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Reinforcement and Deterrence Strategies

Reinforcement and deterrence are two sides of the operant conditioning spectrum
aimed at altering behavior. These strategies are divided into reinforcement, which can be
positive or negative, based on the nature of the intervention. Positive reinforcement
introduces an adverse stimulus following an undesired action to curb that behavior. As per the
findings of Cooper et al. (2020), the intervention must be immediate to effectively diminish
the frequency of the unwanted behavior. The adverse stimulus might involve performing a
task, relinquishing a possession, or expressing disapproval. Positive reinforcement examples
are physical reprimands, warnings, and derogatory remarks. Conversely, negative
reinforcement involves the withdrawal of a favorable stimulus right after the undesired
behavior. Taking away a cherished toy, restricting leisure activities, or exiting a situation are

examples of negative reinforcement.

Both reinforcement and deterrence share similarities and distinctions. Firstly,
they are grounded in the principle of operant conditioning. Secondly, their goal is to
reduce unwanted behavior, necessitating immediate and consistent application.
Thirdly, their efficacy is not absolute; their failure is observable in recurrent offenders.
The key difference lies in their approach: positive reinforcement adds a negative
stimulus, while negative reinforcement removes a positive one. Positive reinforcement
leads to direct consequences, whereas negative reinforcement aims to prevent or
escape from negative outcomes (Cooper et al., 2020). Additionally, positive
reinforcement seeks to reinforce and sustain responses, in contrast to negative

reinforcement, which promotes avoidance.



In the age of digital omnipresence, smartphones are ubiquitous. A case of
positive reinforcement occurs when a student's phone rings during a lecture, leading
to the professor reprimanding the student publicly and demanding an apology letter.
Here, the rule is to silence phones during lectures, the action is answering a call, and
the consequences are public rebuke and an apology. Alternatively, using negative
reinforcement, a different professor might confiscate the phone for a disruption
caused by answering a call, with the same antecedent but the consequence being

phone confiscation for a week.

Real-world applications of positive reinforcement include a scenario in a supermarket
where a child takes a doll without paying. The parent's response—demanding an
apology letter and payment for the doll—serves as positive reinforcement. The aim is
for the child to remember the consequences and refrain from stealing again. An
example of negative reinforcement is when a teenager breaks curfew and loses access
to their PS4 for a week as a result. The antecedent is the curfew time, the behavior is
late arrival, and the consequence is the loss of a privilege, emphasizing the

importance of adhering to set rules.



