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The Effect of Reinforcer Type on the 

Resurgence of Responding 

A recent study by Epstein ( 1983) demonstrated 

that when reinforcement for a response is discontinued, 

responses that have been previously reinforced under 

similar circumstances and then extinguished tend to 

recur. According to Epstein, this phenomenon, which 

he refers to as "resurgence", may potentially be useful 

in explaining moment-to-moment changes in behavior 

under conditions where responses are sometimes ineffective, 

for example in foraging, problem solving and responding 

on intermittent schedules of reinforcement. In general, 

the principle has appeared in the literature for 

a number of years (e.g., Estes, 1955; Sanders, 1937); 

however, the phenomenon has not been systematically 

investigated. 

It should be noted that a number of studies have 

focused on the effects of reinforcement of an alternative 

behavior during extinction on the rate of extinction 

and subsequent recovery of the original response (e.g., 

Rawson & Leitenberg, 1973; Rawson, Leitenberg, Mulick & 

Lefebvre, 1977; Leitenberg, Rawson & Mulick, 1975; Boe, 

1964; Lindblom & Jenkins, 1981). Research has shown 

that extinction procedures as well as punishment 

procedures may lead to faster and more effective 

suppression of responding when combined with reinforcement 



of alternative behaviors (B oe, 1964). However, when 

reinforcement of the alternative response is discontinued, 

the original response increases in frequency to the 

extent that there is no net reduction in total responses 

when compared to simple extinction procedures 

(Leitenberg, Rawson & Bath, 1970; Rawson & Leitenberg, 

1973). 

This recovery may occur because reinforcement 

of the new behavior results in reduced frequency of 

the original response, thereby preventing it from 

truly being extinguished (Rawson, et al., 1977). 

Epstein, however, showed that the previous behavior 

resurges even when reinforcement of the alternative 

response is introduced after extinction procedures 

have resulted in the cessation of responding. 

In Epstein's study, pecking on one of two keys 

was established with food as a reinforcer and then 

subjected to extinction procedures for one to twelve 

sessions. In a subsequent test session, an alternative 

response, incompatible with key-pecking, was reinforced 

20 times. Within this same session, reinforcement 

of the alternative response was withheld and pecking 

on the key that had been originally correlated with 

reinforcement resumed. 

The presence of the second key (which was seldom 

pecked either before or after the alternative behavior 

was reinforced) allowed for the distinction of resurgence 
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effects from the effects of frustration ( cf. Amsel, 

1958) or of increased variability in responding. 

While Epstein notes that resur g ence is a strong a nd 

consistent phenomenon, the conditiorts under which it 

occurs have not been delimited. The purpose of the 

present study was to examine some of these conditions. 

The current study differed from Epstein's in that 

the second behavior was trained more extensively. In 

Epstein's study the alternate behavior was reinforced 

only 20 times, while the original behavior was trained 

for 11 to 49 hour-long sessions. In the present study, 

subjects received comparable amounts of training for 

both responses. The current study addressed the 
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following question: Will a previously extinguished 

behavior resurge following the termination of reinforcement 

for a second behavior if the s econd behavior has been 

trained as extensi v ely as the first? In Epstein's 

study the reinforcer itself may have reinstated 

key-pecking because in the distant past the presentation 

of the reinforcer set the occasion for pecking. 

Reducing the discriminative properties of the reinforcer 

may affect the recurrence of the ori g inal response. 

Thus, the present work also addressed the followin g 

question: Will a previously extin guished behavior 

resurge following the termination of reinforcement 

for a second response if the two responses have been 

established using different reinforcers? 


