
All Conditioned Motivating Operations
Are Motivationally Neutral Prior To
Their Relation With Another

Introduction

All Conditioned Motivating Operations Are Motivationally Neutral Prior To
Their Relation With Another. This statement encapsulates a fundamental
principle in the study of behavioral motivation, particularly within the
framework of behavior analysis. To understand this concept thoroughly, it is
essential to explore the nature of motivating operations (MOs), distinguish
between unconditioned and conditioned MOs, and examine how their motivational
significance is established through relational learning. This article delves
into the foundational aspects of conditioned motivating operations (CMOs),
emphasizing their initial neutrality and subsequent role in influencing
behavior through association with other stimuli, events, or conditions.

Understanding Motivating Operations (MOs)

Definition of Motivating Operations

Motivating operations are environmental variables that alter the
effectiveness of a reinforcer or punisher and influence the current frequency
of behavior associated with that reinforcer or punisher. They serve as
antecedent variables that modulate motivation by changing the value of
stimuli or the likelihood of behavior.

Types of Motivating Operations

Motivating operations are generally classified into two categories:

Unconditioned Motivating Operations (UMOs): These are innate or
biologically driven and do not depend on learning or experience.
Examples include hunger, thirst, temperature, and sleep deprivation.

Conditioned Motivating Operations (CMOs): These are learned and acquire
their motivational properties through association with other stimuli,
events, or conditions.

Unconditioned vs. Conditioned Motivating



Operations

Unconditioned Motivating Operations (UMOs)

UMOs are genetically encoded and influence behavior naturally. For example, a
person experiencing hunger (UMO) finds food more reinforcing, thereby
increasing the likelihood of food-seeking behavior. Their motivational
influence is direct and does not require prior learning.

Conditioned Motivating Operations (CMOs)

CMOs, on the other hand, are not innately motivating. Instead, they acquire
their motivational properties through learning. For instance, a nurse may
learn that a badge signifies authority and access to resources, which can
influence her motivation in social or professional contexts. CMOs influence
behavior indirectly by changing the value of other stimuli or events based on
learned associations.

The Principle: Neutrality of Conditioned
Motivating Operations Prior to Their Relation
With Another

The Core Idea

The statement that "all conditioned motivating operations are motivationally
neutral prior to their relation with another" reflects the idea that CMOs do
not inherently possess motivational significance until they have been
associated with other stimuli, events, or conditions. Their motivational
influence is entirely dependent on learned relationships.

Why Are CMOs Initially Neutral?

Before establishing their association, CMOs are simply stimuli or events
without any intrinsic motivational value. They do not naturally increase or
decrease the effectiveness of reinforcers or punishers. Only through a
history of learning do they acquire the power to influence behavior.

Analogy

Think of CMOs as blank slates or neutral signals that become motivational
only after they are paired with other stimuli. For example, a conditioned
stimulus like a bell may initially have no motivational impact, but after
being paired with food, it becomes a conditioned stimulus (CS) that can evoke
salivation (a conditioned response). Similarly, a CMO is neutral until it is



linked to a reinforcer or punisher.

The Process of Conditioning and Establishing
CMOs as Motivational

Relational Learning and Conditioning

The motivational power of CMOs is established through a process of
associative learning, often involving classical or operant conditioning. This
process includes:

Pairing the neutral stimulus with a relevant unconditioned stimulus or1.
reinforcing event.

Reinforcing the association through repeated pairings, leading the2.
stimulus to acquire motivational significance.

Example of CMO Formation

Suppose a person learns that a specific sound (initially neutral) is
associated with a warning sign of danger. Over time, the sound becomes a
conditioned stimulus (CS), capable of eliciting fear or alertness. In this
way, the stimulus transitions from neutrality to a motivationally significant
cue only after relational learning.

Implications for Behavior and Intervention

Behavioral Interventions and CMOs

Understanding that CMOs are initially neutral highlights the importance of
learning histories in behavior modification. Interventions can focus on:

Establishing or altering the associations that give CMOs motivational
significance.

Using conditioned stimuli or cues to influence behavior indirectly.

Designing Effective Strategies

Behavior analysts often leverage CMOs by:



Identifying stimuli that function as CMOs in a particular context.1.

Creating or modifying associations to change the motivational impact of2.
stimuli.

Using conditioned cues to promote desirable behaviors or reduce3.
problematic behaviors.

Examples Demonstrating the Neutrality of CMOs

Example 1: Money as a CMO

Money can serve as a conditioned motivating operation. Before individuals
have learned its value, money is neutral. Through social and economic
learning, money becomes associated with purchasing power, and thus, it
acquires motivational significance. Until that learning occurs, money remains
a neutral token with no inherent motivating properties.

Example 2: A Bell as a CMO in Pavlovian Conditioning

In Pavlov's experiments, the bell initially has no motivational impact. After
pairing the bell with food repeatedly, the bell becomes a conditioned
stimulus that can evoke salivation. Prior to pairing, the bell is
motivationally neutral.

Summary and Conclusions

The principle that all conditioned motivating operations are motivationally
neutral prior to their relation with another underscores the importance of
learning in establishing motivational significance. CMOs do not innately
influence behavior; instead, they acquire their motivational properties
through associative processes. Recognizing this helps behavior analysts
design effective interventions, understanding that establishing or modifying
associations can alter the motivational impact of stimuli. This foundational
concept emphasizes the dynamic and learned nature of motivation in behavior
analysis, highlighting the critical role of relational learning in shaping
behavioral outcomes.

Final Remarks

Understanding the neutrality of CMOs before their relational establishment
provides valuable insight into how motivation operates within complex
behavioral systems. It reminds practitioners and researchers that motivation
is not solely innate but often a product of learned associations. This
perspective allows for more precise and targeted interventions, leveraging



the power of learned relationships to modify behavior effectively.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does it mean that all conditioned motivating
operations are motivationally neutral prior to their
relation with another variable?

It means that conditioned motivating operations (CMOs) do not inherently
possess a motivational value until they are linked or related to a specific
reinforcing or punishing stimulus, making their motivational influence
context-dependent.

How does understanding the neutrality of conditioned
motivating operations prior to their relation with
another help in behavior analysis?

Recognizing this neutrality helps practitioners identify how CMOs influence
behavior only after establishing their association with certain stimuli,
enabling more precise intervention strategies.

Can you give an example of a conditioned motivating
operation that is motivationally neutral before its
relation with another variable?

Yes, for instance, a caregiver's presence may become a CMO for attention-
seeking behavior only after the individual learns that the caregiver's
presence is associated with receiving attention; before this relation is
established, it is motivationally neutral.

Why is it important to distinguish between
conditioned motivating operations and unconditioned
motivating operations?

Because unconditioned motivating operations (UMOs) have innate motivational
properties, whereas CMOs derive their motivational influence from learned
associations, understanding this distinction is crucial for tailoring
effective behavior interventions.

How does the relation between a conditioned
motivating operation and a reinforcing stimulus
establish its motivational impact?

Once a CMO is related to a reinforcing stimulus, it acquires the ability to
alter the value of that stimulus, thereby influencing the likelihood of
behaviors that produce or are affected by that reinforcement.



What are the implications of the statement 'All
conditioned motivating operations are motivationally
neutral prior to their relation with another' for
designing behavior modification programs?

It implies that behavior modification should focus on establishing and
reinforcing the learned relations between CMOs and stimuli, recognizing that
the motivational impact of CMOs depends on these learned associations rather
than innate properties.

Additional Resources
All Conditioned Motivating Operations Are Motivationally Neutral Prior To
Their Relation With Another

In the realm of behavior analysis, understanding what drives human and animal
actions is fundamental. Among the many concepts that help decode motivation,
the idea that all conditioned motivating operations (CMOs) are motivationally
neutral prior to their relation with another serves as a cornerstone. This
principle underscores that, before a conditioned motivating operation gains
significance through its association with a specific reinforcer or punisher,
it does not inherently possess motivational value. Instead, its motivational
potency is derived solely from its learned relation to other stimuli or
events. This article explores this concept in depth—defining CMOs, explaining
their neutral nature, and illustrating how their motivational significance
emerges through relational learning.

---

What Are Conditioned Motivating Operations?

To appreciate the neutrality principle, it’s essential first to understand
what conditioned motivating operations are. In behavior analysis, motivating
operations (MOs) are stimuli, events, or conditions that alter the
effectiveness of a reinforcer or punisher and influence the likelihood of
certain behaviors. They are classified into two broad categories:

- Establishing Operations (EOs): Increase the effectiveness of a reinforcer
or punisher.
- Abolishing Operations (AOs): Decrease the effectiveness of a reinforcer or
punisher.

Within this taxonomy, conditioned motivating operations are a subset that
acquire their motivational significance through learning, rather than
biological necessity. They are learned or "conditioned" because their
influence depends on a history of association with primary or other types of
reinforcing stimuli.

Examples of CMOs include:

- A cue that signals the availability of a preferred snack, thereby
motivating someone to seek it.
- A tone associated with a loud noise that increases anxiety and the
probability of avoidance behavior.
- A warning sign that triggers caution due to past negative experiences.



In contrast to unconditioned motivating operations (UMOs)—which are innate
and biologically driven—CMOs derive their motivational power through learned
associations, making their understanding vital for behavior modification and
intervention strategies.

---

The Neutral Nature of CMOs Before Their Relation With Other Stimuli

The core principle under discussion is that all conditioned motivating
operations are motivationally neutral prior to their relation with another
stimulus or event. This means that, in their initial state—before any
learning or association—CMOs do not inherently influence behavior or evoke
motivation.

What does this neutrality imply?

- No intrinsic motivational value: A conditioned stimulus (CS), such as a
bell associated with food, does not evoke hunger or desire prior to the
association. It is simply a neutral signal.
- Dependence on learned relations: Its motivational significance emerges only
after it has been paired with a relevant unconditioned stimulus (US) or other
stimuli that carry motivational weight.
- Foundation for learning: This neutrality provides a clean slate, allowing
the stimulus to acquire motivational properties solely through experience.

This concept aligns with classical conditioning principles. For example, a
neutral tone (pre-conditioning) does not evoke any particular response. Only
after repeated pairings with food does the tone become a conditioned stimulus
capable of eliciting salivation or hunger cues.

Implications of neutrality:

- It underscores the importance of the learning history in establishing
motivational influence.
- It suggests that simply presenting a conditioned stimulus without prior
association will not change behavior.
- It emphasizes that the motivational power of CMOs is relational, not
inherent.

---

How CMOs Gain Motivational Significance

Since CMOs are initially neutral, their motivational impact is entirely
dependent on their relationship with other stimuli. This process involves
relational learning, where the conditioned stimulus acquires meaning through
its association with a primary or unconditioned stimulus.

The Process of Acquiring Motivation

1. Initial Neutral State: The CMO begins as a stimulus that does not
influence behavior or evoke motivation.

2. Pairing or Association: Through repeated pairing with an unconditioned
stimulus (e.g., food, pain, or relief), the CMO establishes a learned
relationship.

3. Emergence of Motivational Value: Once connected, the CMO can now modulate



behavior by signaling the availability or deprivation of a reinforcer or
punisher.

4. Behavioral Influence: The CMO now influences motivation, prompting
behaviors aligned with the associated reinforcer or punisher.

An Example: The Food Deprivation CMO

Imagine a scenario where a person is not hungry and encounters a neutral cue,
such as a bell. This bell, in itself, has no motivational significance.
However, if the person has previously learned that ringing the bell signals
the availability of food (say, in a controlled experimental setting), the
bell transitions from a neutral stimulus to a conditioned motivating
operation (CMO). It now signals that food is forthcoming, increasing
motivation to seek or consume food.

Key points:

- The initial neutrality of the cue ensures that motivation is not pre-
assigned but learned.
- The motivational significance is relational, dependent on the history of
associations.

---

Theoretical Foundations and Implications

This principle of neutrality prior to association is rooted in classical and
operant conditioning theories. It emphasizes that motivation is not an
inherent property of stimuli but a relational property that emerges through
learning. Several theoretical frameworks support this:

- Relational Frame Theory (RFT): Highlights how stimuli acquire meaning
through relational networks, contributing to their motivational impact.
- Behavioral Analytic Model of Motivation: Asserts that the motivational
properties of stimuli are context-dependent and learned.

Implications for Behavior Change and Intervention:

- Designing effective interventions: Recognizing that conditioned stimuli are
initially neutral emphasizes the importance of establishing correct
associations.
- Avoiding unintended motivation: If a neutral stimulus is inadvertently
paired with a punisher or reinforcer, it can acquire undesired motivational
properties.
- Understanding relapse and extinction: When associations are broken or
unlearned, the conditioned stimulus can lose its motivational power,
reverting to neutrality.

---

Practical Examples and Applications

To illustrate this concept further, consider practical applications in
various fields:

Behavioral Therapy and Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

In therapy settings, clinicians often utilize conditioned stimuli to motivate



desired behaviors. For example:

- Using a specific token or praise (initially neutral) as a conditioned
motivating operation once paired with reinforcement.
- Ensuring that neutral cues used during training do not unintentionally
acquire motivational significance unless intentionally paired.

Education and Learning

Teachers might use neutral signals (such as a specific sound or gesture) to
prompt behavior. These signals are neutral until they are associated with
reinforcement or reinforcement contexts, thereby gaining motivational
significance.

Marketing and Consumer Behavior

Advertisers often introduce neutral stimuli (like jingles or slogans) that
become motivational through repeated association with positive experiences or
product satisfaction.

---

Limitations and Considerations

While the principle of neutrality is foundational, it is important to
recognize certain limitations:

- Pre-existing associations: Some stimuli may carry inherent or prior
associations that influence their initial motivational potential.
- Individual differences: Personal history can cause stimuli to have pre-
existing motivational significance, complicating the neutrality assumption.
- Contextual factors: The environment can influence whether a stimulus
remains neutral or gains significance through contextual cues.

Understanding these nuances helps practitioners and researchers apply the
principle accurately and ethically.

---

Conclusion

The assertion that all conditioned motivating operations are motivationally
neutral prior to their relation with another encapsulates a fundamental truth
in behavior analysis: motivation is not an innate property of stimuli but a
relational property acquired through learning. Recognizing this principle
allows for more precise intervention strategies, better understanding of
behavior development, and effective manipulation of stimuli to promote
desired behaviors. It underscores the importance of learning history in
determining what motivates action and highlights the transformative power of
associations in shaping motivation.

This insight not only deepens our scientific understanding but also offers
practical guidance across fields such as therapy, education, marketing, and
beyond—reminding us that motivation is something we learn, not something we
are born with.
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