
matching law applied behavior analysis

Matching law applied behavior analysis is a critical concept within behavioral psychology that seeks to
explain how individuals allocate their responses to different choices based on the relative rates of
reinforcement they receive. Developed from the foundational work of B.F. Skinner, the matching law offers
insights into decision-making processes and helps practitioners in various fields, including education, clinical
psychology, and animal training. This article delves into the core principles of the matching law, its
applications, and its implications for behavior modification strategies.

Understanding the Matching Law

The matching law posits that the proportion of responses emitted by an individual is directly related to the
proportion of reinforcement received from those responses. In simple terms, when presented with multiple options,
individuals will distribute their behaviors in a way that aligns with the rewards obtained from those options.

Key Principles of the Matching Law

1. Response Allocation: The law asserts that individuals will allocate their responses proportionally to the
reinforcement rates of available choices. For example, if a person receives more rewards for one behavior than
another, they will likely engage more in the behavior with higher reinforcement.

2. Relative Rates of Reinforcement: The matching law can be quantified as:
\[
\frac{R_A}{R_B} = \frac{r_A}{r_B}
\]
where:
- \( R_A \) and \( R_B \) are the rates of responses for two behaviors,
- \( r_A \) and \( r_B \) are the rates of reinforcement for those behaviors.

3. Behavioral Economics: The matching law aligns closely with principles of behavioral economics, where
individuals weigh the costs and benefits of different choices before making decisions.

Historical Context and Development

The matching law is founded on decades of research in operant conditioning and behavior analysis. B.F. Skinner's
experiments with pigeons demonstrated that their pecking behavior could be influenced by the availability of
food rewards. Subsequent research by Richard Herrnstein in the 1960s formalized the concept into what we
now refer to as the matching law.

Herrnstein's Experiments

- Herrnstein conducted experiments using pigeons in operant chambers, where he presented two keys that could be
pecked to receive food.
- Depending on the schedule of reinforcement, the pigeons displayed a consistent pattern of responding that
matched the relative rate of reinforcement.
- These findings laid the groundwork for the mathematical formulation of the matching law.



Applications of the Matching Law

The matching law has diverse applications across various fields. Here are some key areas where it plays an
essential role:

1. Education and Classroom Management

- Student Engagement: Educators can apply the matching law to increase student engagement by providing more
reinforcement for desired behaviors. For instance, if students receive praise or rewards for participating in
discussions, they are more likely to engage in those behaviors.

- Behavior Modification: Teachers can structure their classroom environments to reinforce positive behaviors
more frequently than negative ones, thus aligning with the matching law to encourage desirable conduct.

2. Clinical Psychology and Behavior Therapy

- Reinforcement Schedules: In therapeutic settings, practitioners can utilize the matching law to create
effective reinforcement schedules for clients. For example, if a client is trying to reduce a maladaptive behavior,
therapists can increase the reinforcement for alternative, positive behaviors.

- Addiction Treatment: The matching law can inform strategies for addiction recovery by helping individuals
identify and increase engagement in healthier behaviors that provide meaningful reinforcement.

3. Animal Training

- Effective Training Techniques: Animal trainers can incorporate the matching law by providing higher rates of
reinforcement for desired actions. For example, if a dog learns to perform a trick for treats, trainers can
increase the frequency of treats to reinforce the behavior, leading to a higher likelihood of the dog performing
the trick again.

Implications of the Matching Law

Understanding the matching law offers several implications for behavioral analysis and modification
strategies:

1. Predicting Behavior

- The matching law allows practitioners to predict how individuals will allocate their responses based on the
reinforcement they receive. This predictive ability can be crucial for designing effective interventions.

2. Designing Reinforcement Strategies

- By applying the principles of the matching law, practitioners can create customized reinforcement strategies
that are more likely to lead to sustained behavior change. Key considerations include:
- Frequency: More frequent reinforcement can lead to higher rates of desired behavior.



- Quality: Higher quality reinforcement can be more effective than simple quantity.

3. Understanding Choice Behavior

- The matching law provides insights into how individuals make choices. By recognizing that choices are
influenced by reinforcement rates, practitioners can better understand decision-making processes in various
contexts, from consumer behavior to personal relationships.

Challenges and Limitations of the Matching Law

While the matching law has strong empirical support, it is not without its challenges and limitations:

1. Complexity of Human Behavior

- Human behavior is often influenced by multiple factors beyond reinforcement rates, including emotions, social
influences, and cognitive biases. The matching law provides a general framework, but it cannot account for all
variables affecting behavior.

2. Variability in Responses

- Individual differences can lead to variability in how people respond to reinforcement. Factors such as age,
personality, and past experiences can influence how closely an individual's behavior aligns with the matching
law.

3. Contextual Factors

- The environment plays a significant role in shaping behavior. Contextual factors, such as availability of
alternative reinforcers, can affect how the matching law applies in real-world scenarios.

Conclusion

In conclusion, matching law applied behavior analysis serves as a vital framework for understanding how
individuals allocate their responses based on reinforcement rates. Its applications span various domains, from
education to clinical psychology, offering practical strategies for behavior modification. While the matching
law provides valuable insights, it is essential to recognize its limitations and consider the broader context in
which behavior occurs. By leveraging the principles of the matching law, practitioners can design effective
interventions that promote positive behaviors and enhance decision-making processes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the matching law in applied behavior analysis?

The matching law states that the rate of responding to two or more concurrent schedules of reinforcement is



proportional to the rate of reinforcement received from each schedule.

How is the matching law used in behavior modification?

The matching law can be used to predict and influence behavior by adjusting the reinforcement schedules so that
desired behaviors are more likely to be reinforced relative to undesired behaviors.

Can the matching law apply to non-human animals?

Yes, research has demonstrated that the matching law applies to non-human animals, showing similar patterns
of behavior in species such as pigeons and rats when presented with concurrent reinforcement options.

What are some practical applications of the matching law in education?

In educational settings, the matching law can be applied by structuring reinforcement systems to encourage
desired student behaviors while minimizing reinforcement for disruptive behaviors.

How does the matching law relate to choice behavior?

The matching law describes how individuals allocate their responses across multiple options based on the
relative rates of reinforcement, illustrating the principles of choice behavior in decision-making.

What is an example of the matching law in everyday life?

An example of the matching law in everyday life is a person choosing to spend more time on enjoyable activities
that provide higher reinforcement, such as watching TV, compared to less enjoyable tasks like doing homework.

How can the matching law inform treatment strategies for individuals with
autism?

The matching law can inform treatment strategies by helping practitioners create reinforcement systems that
align with the individual's preferences, thereby increasing the likelihood of desired behaviors.

What are some limitations of the matching law?

Limitations of the matching law include its assumption of rational decision-making and the complexity of human
behavior, which may not always conform to the predictions of the matching law in real-world situations.
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