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The Token Economy

Patrick M. Ghezzi and Ainsley B. Lewon

26.1	� Introduction

We begin this chapter where papers on the token 
economy often end, with ethics. The decision to 
implement a token economy, as we shall empha-
size, is always informed by the relevant course-
work, training, and supervised experience in the 
applied analysis of behavior (ABA). If this 
appears obvious, it is because of the agonizing 
lessons learned in the early days of “behavior 
modification.” We open a window on those days 
in order to comment on ethical matters pertaining 
to ABA in general and to the token economy in 
particular.

We turn next to a list of nine key elements in a 
token economy. We emphasize “key elements” 
for good reason. The trove of scientific research 
and systematic replication on the token economy 
today is sufficiently rich and informative to say 
with confidence that certain elements had better 
be in place in order for the intervention to qualify 
as ABA as here conceived. Putting these keys ele-
ments in motion does not guarantee a successful 
outcome, but it does increase the chances of one 
when the elements are in place. Successful 
behavioral interventions with high scores on 
measures of intervention integrity (a.k.a. proce-

dural fidelity) consistently produce the best out-
comes, as expected (Reed & Codding, 2011).

Our chapter is written for credentialed applied 
behavior analysts who work in the field with 
youthful clients and professional co-workers and 
who supervise aspiring applied behavior ana-
lysts. We take for granted a working knowledge 
of functional behavior assessment and interven-
tions, and we naturally assume an unwavering 
commitment to manage the token economy 
according to the principles of behavior and the 
best practices of ABA.

The bulk of our own applied experience is 
early intensive behavior intervention (EIBI) and 
early childhood autism (e.g., Lovaas, 1987; 
Lewon & Ghezzi, 2020). This background does 
not commit us to writing a chapter on autism and 
early intervention per se, and besides, it would be 
a mistake to assume that a token economy is 
restricted to a particular person, age, setting, or 
circumstance. We take this opportunity instead to 
discuss broader matters, beginning with events 
over 50 years ago that shaped the future of ABA.

26.2	� Ethics and the Token 
Economy

Workers in the field of applied behavior analysis 
might recall reading about the scandal at Sunland 
Miami Training Center in Jon Bailey and Mary 
Burch’s book, Ethics for Behavior Analysts 
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(2016; see also Curry, 2013; McAllister, 1972: 
NARC, 1972). Following an investigation of the 
residential treatment facility by Florida state offi-
cials in 1972, the superintendent and several 
senior staff members faced civil and criminal 
charges of cruel and unusual treatment of several 
youngsters with developmental disabilities living 
there at the time. The incident shocked the nation.

To make matters worse, the superintendent 
characterized the Sunland Miami facility as a 
“superb behavior modification program” (Bailey 
& Burch, 2016, p.  7). Florida state officials 
strongly disagreed, writing that the program, 
which included random beatings, public nudity 
and humiliation, physical restraint, and solitary 
confinement, was a “bizarre, abusive, and inef-
fective system of punishment (p. 2).”

The Sunland Miami program had no credible 
basis in ABA, concluded the authorities, and yet 
reports began to surface from prisons, psychiat-
ric hospitals, and residential care and treatment 
facilities across the nation accusing “behavior 
modifiers” of exploiting convicts, demeaning 
psychiatric patients, mistreating elderly per-
sons, and abusing people with disabilities (Moya 
& Achtenberg, 1974). Lawyers were prosecut-
ing federal and state governments for civil rights 
violations, and the courts began scrutinizing 
therapeutic practices in prisons, psychiatric hos-
pitals, and other “total” institutions (Wexler, 
1973).

On top of that, the mainstream media was vili-
fying behavior modification as dystopic 
(Skinner’s Utopia, 1971), and the motion picture 
industry was animating the script with a deeply 
disturbing parody of classical conditioning in 
Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange. To top it 
all off, Vice President Agnew warned in a speech 
in 1972 that behavior modification “poses a dire 
threat to traditional American values.” For a 
young science striving to gain a toehold in human 
services, things could get no worse.

Against this backdrop, the American 
Psychological Association (APA), led by Albert 
Bandura, intervened by forming a Commission 
on Behavior Modification in 1974. “The 
Commission will focus on the area of applied 
behavior analysis in research and practice,” read 

the mission statement, “in order to recommend 
effective courses of action to deal with the legal, 
ethical, and professional issues raised by these 
behavior-influencing procedures” (Stolz, 1978, 
p. xiv). As luck would have it, the most promi-
nent “behavior-influencing procedure” at the 
time was the token economy, the ugly centerpiece 
of the “superb behavior modification program” at 
the Sunland Miami Training Center.

The APA Commission, chaired by Sidney 
Bijou, published a final report in 1978 that paid 
special attention to the ethics of large-scale appli-
cations of the token economy (Stolz, 1978). The 
authors of the report referred to “thousands” of 
undocumented token economies that surfaced in 
the wake of Ayllon and Azrin’s legendary token 
economy at Anna State Hospital in the 1960s and 
feared that most of the programs were operating 
in state hospitals, nursing homes, detention cen-
ters, prisons, and schools for students with dis-
abilities. The committee understood that the most 
vulnerable people in society populate these 
places, many too young or too old or weak to 
speak for themselves, many silenced by virtue of 
their incarceration or involuntary commitment, 
and each one unable to exert counter-control over 
a powerful and potentially coercive and oppres-
sive system such as a token economy.

Fortunately, a token economy is like a magnet 
for exposing this type of trouble. As with most 
monetary economic systems, a token economy 
limits or restricts a person’s access to the things 
and events the tokens can buy. Known technically 
as a “motivational operation,” it is possible to 
take matters to extreme and even inhumane and 
deadly lengths, for example, by restricting an 
inmate’s access to food, water, shelter, sleep, 
hygiene, social contact, and so on. The effects are 
conspicuous.

This, however, is not the only source of trou-
ble that a token economy attracts. The inmate 
earns tokens for performing certain tasks in the 
prison and exchanges the tokens for the things 
and events the inmate can afford to buy. The rela-
tionship between tasks and tokens is laden with 
potential for gross inequities in workload and 
earnings, and the relationship between earnings 
and the price of the things and events that tokens 
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can buy is equally susceptible to gross 
inequities.

Suppose the price for a hot dinner in the prison 
commissary is 30 tokens. The inmate works in 
the prison laundromat 8 hours a day for a maxi-
mum of 10 tokens a day, 5  days a week. The 
inmate might earn less than 10 tokens a day and 
might even lose tokens already earned during the 
day, for instance, for failing to meet the standards 
set for properly folded clothes. A guard inspects 
the inmate’s work periodically in this scenario 
and dispenses tokens based ostensibly on the 
quality of the inmate’s performance. It is safe to 
say that under these conditions, the inmate would 
be eating many cold dinners.

It is easy to imagine far greater injustices than 
a cold dinner. A token economy is actually sus-
ceptible to unspeakable abuse; to inconsistent, 
haphazard, and arbitrary use; and for use as a 
cudgel for punishment, retribution, and revenge. 
A token economy, under these circumstances, not 
only spells trouble but can also breed cruelty, 
contempt, and corruption.

It is reasonable to suppose, then, that a large 
number of early token economies failed on moral 
and legal grounds, as in the Sunland Miami case. 
It is also reasonable, furthermore, to suppose that 
many of them failed on technical and conceptual 
grounds, which was also the case at Sunland 
Miami. It turns out that Florida state officials 
found that the token economy at Sunland was in 
disarray, that staff training was nonexistent, and 
that the people in charge of the facility simply did 
not know how to manage behavior within the 
confines of token economy (McAllister, 1972). It 
seems safe to conclude that the abusive practices 
at Sunland grew from this inadequacy.

Fortunately, a token economy is like a magnet 
for this type of trouble, too. An inherent feature 
of the token economy is that it has many “moving 
parts” that require constant attention to keep the 
system running smoothly and in tune with the 
objectives set for a given individual. When the 
parts fail, the intervention fails, and when it fails, 
it is likely that the demands of the token economy 
exceeded the behavioral skills and abilities of the 
people responsible for managing the interven-

tion. “Winging it” seems to capture these 
moments concisely.

Design flaws, technical errors, conceptual 
shortcomings, and so forth are clear sources of 
trouble for a token economy. Less apparent but 
just as troublesome is the potential for harm cre-
ated by making the mistake to introduce a token 
economy in the first place.

We suspect that many token economies in the 
1970s were adopted prematurely and probably 
unnecessarily, given the success of Ayllon and 
Azrin’s token economy at Anna State Hospital in 
the 1960s. The trouble with introducing a token 
economy needlessly or too soon is that it departs 
from the common practice in ABA to manage an 
individual’s behavior as naturally and unobtru-
sively as possible. A token economy receives 
poor marks on these two dimensions, bringing it 
closer to a “last resort” than to a “first resort” 
intervention on the continuum of behavior man-
agement interventions (BACB, 2020)

The upshot of poor marks on the natural and 
unobtrusive dimensions is another common prac-
tice in ABA; if a less contrived and less intrusive 
intervention fails to change behavior, then move 
up to an intervention with a comparably higher 
level of contrivance and intrusiveness. A decision 
to move up this scale sets the occasion for yet 
another common practice in ABA, which is to 
choose a course of action in the presence of data 
showing little or no change in a target behavior 
over the course of a deliberate and systematic 
progression from the least-to-most intrusive and 
contrived interventions.

In hindsight, it seems inevitable that many 
token economies would fail for technical and 
conceptual reasons. There were, after all, very 
few colleges and universities with graduate train-
ing programs in behavior analysis at the time and 
in the era of the Sunland Miami scandal. There 
was no code of ethics, no regulatory controls, and 
no professional organizations in behavior ana-
lysts to support the education and training of 
future applied behavior analysts.

In an effort to protect highly vulnerable peo-
ple from harm by behavioral interventions such 
as a token economy, the APA Commission 
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strongly recommended that behavior analysts 
adhere to the 1977 edition of APA’s Ethical 
Standards of Psychologists. The recommenda-
tion provided protections not only for the civil 
rights of persons subject to behavioral interven-
tions and research, but it also gave the ABA com-
munity the cover it needed to begin solving the 
legal, ethical, and professional problems that 
scandals such as the Sunland Miami affair 
exposed and that the commission brought to light 
in its report. These problems, in a nutshell, boiled 
down to poor academic preparation in the princi-
ples of behavior, poor training in applying the 
principles of behavior, poor supervision over the 
practice of applying the principles of behavior, 
and poor regulatory control over the behavior of 
applied behavior analysts (Johnstone et  al., 
2017).

How the behavior analysis community 
responded to these problems is beyond the scope 
of this chapter. It suffices to say that the group 
came together in the 1970s and began building 
the culture and infrastructure necessary for 
behavior analysis to succeed as a scientific disci-
pline, as a legitimate profession, and as a leader 
in the human services community. The perma-
nent products of this continuing pursuit include 
the Association for Behavior Analysis 
International (ABAI) and the Behavior Analyst 
Certification Board (BACB). ABAI has been 
accrediting graduate training programs in behav-
ior analysis since 1993, and the BACB has been 
credentialing behavior analysts since 1998. A 
license to practice ABA, furthermore, is now 
required in most states and provinces, and many 
licensed behavior analysts working today main-
tain Professional Liability (Malpractice) 
Insurance for protection against complaints, 
claims, and lawsuits (BACB, 2021).

Our motive in beginning this chapter with eth-
ical matters is to be clear from the start that 
implementing a token economy, or for that mat-
ter, any ABA intervention without the proper 
education, training, supervised experience, com-
mitment, and in most states and providences, a 
license to practice as an applied behavior analyst, 
is plainly unethical and rightly so.

26.2.1 � Star Charts, Point Systems, 
and the Token Economy

Star charts and point systems can be confused 
with a token economy and mistaken for ABA. The 
confusion over these types of systems and a token 
economy is understandable, given the similarities 
they share. Mistaking star charts and point sys-
tems for ABA is a different matter, and under-
standing the difference both clarifies the meaning 
of a token economy in the context of ABA and 
underlines the importance of maintaining a dis-
tinction between a token economy and systems 
that resemble a token economy.

A token economy is a behavior management 
intervention based on decades of experimental 
research and field studies in the analysis of 
behavior. A properly credentialed behavior ana-
lyst (1) selects the intervention for a given indi-
vidual based on a comprehensive functional 
analytic assessment of the individual’s behavior 
and current circumstances, (2) manages the inter-
vention with the competence and commitment to 
follow the basic principles and best practices of 
ABA for the duration of the intervention, and (3) 
monitors and evaluates the effects of the inter-
vention regularly according to directly measur-
able changes in personally and socially 
meaningful target behavior(s) in the intervention 
setting(s) and, to the maximum extent appropri-
ate, in the individual’s natural environment. A 
star chart or point system has none of these char-
acteristics, obviously.

While this clearly disqualifies these systems 
as a token economy or ABA, it does not diminish 
the experience shared by millions of parents and 
teachers that a star chart or point system can be 
an effective way to promote desirable behavior at 
home and in the classroom with children and 
youth. The key to this success is the same key to 
a successful token economy: Maintain a contin-
gent relation between responses and 
reinforcements.

Consider the child who earns points for feed-
ing the family dog. The youngster enjoys a fam-
ily picnic at the neighborhood park and feeds the 
dog regularly to earn enough points to exchange 
for the activity. The points by themselves are ini-
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tially neutral, but they acquire and maintain a 
reinforcing function by virtue of their contingent 
relation to the things and events they buy, in this 
instance, a picnic with the family at the park.

Assuming the youngster’s parents invest in the 
success of the system, they must commit them-
selves to maintaining the contingency they cre-
ated for their child. This means that feeding the 
dog earns the child points toward a family picnic 
at the park, but only so long as the child earns 
enough points to exchange for the activity. It 
means that the child does not go to the park for a 
family picnic noncontingently, that is, without 
earning the correct number of points, and it also 
means that the points themselves are not given 
away freely or noncontingently, but are awarded 
instead just for feeding the dog in this scenario.

A token economy, as with star charts and point 
systems, takes advantage of a basic learning pro-
cess in nature, operant reinforcement. The simi-
larity ends there, however. The parent who 
awards a point on a ledger contingent on their 
child feeding the family dog is taking advantage 
of operant reinforcement, but is not thereby prac-
ticing ABA or implementing a token economy 
per se. For the same reason, the parent who puts 
a bandage over a small cut on their child’s finger 
is taking advantage of the healing process but is 
neither practicing medicine nor implementing a 
medical procedure per se.

We hasten to add that we have absolutely no 
antipathy toward star charts and point systems, 
only toward mistaking these systems as ABA and 
confusing them with a token economy. Indeed, 
we agree with the legions of pediatricians, educa-
tors, and child psychologists that star charts and 
point systems can promote good behavior at 
home, in the classroom, and in the community.

In our work with young children and families, 
we sometimes encourage parents to implement a 
simple star or sticker chart at home. We exercise 
considerable caution in these cases, however. We 
understand that parents tend to want to introduce 
these systems needlessly, that the systems are 
susceptible to inconsistent and haphazard use, 
and that they are vulnerable to abuse by strict dis-
ciplinarians as an instrument of punishment. We 
view these as warnings and urge practitioners to 
keep the early history of ABA and the token 

economy in mind when it comes not only to 
selecting a token economy as a behavior manage-
ment intervention but also to encouraging parents 
to adopt a star or sticker chart.

We turn next to a discussion of nine key ele-
ments in a token economy. Our purpose is not to 
review or critique the vast literature on the token 
economy, but instead to cite a few, mostly current 
studies in support of a key element, and add our 
own practical experience now and then to aug-
ment the scientific support. Keep in mind that we 
discourage people from implementing a token 
economy on any scale, large or small, without the 
proper coursework, training, experience, and 
credential(s) in ABA and that we encourage a 
functional analytic assessment of the person(s) 
involved in the token economy before deciding to 
build and manage one for them.

26.2.2 � Key Elements in a Token 
Economy

A list of the key elements in a token economy 
appears in Table 26.1. We discuss each element in 
turn, offering suggestions along the way on how 
to develop, maintain, troubleshoot, and fade a 
token economy. To reiterate a previous point, we 
are more concerned with the token economy 
itself rather than with applications of the inter-
vention to certain populations, ages, settings, and 
so on.

Table 26.1  Key elements in a token economy

Develop objectives and select relevant target responses 
with clarity and precision
Measure the target behavior repeatedly, accurately, 
and reliably
Choose when, where, and with whom the token 
economy will operate
Pick out tokens
Stockpile backup reinforcers
Establish tokens as generalized conditioned reinforcers
Specify the schedule of reinforcement
	   Token production schedule
	   Token exchange schedule
	   Exchange-production schedule
Decide when to exchange tokens
Phase out the token economy
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26.2.3 � Develop Objectives 
and Select Relevant Target 
Responses with Clarity 
and Precision

We distinguish between an intervention (or treat-
ment) objective and the response(s) that will lead 
to achieving the objective for a given person. An 
objective for a youngster in a token economy, for 
example, is to be ready for school each morning. 
The responses that serve or accomplish this 
objective might include awaking earlier, groom-
ing faster, or dressing quicker.

Developing objectives and selecting responses 
relevant to accomplishing the objective is an indi-
vidualized, ongoing process guided by an over-
riding concern for a person’s health, welfare, and 
happiness. This concern translates into objectives 
and responses that (1) maximize a person’s 
access to contingencies of positive reinforcement 
and minimize exposure to aversive stimuli, (2) 
promote independence and autonomy over the 
course of the intervention, (3) open new and pre-
viously unavailable or restricted contingencies of 
positive reinforcement, and (4) establish appro-
priate replacements for dangerous and undesir-
able behaviors.

Engage the person from the start, if possible, 
in the process of developing objectives and 
selecting responses with developmentally (and 
culturally) appropriate methods and materials, as 
needed. Be mindful of the truism that learning 
goals linked to personally important and socially 
meaningful objectives keeps the “applied” and 
“analytic” dimensions of ABA in balance 
throughout the intervention (Baer et  al., 1968; 
Common & Lane, 2017; Leaf et al., 2016).

An important first step in creating important 
and meaningful behavior change is to begin iden-
tifying instances of the responses that will accom-
plish an objective. Some or all of these responses 
will constitute the “targets” of the intervention. 
The challenge is to develop a class of target 
responses that is not only commensurate with a 
given objective but also populated with a suffi-
cient number of instances to which positive rein-
forcement can be applied once the intervention 
begins in earnest.

A clear, concise, and easy-to-follow descrip-
tion of the target response(s) is essential to the 
success of any ABA intervention, including a 
token economy. A useful description includes 
verbs and phrases that depict a person’s actions in 
real time. Given a learning goal to wake up in the 
morning at 6:30, actually waking up and getting 
out of bed at the appointed time is useful in that it 
describes the target behavior (awaking, getting 
out of bed) in clear and unmistakable action 
terms. Indeed, the whole point of describing 
behavior as action is to obtain an objective, 
unvarnished description of the behavior, one that 
anyone would be able to identify with perfect 
accuracy, at least in theory. Relying upon ambig-
uous or vague terms defeats this ideal and under-
mines the efficacy of the token economy (Moore 
et al., 2001).

Giving clear examples and non-examples of 
the response(s), describing the full range of 
topographies included in the class, and delineat-
ing strict rules for recording instances and/or 
non-instances of the response(s) in the class 
accomplish the task. Keep in mind that classes 
that are defined too broadly may fail to capture a 
fine-grained but clinically significant change over 
time and that classes that are defined too nar-
rowly may fail to capture instances of behavior 
that relate to accomplishing an objective, thereby 
providing an incomplete picture of change over 
time (Johnston et al., 2020).

26.2.4 � Measure the Target 
Behavior(s) Repeatedly, 
Accurately, and Reliably

It is one thing simply to observe a response and 
another thing to observe, record, and measure the 
response repeatedly with a high degree of accu-
racy and reliability over extended periods. The 
outcome of the process is a measurement system 
that both compliments an intervention objective 
and captures the responses essential to accom-
plishing the objective.

Obtaining a measure of inter-observer agree-
ment (IOA) with respect to the occurrence and 
non-occurrence of a given target response is a 
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long-standing practice in ABA (e.g., Johnston 
et al., 2020; Page & Iwata, 1986). Bear in mind 
that the practice of working toward and obtaining 
a high degree of IOA is not limited to research in 
ABA, but it also provides practitioners with accu-
rate and reliable information that is necessary to 
assessing the impact of an intervention over time. 
It serves as the basis for modifying the parame-
ters of the token economy, it tracks maintenance 
and generalization of behavior change in differ-
ent settings and circumstances, and it is 
indispensable when phasing-out a token econ-
omy and moving toward less contrived and intru-
sive contingencies. Measuring behavior often 
and monitoring progress frequently have an addi-
tional benefit of keeping the behavior analyst 
accountable to the stakeholders and clients they 
serve (Hawkins & Mathews, 1999).

Behavior data collection systems are based on 
directly observable and objectively defined 
dimensions of the target behavior, facilitate data 
collection with high IOA, and specify how often 
data are graphically depicted, reviewed, and eval-
uated. Behavior analysts design these systems 
with accuracy, reliability, and validity in mind, as 
even the most diligently designed and monitored 
systems are subject to measurement error 
(Johnston et al., 2020).

Continuous data collection methods (e.g., fre-
quency, duration; see Table 4.1 in Cooper et al., 
2020) that capture all occurrences of the target 
behavior constitute the gold standard in this 
regard (Johnston et al., 2020). Interval recording 
and other discontinuous data collection methods 
fail to capture all instances of behavior during an 
observation period and therefore provide a rough 
estimate of the dimensions of the target behavior. 
The data collected using discontinuous methods 
are interpreted with caution given the well-
documented variation and measurement error 
inherent in these systems (Fiske & Delmolino, 
2012; Meany-Daboul et al., 2007).

Subjective or retrospective measures, such as 
questionnaires where stakeholders report on their 
perceptions of acceptability and efficacy of the 
token economy, may be helpful in assessing the 
social validity of the intervention (Common & 
Lane,  2017). Research has shown, however, that 

these indirect measures are susceptible to 
observer bias and may under- or overestimate the 
magnitude of the treatment effects. Thus, these 
measures supplement, not supplant, objective 
and direct measures of behavior (Cosper & 
Erickson, 1984; Reitman et al., 2004).

26.2.5 � Choose When, Where, 
and with Whom the Token 
Economy Will Operate

A person’s behavior is always a matter of time 
and place. It is critical, therefore, to be explicit 
regarding when, where, and with whom the token 
economy will and will not operate. In some cases, 
it might operate during all waking hours across 
all persons and environments. In others, it may be 
restricted to specific parts of the day or week 
(e.g., morning, weekends), to certain activities 
(e.g., evening routine, household chores), to cer-
tain environments (e.g., stores, parks), or to cer-
tain people (e.g., parents, teachers) who deliver 
and/or exchange tokens. These factors are indi-
vidualized in a token economy and tailored to the 
objective(s) set for a given person. We might add 
that all stakeholders, including the person(s) for 
whom the token economy operates, receive 
instructions concerning the times, settings, and 
circumstances under which the economy is 
operational.

26.2.6 � Pick Out Tokens

The “tokens” in a token economy are construed 
as conditioned reinforcers in behavior theory, but 
in practice, they function more like generalized 
conditioned reinforcers (Hackenberg, 2009, 
2018). We shall return to the distinction in a 
moment, but for now, the point is simply that a 
token is like a coin in a traditional currency econ-
omy, something that someone earns and then 
exchanges at a certain time and place for things 
and events such as a new toy, a favorite snack, a 
special outing, and so forth.

A conventional token is a physical possession, 
light and durable, inexpensive, easy to handle 
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and store, hard to deface or forge, and difficult to 
steal. Take steps, as needed, to reduce the poten-
tial for stigma by making tokens as inconspicu-
ous as possible and by incorporating a person’s 
preferences in the selection of the physical fea-
tures of the token(s).

Research indicates that the physical features 
of the token itself can interact with its functional 
properties. Studies conducted with children diag-
nosed with ASD, for example, show that incorpo-
rating a child’s “perseverative interests” (e.g., 
cartoon figures) into a token’s design can aug-
ment the reinforcing effects of the token (Carnett 
et al., 2014; Charlop-Christy & Haymes, 1998). 
Visually stimulating tokens, according to 
Hineline (2005), may have the added benefit of 
strengthening the social validity of the 
intervention.

Research conducted in educational environ-
ments suggests that digital tokens delivered over 
online school communication platforms may 
offer an effective alternative to physical tokens 
(Horner et  al., 2018; Robacker et  al., 2016; 
Williamson & McFadzen, 2020). This feature is 
available on smartphones and tablets and could 
become an attractive option in future applications 
of token reinforcement systems. Bear in mind, 
however, that designing a collection of visually 
stimulating tokens is no replacement for well-
researched procedures that establish a stimulus as 
a conditioned or generalized conditioned 
reinforcer.

26.2.7 � Stockpile Backup 
Reinforcements

Backup reinforcements or simply “backups” are 
the preferred toys, items, activities, treats, privi-
leges, and so on that a person can buy in exchange 
for the tokens in a token economy. The reinforc-
ing value of a token, in the technical sense of 
actually strengthening the behavior on which it is 
contingent, is proportional to the value of the 
backup(s) with which the token is correlated 
(Moher et al., 2008). Selecting well-established, 
ethically responsible backups and managing their 
availability according to the supplies and 

demands of the token economy, therefore, are 
vital to achieving the objective(s) set for the 
intervention.

There are several well-documented assess-
ments available to identify preferred stimuli with 
reinforcement potential in a contingent relation. 
Individuals with sufficient language abilities can 
provide input on likely backups, but bear in mind 
that self-reported preferences do not always cor-
respond to actual preferences for children and 
adults (e.g., Northup et al., 1996). More formal-
ized stimulus preference assessments and/or 
caregiver interviews may be required if a person 
has difficulty verbally communicating their pref-
erences (Piazza et al., 2011).

Preference assessments do not guarantee that 
a given thing or event will serve a reinforcing 
function, but instead identifies and reveals poten-
tial reinforcements. Multiple stimulus without 
replacement (MSWO) preference assessments 
(DeLeon & Iwata, 1996) receives high marks in 
regard to selecting stimuli that are most likely to 
function as reinforcers (Kang et al., 2013).

The value of a backup changes as a function of 
several well-researched variables. They include 
(1) the level of deprivation or restriction of the 
backup (Ivy et al., 2015; Roane et al., 2005), (2) 
the effort required to obtain the backup (Reed 
et al., 2013), (3) the availability of other backups 
(Foster & Hackenberg, 2004), and (4) the magni-
tude, quality, and delay to the backup (Mace 
et al., 1994; Neef et al., 1994). Evaluate prefer-
ences often, according to this extensive literature, 
stay alert to the changing preferences of 
individual(s), keep a fresh menu of backups 
handy, and remember that the value of a token is 
proportionate to the value of the backup(s) in a 
token economy.

26.2.8 � Establish Tokens 
as Generalized Conditioned 
Reinforcers

A token in a token economy is defined in behav-
ior analysis as a conditioned reinforcer, one that 
has acquired the capacity to reinforce “due to its 
contingent relation to another reinforcer” 
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(Catania, 1998, p. 391). The function of a token is 
seldom restricted to a single reinforcer in prac-
tice, however, but instead is related to multiple 
reinforcers. “Generalized conditioned reinforce-
ment” is the term given to “a conditioned rein-
forcer that is backed-up by many other sources of 
reinforcement” (Pierce & Cheney, 2017, p. 513). 
These sources, in a token economy, are the back-
ups, as previously discussed.

The main advantage of establishing a token as 
a generalized conditioned reinforcer is that it 
augments the value of the token, thereby creating 
a stimulus that is capable of reinforcing countless 
responses so long as the contingent relations 
remain in effect between backups, responses, and 
tokens (Defulio et al., 2014; Russell et al., 2018; 
Sran & Borrero, 2010). In a word, a generalized 
conditioned reinforcer is a versatile stimulus, one 
that can transcend most motivational operations, 
settings, objectives, and individual 
circumstances.

Two methods for establishing a token as a 
conditioned reinforcer have emerged in practice 
guidelines (Ivy et  al., 2017; Hackenberg, 2009, 
2018). The most common method of the two 
involves a written or spoken description of the 
value of the token with respect to the prevailing 
schedule of token reinforcement, e.g., “When 
you earn three points, you can chose to play a 
video game” (Ivy et al., 2017). Incorporating this 
type of rule appears sufficient to establish a con-
ditioned reinforcer for language-able people; 
however, the process is not well understood at 
this time (Moher et al., 2008; see also Hackenberg, 
2009, 2018; Harte & Barnes-Holmes, 2021).

The second method is “stimulus pairing” 
whereby a token is closely associated in time and 
space with a backup. Fashioned after the tradi-
tional “S-S” procedure for establishing a condi-
tioned reinforcer (Hendry, 1969), the protocol 
involves repeatedly delivering a token and a 
backup contiguously with, and contingent on, an 
appropriate, low-effort, and highly probable 
response. Once the response(s) is occurring at an 
acceptable level, delays to the time between earn-
ing a token and exchanging it for a backup are 
systematically added until the desired delay is 
achieved. Incorporating a response whereby the 

individual exchanges a token for a backup 
appears to accelerate the process of establishing 
the token as conditioned generalized reinforcer 
(Hackenberg, 2009, 2018).

26.2.9 � Specify the Schedules 
of Reinforcement

A token economy is composed of three interre-
lated schedules of reinforcement. The three 
schedules specify (1) the response requirement 
and conditions under which tokens are delivered, 
called the token production schedule; (2) the 
exchange rate, or the number of tokens needed to 
trade for backups, called the token exchange 
schedule; and (3) the conditions under which an 
opportunity to exchange tokens for backups is 
available, called the exchange-production sched-
ule (Hackenberg, 2009, 2018). We turn first to the 
token production schedule, then to the exchange-
production schedule in the section developing 
exchange rates, and finally to the token exchange 
schedule.

The token production schedule specifies the 
contingency between tokens and responses. 
There are numerous options in this regard, includ-
ing awarding a token after a fixed or variable 
number of responses (i.e., ratio schedules) or 
after the first response following a fixed or vari-
able amount of time (i.e., interval schedules; see 
Cooper et al., 2020). The token production sched-
ule also specifies the contingency between 
responses and the number of tokens earned, 
which can range from small to large depending 
upon the criteria set for responses and reinforcer 
amounts. On that point, target responses that 
occur infrequently, that require considerable time 
and effort, or that impact an objective in powerful 
and consequential ways are reinforced most fre-
quently and most often with a large number of 
tokens relative to target responses without these 
exceptional qualities (Ghezzi et  al., 2008; 
Miltenberger, 2016).

A great deal is known about schedules of rein-
forcement and how different schedules affect the 
rate, pattern, and other characteristics of respond-
ing (Ferster & Skinner, 1957; Hackenberg, 2009, 
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2018). Variable-ratio (VR) schedules often pro-
duce higher response rates than fixed-ratio (FR) 
schedules, fixed-interval (FI) schedules, and 
variable-interval (VI) schedules (de Luca & 
Holburn, 1990, 1992; Mazur, 1983), and individ-
uals tend to show a preference for VR over FR 
and VI over FI schedules (Mazur, 2004; Repp & 
Deitz, 1975). Responses maintained by a rela-
tively “lean” schedule typically show greater 
resistance to extinction compared to a denser 
schedule (Ferster & Skinner, 1957; Kazdin & 
Polster, 1973), and a strong preference is usually 
seen for immediate over delayed reinforcers 
(Romani et al., 2017). These are just a few of the 
many characteristics of token production sched-
ules, each one offering a great deal of flexibility 
in terms of achieving a combination of responses 
and reinforcers that compliments the objective(s) 
set for a given person.

Managing the number of tokens in circulation 
is an important consideration when determining 
how the token production schedule interacts with 
the token exchange and the exchange-production 
schedules. Too many tokens can lead to accumu-
lation or “saving,” which can decrease the moti-
vation to earn more (Winkler, 1972). Too few 
tokens in circulation can limit the number of 
opportunities to exchange tokens for backup 
reinforcers, thereby reducing the conditioned 
reinforcing value of the tokens themselves. The 
most effective token systems allow many oppor-
tunities to earn and exchange tokens but arrange 
the contingencies to keep savings low or nonexis-
tent (Hackenberg, 2009, 2018; Winkler, 1971). 
Resolving the issue of too many or too few tokens 
in circulation may require adjustments to the 
token production schedule, or it may involve 
making modifications to the token exchange and 
exchange-production schedules, described below.

26.2.10 � Decide When to Exchange 
Tokens

The exchange-production schedule specifies the 
conditions under which tokens are exchanged for 
backups. One option is a response-based sched-
ule, which stipulates that a person can exchange 

tokens at any time, and a second option is a time-
based schedule, which restricts exchanging to 
certain days or times regardless of the number of 
tokens an individual earns (Ivy et al., 2017).

A meaningful difference between the two 
options is the time delay between awarding 
tokens and exchanging tokens for backups. 
Response-based exchanges grant access to the 
backup(s) the moment a person meets the 
response requirement, while time-based 
exchanges add a delay to the backup(s). It is most 
helpful to know that a response-based schedule 
with a short delay to exchange is most appropri-
ate for young children with and without disabili-
ties and for persons with limited language (e.g., 
Hendy et  al., 2005; Klimas & McLaughlin, 
2007). Long delays to exchange can be difficult 
even for older children and adults and can weaken 
the positive effects of a token economy (Field 
et al., 2004; Moore et al., 2001). Indeed, research 
suggests that the frequency of exchanges is as 
vital to the success of a token economy as the 
frequency of awarding tokens (Bullock & 
Hackenberg, 2006; Webbe & Malagodi, 1978).

26.2.11 � Select Exchange Rates

The exchange-production schedule specifies the 
cost in tokens of the backup(s) and functions in 
tandem with the token production and exchange-
production schedules as a significant factor in 
determining response requirements in a token 
economy (Bullock & Hackenberg, 2006; 
Hackenberg, 2009, 2018). A combination of a 
thin token production schedule and relatively 
expensive backups, for example, can limit oppor-
tunities to exchange tokens for backups. A dense 
token production schedule together with rela-
tively inexpensive backups, in contrast, can lead 
to excessive exchanges that may lower the value 
of the backup(s) and the tokens (Tarbox et  al., 
2006; Ward-Horner et al., 2017).

Several exchange-production configurations 
are available for use. These include (1) a fixed 
schedule, whereby a person exchanges their 
tokens after earning a given number of tokens; 
(2) a variable schedule, whereby a person 
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exchanges their tokens after earning a variable 
number of tokens; and (3) a “menu” system, 
whereby an assortment of concurrently available 
backups can be purchased in different amounts 
for different sums of tokens (Ivy et al., 2017). A 
token economy appears to operate most 
effectively when variables as opposed to fixed 
earning requirements are used and when the 
magnitude and quality of the backup(s) vary in 
cost (Becraft & Rolider, 2015; Cihon et al., 2019; 
Madden et  al., 2000; Sran & Borrero, 2010; 
Whitney et al., 2018).

Incorporating a written or pictorial “menu” 
of backup reinforcers may be helpful when 
multiple backups are available or when manag-
ing the behavior of a person with a language 
delay (Cooper et  al., 2020; Daley, 1969). A 
visual reminder of the cost of each backup is 
particularly important when the cost of the 
backups range from “most expensive” to “least 
expensive” (Cooper et al., 2020; Ghezzi et al., 
2008).

26.2.12 � Phase Out the Token 
Economy

The key elements in a token economy have little 
in common with the naturally occurring contin-
gencies of reinforcement in the everyday envi-
ronment, as we said before. The demand to 
transition from the conditions and contingencies 
that manage the relevant target responses in a 
token economy to those that manage the individ-
uals’ behavior under more natural and less con-
trived circumstances is greater in a token 
economy compared to other ABA behavior man-
agement interventions, as we also said before. A 
plan to phase out the token economy, then, is on 
a par with the decision to develop and manage a 
token economy to begin with.

It may come as a surprise to discover that the 
scientific literature on ending a token economy is 
sparse compared to the vast amount of informa-
tion on starting a token economy. What is avail-
able instead are well-worn recommendations on 
a range of topics, from promoting stimulus gen-
eralization to increasing resistance to extinction 

(e.g., Ghezzi & Bishop, 2008; Ghezzi & Rogers, 
2011).

Consider schedule thinning, which is regarded 
in ABA as an essential step toward maintaining 
the gains made during an intervention after the 
intervention is over (Cooper et  al., 2020). 
Thinning a schedule of reinforcement in a token 
economy is complicated by the fact that there are 
three schedules to consider, the token production 
schedule, the token exchange schedule, and the 
exchange-production schedule, as previously 
described (see also Petursdottir & Ragnarsdottir, 
2019). Changes to the token production schedule 
are possible by systematically increasing the 
response requirement for token delivery and/or 
incorporating an intermittent schedule of token 
delivery (e.g., Christensen et al., 2004; LeBlanc 
et  al., 2000). The token exchange schedule is 
modified by gradually increasing the cost of 
backups, particularly for those that are highly 
preferred and those with no functional equivalent 
in the natural environment (e.g., Tarbox et  al., 
2006). The exchange-production schedule is 
thinned slowly reducing the number of times 
tokens are exchanged for backups (Kazdin, 
1977).

While not specific to phasing out a token 
economy, there are several procedures available 
that we consider good candidates for this pur-
pose. They include (1) incorporating a “level sys-
tem” in the token economy wherein a person 
passes through a hierarchy of tiered levels which 
culminate in the termination of contrived contin-
gencies (e.g., Paul & Lentz, 1977; Pritchard 
et al., 2018), (2) reducing the number and type of 
backups specific to the token economy and 
replacing them with reinforcers available in the 
natural environment, and (3) establishing a self-
monitoring repertoire (McLaughlin & Malaby, 
1975).

26.3	� Conclusion

Kazdin (1978) credits Joseph Lancaster (1778–
1838) with developing the prototype of Ayllon 
and Azrin’s renowned token economy. A talented 
promoter and successful businessperson, 
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Lancaster designed his “monitorial” system to 
meet the demand in the nineteenth-century 
England to educate the growing population of 
poor children and youth at a time when teachers 
were in short supply. The solution was simple: 
The older children (the “monitors”) would teach 
the younger children in small groups under the 
direction of an adult “master teacher.” The young 
monitors in Lancaster’s classroom earned merit 
badges (tokens) for their performance as teachers 
and disciplinarians and could exchange their 
tokens (badges) for prizes such as a new toy, 
game, book, writing materials, and the like.

Lancaster advertised the monitorial system in 
mostly commercial terms as an “economy of 
expense, efficiency of instruction, discipline by 
routine, motivation by competition, and neutral-
ity of religion” (Kaestle, 1973). Ayllon and Azrin, 
in stark contrast, viewed the token economy in 
scientific terms as a “motivating environment 
based upon reinforcement theory, specifically 
operant reinforcement theory” (1968, p. 4). This 
change in purpose, from commercial success to 
applied behavior science, is a major turning point 
in the history of ABA. The token economy played 
the leading role, either as the hero or as the vil-
lain, depending on your point of view. As the 
hero, the token economy exposed the incompe-
tence and systemic malfeasance to many total 
institutions in the USA and abroad in the 1960s; 
as the villain, it provided the means and pretext 
for unscrupulous people to violate the civil rights 
of persons living in total institutions at the time.

The token economy is understood in ABA 
today as one of many behavior management 
interventions. It is a demanding intervention, one 
that requires a great deal of preparation, plan-
ning, and daily management, as our nine key ele-
ments show, and one that can be difficult to fade 
without a plan in place from the start. These fea-
tures of a token economy leads practitioners to 
evaluate less intrusive and more natural proce-
dures before turning to the intervention to accom-
plish a given objective for a given person. It is a 
course of action in which “minimally invasive” 
interventions are favored over interventions such 
as a token economy that require not only a sig-
nificant amount of time and effort but also experi-

ence, knowledge, and commitment of a veteran 
applied behavior analyst.
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