Before	behavior:	Loud	alarmBehavior:	Person	turns	alarm	offAfter	behavior:	No	more	annoying	soundFuture	behavior:	Person	pushes	STOP	every	morning	to	quiet	alarmParents	complain	to	their
child	when	the	child	doesn’t	clean	their	room.	The	child	starts	cleaning	their	room	to	make	the	complaining	stop.	Now	the	child	cleans	their	room	more	regularly	to	avoid	the	complaining.Before	behavior:	Complaining	parentsBehavior:	Child	cleans	roomAfter	behavior:	No	more	complainingFuture	behavior:	Child	keeps	room	cleanPositive
reinforcement	is	when	you	give	something	to	a	person	in	response	to	a	certain	behavior.	It	can	include	anything	from	allowances	to	special	activities	to	verbal	praise.	The	idea	is	that	giving	that	thing	will	increase	the	likelihood	that	the	behavior	will	continue.For	example,	a	child	is	told	that	they’ll	earn	$5.00	for	each	A	on	their	report	card.	The	child
starts	getting	good	grades.	The	positive	reinforcement	here	is	the	$5.00	for	each	A.	The	behavior	achieved	is	the	child	earning	good	grades.With	both	positive	and	negative	reinforcement,	the	goal	is	to	increase	the	behavior.	The	difference	is	that	with	negative	reinforcement,	the	behavior	results	in	taking	something	unpleasant	away.	With	positive
reinforcement,	the	behavior	results	in	earning	or	attaining	something	desirable.Many	people	confuse	negative	reinforcement	with	punishment.	The	key	area	where	these	two	methods	differ	is	in	the	end	result.	With	reinforcement,	adding	or	taking	away	something	is	meant	to	increase	the	behavior.	With	punishment,	adding	or	taking	away	something
is	meant	to	decrease	or	weaken	the	behavior.You	may	already	be	familiar	with	specific	examples	of	punishments.	They	include	things	like	time-outs,	groundings,	or	loss	of	privileges.	Just	like	with	reinforcement,	though,	punishment	can	be	broken	down	into	positive	punishment	and	negative	punishment.	With	positive	punishment,	you	add	something
unpleasant	in	response	to	a	behavior.	For	example,	a	child	chews	gum	in	class,	which	is	against	the	rules.	The	punishment	is	the	teacher	disciplining	them	in	front	of	the	class.	The	child	stops	chewing	gum	in	glass.With	negative	punishment,	you	take	away	a	positive	reinforcement	in	response	to	a	behavior.	For	example,	an	older	sister	picks	on	her
younger	brother.	The	punishment	is	the	parent	taking	away	her	favorite	toy.	The	girl	stops	picking	on	her	brother	as	a	result.So,	should	you	use	negative	reinforcement	or	punishment?	Think	back	to	your	goal.	If	it’s	to	increase	a	certain	behavior,	negative	reinforcement	is	the	better	approach.	If	it’s	to	decrease	a	behavior,	punishment	may	be	the
better	route.While	the	word	“negative”	may	throw	you,	using	this	method	for	behavior	change	isn’t	necessarily	bad.	In	negative	reinforcement,	the	word	“negative”	is	referring	more	to	the	act	of	taking	something	away,	like	a	minus	sign	in	a	mathematical	equation.Usually	the	thing	that’s	removed	in	response	to	the	behavior	is	something	the	person
finds	unpleasant	or	uncomfortable.	The	removal	often	results	in	a	favorable	outcome	for	the	person.Negative	reinforcement	can	be	an	effective	tool	when	used	correctly.	Using	negative	reinforcement	may	not	always	get	the	intended	results,	however.	This	type	of	behavior	conditioning	is	simply	meant	to	increase	a	behavior.	As	a	result,	it	can	work
both	ways,	reinforcing	either	favorable	or	unfavorable	behaviors.A	child	screams	whenever	they’re	offered	macaroni	and	cheese	at	a	meal.	When	they	scream,	their	parents	immediately	take	the	food	away.	Each	time	macaroni	and	cheese	is	offered,	the	child’s	tantrums	increase	and	the	parents	give	in.Before	behavior:	Macaroni	and	cheese	on	child’s
plateBehavior:	Child	screamsAfter	behavior:	Parents	take	food	awayFuture	behavior:	Child	will	scream	whenever	offered	macaroni	and	cheeseA	child	doesn’t	like	wearing	a	certain	shirt	their	mother	purchased	for	them.	The	child	noticed	in	the	past	that	their	mother	doesn’t	make	them	wear	damaged	clothing,	so	the	child	cuts	the	shirt	with	scissors.
When	the	mother	discovers	this,	she	takes	the	shirt	away.Before	behavior:	Horrible	shirtBehavior:	Child	damages	clothingAfter	behavior:	Mother	takes	shirt	awayFuture	behavior:	Child	will	damage	clothing	they	don’t	want	to	wearNegative	reinforcement	might	work	in	a	classroom	setting.A	student	with	autism	is	learning	to	communicate	using
pictures.	The	student	is	working	with	the	“no”	symbol	of	a	circle	with	a	line	through	it,	also	known	as	the	PECS	“no”	picture.	The	teacher	helps	the	student	learn	to	show	the	“no”	picture	when	they’re	being	offered	something	they	don’t	like.	Now	when	the	child	is	presented	with	something	they	don’t	want,	they	display	the	“no”	picture.Before
behavior:	Child	given	something	they	don’t	wantBehavior:	Child	shows	“no”	pictureAfter	behavior:	Undesired	item	is	taken	awayFuture	behavior:	Child	shows	“no”	picture	when	they	want	something	taken	awayIn	this	example,	the	negative	reinforcement	is	beneficial	to	the	child.	That	said,	positive	reinforcement	is	typically	the	better	approach	to



behavior	in	a	classroom	setting.	This	might	include	things	like	motivating	children	with	the	use	of	small	prizes,	social	activities,	and	special	privileges	for	increasing	positive	behaviors.To	create	a	positive	reinforcement	method	in	the	classroom:Find	out	what	motivates	your	students.	You	may	consider	writing	up	a	survey	to	have	them	fill	out.Focus	on
a	certain	behavior	you	want	to	change.	For	example,	maybe	you	want	students	to	be	better	about	turning	in	assignments.Clearly	define	the	desired	behavior	to	your	students.	For	example,	let	your	students	know	that	you	want	them	to	turn	in	assignments	on	time.	Be	as	specific	as	possible	when	defining	your	expectations.Present	the	reinforcement
immediately	upon	seeing	the	desired	behavior.	For	example,	if	the	class	has	turned	in	all	assignments	on	time,	immediately	give	them	praise	or	other	motivators,	like	special	privileges.Not	all	children	respond	the	same	way	to	reinforcement.	You	may	need	to	cater	your	approach	to	accommodate	for	the	differences.There	are	a	variety	of	ways	to
encourage	and	discourage	behaviors.	Negative	reinforcement	can	be	a	useful	tool	if	you’re	looking	to	increase	a	certain	behavior.	Punishment,	on	the	other	hand,	is	meant	to	decrease	behaviors.	The	word	“negative”	simply	refers	to	taking	something	away	and	does	not	mean	that	this	method	is	bad	and	not	worth	exploring.Regardless	of	what
discipline	method	you	choose,	consistency	and	the	timing	of	the	consequence	are	the	most	important	aspects.


