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Positive
reinforcement
Making behavior

occur more often
by contingently
presenting
something positive.

Negative
reinforcement
Making behavior

occur more often
by contingently
withdrawing
something negative.

Part Two Individual Behavior in Organizations
Figu re 94 Contingent Consequences in Operant Conditioning

Nature of Consequence

Positive or Pleasing Negative or Displeasing

Contingent
Presentation

Contingent
Withdrawal

Behavior-Consequence Relationship

(no contingent consequence)

Behavioral outcome:

|
I Extinction I
| |
| Target behavior occurs less often |
|

they more closely approximated target behaviors. Skinner’s work spawned the field
of behavior modification and has significant implications for OB because the vast
majority of organizational behavior falls into the operant category.3*

Contingent Consequences

Contingent consequences, according to Skinner’s operant theory, control behav-
ior in four ways: positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, punishment, and
extinction. The term contingent means there is a systematic if-then linkage between
the target behavior and the consequence. Remember Mom (and Pink Floyd) say-
ing something to this effect: “If you don’t finish your dinner, you don’t get dessert”
(see Figure 9-4)? To avoid the all-too-common mislabeling of these consequences,
let us review some formal definitions.

S

Positive Reinforcement Strengthens Behavior Positive
relnforcement is the process of strengthening a behavior by contmgently present-
ing something pleasing. (Importantly, a behavior is strengthened when it increases
in frequency and weakened when it decreases in frequency.) A design engineer who
works overtime because of praise and recognition from the boss is responding to
positive reinforcement.®’

A corporate culture built on positive reinforcement can foster loyalty, hard
work, and creativity. This is especially true in hard economic times, as exemplified
by JM Family Enterprises in Deerfield Beach, Florida:

Amid falling sales, many intensely loyal employees at this privately held Toyota distribu-
tor volunteered to forgo bonuses. CEO Colin Brown rejected their offers and paid out
bonuses, but asked for their support in cutting costs elsewhere in the company.®

Negative Reinforcement Also Strengthens Behavior Negative
reinforcement is the process of strengthening a behavior by contingently with-
drawing something displeasing. For example, an army sergeant who stops yelling
when a recruit jumps out of bed has negatively reinforced that particular behavior.




