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Developing and Maintaining 
Behavior With Conditioned 
Reinforcement

Unconditioned 
reinforcers - things that 
are reinforcing without 
needing to be learned, 
e.g. food for a hungry 
person; primary 
reinforcers.

Conditioned 
reinforcers – a 
stimulus which has 
become reinforcing 
through association 
with other reinforcers, 
e.g. praise, money, 
stickers; secondary 
reinforcers.
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When a stimulus becomes a 
reinforcer through association 
with other reinforcers, the other 
reinforcers are called back-up 
reinforcers.

A simple conditioned 
reinforcer is one that 
is paired with just 
one back-up 
reinforcer, e.g. a 
subway token, a 
coupon—they can 
be exchanged for 
just one thing.

A generalized 
conditioned 
reinforcer is one 
that is associated 
with a variety of 
back-up 
reinforcers, e.g. 
money, praise.
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In a token system, conditioned 
reinforcers called tokens can be 
earned for certain behaviors, 
accumulated, and exchanged for back-
up reinforcers.


