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In the field of applied behavior analysis (ABA), extinction is a commonly used strategy to reduce or
eliminate problematic behaviors. It involves withholding reinforcement that previously maintained a
behavior, with the goal of decreasing its occurrence over time. While extinction can be effective in
many cases, it is not without its risks and limitations. One significant concern is the potential for the
problem behavior to generalize to other, more productive behaviors, or to new contexts, thereby
complicating treatment outcomes. Understanding this risk is crucial for practitioners, caregivers, and
educators to develop comprehensive behavior intervention plans that promote not only reduction of

undesirable behaviors but also the promotion of positive, functional skills.

Understanding Extinction in Behavior Management

Extinction in behavior management is based on the principles of operant conditioning. When a
behavior is maintained by reinforcement—such as attention, tangible rewards, or sensory
stimulation—removing that reinforcement should, in theory, decrease the frequency of the behavior. For
example, if a child throws tantrums to gain attention, ignoring the tantrum (extinction) can eventually

lead to a decrease in tantrum frequency.



However, extinction is often used as part of a broader intervention plan that includes teaching
alternative, functional behaviors. This is vital because merely ignoring undesirable behaviors without

replacement skills can lead to unintended consequences.

The Risks Associated With Using Extinction Alone

While extinction can be effective, relying on it exclusively—without supplementary strategies—poses
several risks. Among these, one of the most significant is the potential for the problem behavior to
generalize to other, more productive behaviors or different settings. This phenomenon can undermine

the overall success of the intervention.

What Is Behavior Generalization?

Behavior generalization refers to the transfer of learned behaviors across different settings, people, or
related behaviors. For example, a child who successfully reduces tantrums in school may still exhibit
similar disruptive behaviors at home or in community settings if the intervention does not support

generalization.
In the context of extinction, generalization can also mean that the problematic behavior might not only

reoccur in different environments but could also morph into other unwanted behaviors that serve the

same function or are more challenging to manage.

How Extinction Alone Can Lead to Behavioral Generalization

When extinction is used without reinforcement of alternative behaviors or skills, several outcomes can

occur:



- Behavioral Escalation: The problem behavior may temporarily increase in intensity or frequency—a
phenomenon known as an extinction burst—before it diminishes. During this period, the child may

explore other ways to obtain reinforcement, leading to new problem behaviors.

- Substitution of Behaviors: Instead of the targeted problem behavior being replaced, individuals may
substitute it with other maladaptive behaviors that serve the same purpose. For example, a child who
learns that tantrums no longer gain attention might start engaging in self-injury or other disruptive

actions.
- Transfer to Other Contexts: Without consistent reinforcement strategies across environments, the

problematic behavior may simply transfer to settings where extinction procedures are not being

applied, increasing the risk of generalized problematic behaviors.

Why Relying Solely on Extinction Is Problematic

Using extinction alone, without concurrent positive reinforcement or skill-building, can result in a

number of adverse effects:

1. Extinction Burst and Behavioral Aggression

An extinction burst is a temporary increase in the problem behavior when reinforcement is withheld.
This increase can be distressing and sometimes dangerous, leading to aggressive outbursts or self-
injurious behaviors. Without strategies to manage this burst, caregivers may become frustrated or may

inadvertently reinforce aggressive behaviors.

2. Risk of Behavior Replacement and Escalation



As mentioned, individuals may substitute the extinguished behavior with other maladaptive behaviors,
which can be more challenging to manage and may pose safety concerns. For example, a child
refusing to participate in activities might escalate from passive refusal to aggressive acts if extinction is

used without teaching alternative, functional behaviors.

3. Potential for Increased Frustration and Anxiety

Extinction can lead to feelings of frustration or anxiety, especially if the individual perceives a loss of
access to reinforcement. This emotional response can sometimes exacerbate problem behaviors or

foster new behavioral issues.

4. Limited Skill Development

Extinction alone does not teach new, functional skills. If the focus is solely on eliminating problem
behaviors, the individual may not learn appropriate replacements, limiting their overall development

and independence.

Strategies to Mitigate the Risks of Extinction-Induced

Generalization

To minimize the risk of problematic behaviors generalizing to other, more productive behaviors,

practitioners should adopt comprehensive, evidence-based strategies that include:

1. Differential Reinforcement of Alternative Behaviors (DRA)



Reinforcing desirable behaviors that serve the same function as the problem behavior encourages the
individual to adopt more appropriate responses. For example, teaching a child to request help instead

of throwing a tantrum.

2. Functional Communication Training (FCT)

FCT involves teaching individuals to communicate their needs effectively, reducing the likelihood of
frustration leading to problem behaviors. This approach addresses the root cause of the behavior and

promotes generalization to new settings.

3. Consistent Application Across Settings

Ensuring that extinction and reinforcement strategies are applied consistently across all
environments—home, school, community—helps prevent behavior transfer or escalation in untrained

contexts.

4. Providing Alternative Reinforcers

Introducing engaging, meaningful reinforcers for appropriate behaviors makes it more likely that

individuals will generalize positive behaviors across different situations.

5. Incorporating Skill Development and Positive Behaviors

Rather than focusing solely on reducing problem behaviors, programs should emphasize teaching new,
functional skills that serve the same purpose as the problem behavior, thus reducing the likelihood of

harmful substitution.



Importance of a Holistic Approach in Behavior Management

Behavior intervention plans should always be comprehensive and tailored to the individual. Relying
solely on extinction is unlikely to produce sustainable, generalized improvements. Combining extinction
with reinforcement of appropriate behaviors, skill-building, environmental modifications, and caregiver

training creates a more robust, effective approach.

Benefits of a Holistic Approach:

- Reduces the likelihood of behavior escalation or replacement.
- Promotes the development of functional, adaptive skills.
- Supports behavior generalization across settings and people.

- Enhances overall quality of life for individuals with behavioral challenges.

Conclusion

While extinction is a valuable tool in the repertoire of behavior analysts, using it alone carries
significant risks, notably the potential for problematic behaviors to generalize to other, more productive
behaviors or settings. This phenomenon can undermine treatment goals, create safety concerns, and
hinder overall progress. To mitigate these risks, practitioners must implement a comprehensive, multi-
faceted approach that includes reinforcement of alternative behaviors, skill development, and
consistent application across environments. By doing so, they can promote durable behavior change,
skill acquisition, and meaningful improvements in everyday functioning for individuals with problem

behaviors.

Remember, effective behavior management is not about merely eliminating undesirable behaviors but

fostering an environment where positive, functional behaviors flourish across all areas of life.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is a primary risk of relying solely on extinction to address
problem behavior?

A primary risk is the potential for generalization to other, more problematic behaviors if extinction is not

paired with other interventions.

How does using extinction alone potentially lead to undesirable
generalization?

Using extinction alone may cause the individual to substitute the targeted behavior with other

behaviors that are more harmful or less desirable, leading to undesirable generalization.

Why is it important to combine extinction with other treatment
strategies?

Combining extinction with reinforcement or alternative behaviors helps prevent the generalization of

problem behaviors to more productive or harmful behaviors and promotes skill development.

What could happen if extinction is applied without considering the risk

of behavior generalization?

Applying extinction alone without addressing potential generalization may result in the emergence of

new, more problematic behaviors that are harder to manage.

How can practitioners minimize the risk of generalization when using

extinction as a treatment?

Practitioners should incorporate additional strategies such as teaching alternative behaviors,

reinforcement, and environmental modifications alongside extinction to reduce the risk of undesirable



generalization.

Additional Resources
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When approaching behavior modification, especially within the framework of applied behavior analysis
(ABA), the strategy of extinction is often employed to reduce or eliminate problematic behaviors.
Extinction involves withholding reinforcement for a specific behavior, with the goal of decreasing its
occurrence over time. However, relying solely on extinction presents several risks, one of which is
generalization to other, more productive behaviors. This phenomenon can inadvertently lead to
unintended consequences, undermining the overall treatment goals and potentially causing more harm

than good.

Understanding Extinction in Behavior Modification

Before diving into the specific risk, it’s important to understand what extinction entails in behavioral

practice.

Definition: Extinction is the process through which a previously reinforced behavior is no longer

reinforced, leading to a decline in that behavior's frequency over time.

Common Application: For example, if a child throws tantrums to gain attention, extinction would involve

ignoring the tantrums so they eventually stop occurring.

Goals: The primary goal is to reduce or eliminate undesirable behaviors efficiently and ethically, by

removing the reinforcement maintaining them.



The Risk: Generalization to More Productive Behaviors
What does this mean? When extinction is used as the sole intervention, there's a possibility that the
individual may not only stop the problematic behavior but also inadvertently reduce or alter other

behaviors, especially those that are more adaptive or socially acceptable.

Why does this happen? Because behaviors are interconnected within a complex web of reinforcement

histories, setting the stage for unintended behavioral spillovers.

How Extinction Alone Can Lead to Unintended Generalization

1. Behavioral Suppression Beyond the Target Behavior

When reinforcement is withheld for a specific behavior, individuals may attempt to replace that

behavior with others to meet their needs. However, without appropriate guidance, they may also

suppress other beneficial behaviors, especially if they have learned that their usual ways of seeking

attention or gaining reinforcement are ineffective.

Example: A child who is ignored for aggressive outbursts may stop these behaviors but also cease

engaging in positive social interactions, leading to decreased overall social engagement.

2. Emergence of Replacement Behaviors

Extinction can sometimes lead to the emergence of alternative behaviors that serve the same function

as the extinguished behavior but may not be as socially desirable or productive.

Example: A student who repeatedly calls out in class to get attention might stop calling out when that



behavior is ignored, but may start engaging in disruptive behaviors such as throwing objects or leaving

the classroom, which are less acceptable.

3. Intensification of the Problem Behavior (Extinction Burst)

A well-documented phenomenon is the extinction burst, where the problem behavior temporarily
increases in intensity or frequency before decreasing. During this period, individuals might explore

other behaviors, some of which might be more disruptive or harder to control.

Example: A person refusing to comply with a request might escalate their refusal, and during this time,

they might also exhibit other problematic behaviors, such as yelling or physical resistance.

Why Is This Particularly Concerning When Using Extinction Alone?

- Lack of Skill Development: Extinction alone does not teach alternative, more adaptive behaviors.
Without teaching replacement behaviors, individuals may simply stop behaviors without learning

healthier ways to communicate or meet their needs.

- Potential for Reinforcing Negative Outcomes: If extinction is not carefully managed, it can lead to
frustration, agitation, or aggression, which might reinforce other undesirable behaviors or cause

emotional distress.

- Risk of Behavioral Escalation: As previously mentioned, extinction bursts can escalate problematic
behaviors temporarily, which can be dangerous or disruptive, especially in sensitive environments like

schools or homes.

- Impact on Reinforcement Histories: Extinction can alter a person's reinforcement history, sometimes

leading to generalized frustration or withdrawal, affecting other areas of functioning.



Strategies to Mitigate the Risk of Unwanted Generalization

While extinction is a powerful tool, its use should be part of a comprehensive behavior intervention

plan that includes multiple strategies to mitigate risks.

1. Incorporate Differential Reinforcement

Use differential reinforcement techniques to reinforce alternative, more appropriate behaviors that

serve the same function as the problematic behavior.

Example: Instead of ignoring tantrums, teach and reinforce requesting appropriately for attention.

2. Teach Replacement Behaviors

Explicitly teach skills that serve the same purpose as the problem behavior but are more acceptable.

Example: Teaching a child to use words or gestures to ask for help instead of hitting.

3. Implement Functional Communication Training (FCT)

FCT combines extinction with teaching functional communication, ensuring that the individual has the

skills to communicate their needs effectively, reducing the likelihood of generalization to other, less

productive behaviors.

4. Use a Multi-Component Approach

Combine extinction with other intervention components such as:

- Visual supports



- Social skills training
- Environmental modifications
- Positive reinforcement for desirable behaviors

5. Monitor and Adjust

Regularly track behaviors to identify any unintended generalization early and modify the intervention

plan accordingly.

Case Example: Managing Tantrums in a Child with Autism

Scenario: A child with autism frequently tantrums to gain access to preferred items.

Intervention: The therapist applies extinction by ignoring tantrums while simultaneously teaching the

child to request items appropriately.

Outcome: The tantrums decrease, and the child learns to communicate effectively. However, if

extinction is used without teaching alternative ways to request, the child might start engaging in other

disruptive behaviors to gain attention.

Mitigation: The therapist reinforces appropriate requesting behaviors, teaches alternative

communication methods, and gradually introduces more complex requests, reducing the risk of

generalization to other disruptive behaviors.

Summary: The Importance of a Balanced Approach

Using extinction alone to treat problem behavior can be effective in reducing specific behaviors, but it



carries significant risks, particularly the potential for generalization to other, more productive behaviors
or the emergence of new, problematic behaviors. To maximize effectiveness and minimize unintended

consequences, behavior analysts should:

- Integrate extinction within a broader, multi-faceted intervention plan
- Teach and reinforce alternative, functional behaviors
- Monitor progress meticulously

- Adjust strategies based on ongoing data

By doing so, practitioners can harness the power of extinction while safeguarding against its pitfalls,

ultimately promoting more adaptive and socially significant behavior change.

Final Thoughts

Behavior change is complex and multifaceted. While extinction is a valuable tool, relying solely on it
without supportive strategies can lead to unintended and potentially harmful generalizations. A
thoughtful, comprehensive approach that emphasizes skill-building, reinforcement of positive behaviors,
and ongoing assessment will produce more sustainable and meaningful outcomes for individuals

seeking behavior change.
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