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ABSTRACT

A token economy system was described for use with 
36 emotionally disturbed boys. Five levels of achievement 
were used with each level characterized by a different re
inforcement schedule as well as offering different rewards. 
Appropriate behaviors were classified into five categories: 
interpersonal relations, cleanliness, punctuality, optional, 
and target. Points served as secondary reinforcers for 
appropriate behavior in these areas. A designated number 
of points was required to advance from level to level.
Three significant results were found: a significant in
crease from the baseline period to the experimental period 
in appropriate behaviors, a significant increase in the 
frequency of appropriate behaviors over the experimental 
period, and a corresponding significant decrease in 
variance. It was concluded that the program was successful 
and it was noted that a program of this type would also be 
useful in other institutions involved in the modification 
of behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

A token economy system is one form of behavior modi
fication technique which, when applied as a therapeutic tool 
on a large scale, has demonstrated considerable success 
(Allyon and Azrin, 1965; Atthowe and Krasner, 1968; Fair- 
weather, 1964, and with associates, 1969; Martin, et al.,

v1968; O’Leary and Becker, 1967). Secondary reinforcers, 
such as points or poker chips, have been used to reinforce 
the desired behaviors. After a designated number of points 
have been accumulated, the subject may exchange the points 
for more primary reinforcers such as money, extra privi
leges, or food. Ideally, the purpose of this type of system 
is to use the secondary reinforcers to produce and 
strengthen the desired behaviors with eventual discontinu
ance of these reinforcers such that naturally occurring 
contingencies will maintain the behaviors.

Involved in a typical application of token economy 
systems are four phases: first, determination of the cate
gories of behaviors to be reinforced. The behaviors must 
be specified in objective terms in order to be measured and 
consistently reinforced. Second, the defined behaviors 
must be assessed as to frequency before the system is intro
duced, i.e., establishment of a baseline. Third, back-up
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2
or primary reinforcers must be selected for which the points 
can be exchanged. Fourth, the defined behaviors must be as
sessed after the system is implemented. These data are then 
compared to the baseline data to assess the effectiveness of 
the program. There must be a significant increase in de
sired behaviors from the baseline period to the experimental 
period to judge that the program is effective.

The token economy system presented here had many 
features in common with past programs but offered a stronger 
emphasis on the use of a graded system of levels within the 
system. As progress was made within the system, different 
levels of achievement were required, each demanding more ap
propriate behavior and offering more back-up rewards than 
the previous level. Another emphasis was upon the use of 
different schedules of reinforcement within each level. As 
progress was made by the subjects from level to level, pro
gressively more appropriate behavior was demanded in order 
to earn more points. There was a gradual thinning of the 
schedule of reinforcement. Different back-up rewards were 
used, as compared to past token systems, and were keyed to 
a population of emotionally disturbed adolescent boys. 
Additionally, the program was designed to improve each boy's 
behavior in certain target areas where behavior deficits 
were specifically indicated. Success of this program would
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be indicated by a significant increase in the desired be
haviors from the baseline period to the experimental period.

i



METHOD

Subjects
The subjects were 36 emotionally disturbed boys at 

the Arizona Ranch School, a residential treatment center in 
Tucson, Arizona. Ages ranged from 14 to 19, with an aver
age age of 16 years. Most of the boys had or were currently 
receiving some form of individual or group therapy. Many 
boys were also taking medication.

General Description
The token system involved a series of five levels. 

Level five was the highest level and made the most demands 
for "good" behavior but offered the most rewards. In order 
to attain a given level, a certain number of points had to 
be earned. If the required number of points was earned, 
the boy was advanced to the next higher level; but if the 
required number of points was not earned within a certain 
length of time, the boy was dropped to the next lower level. 
The behaviors were divided into several classes with points 
being awarded for appropriate performance in each class.
At the beginning of the level system, boys were placed in 
levels based on past performance. Most of the boys were 
placed in level one, but one was placed in level three.

4
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Categories of Behavior
Behavior was divided into five main categories: (1) 

interpersonal relations; (2) cleanliness; (3) punctuality;
(4) optional; (5) target behavior.

Cl) Interpersonal relations: This category con
sisted of the boy’s interactions with his peers and the 
staff. Behaviors listed as appropriate are: doing as told 
by staff members, not teasing or bothering others to the 
point of their expressing anger, being mannerly at meals, 
and cooperation with other students. If the boy performed 
appropriately in this category for a certain length of 
time, depending upon the level, he was awarded one point; 
if, however, he did not behave as defined, he did not re
ceive a point. In level one, nine points were possible per 
day in this category, as dictated in part by the routine of 
the institution.

(2) Cleanliness: Two inspections of the boy's room
and the boy himself were held daily. Boys were to keep 
themselves neat and clean, i.e., hair combed, clean shaven 
(if of age), and wearing clean clothes. Rooms were to be 
kept clean, with beds made and drawers neat. In this area 
four points were possible per day in level one.

(3) Punctuality: A daily schedule of activities was
posted on the office window for each boy to read. One



6
point was awarded if the boy was on time. Four points were 
possible per day in level one.

(4) Optional: Points were earned in this category
by doing extra work such as mowing lawns, picking up 
litter, running errands, and participating in daily group 
activities. A list was posted in the office window along 
with the number of points possible for each job. Five 
points were possible per day.

(5) Target behavior: This was a particular be
havior in which an individual boy was considered by the 
staff to be especially weak. Each boy could earn points 
for appropriate performance in his target area. For ex
ample, if a boy were consistently to do poorly in the 
cleanliness category, he would be awarded points for 
keeping himself and his room clean. In level one, ten 
points were possible per day in this category.

Schedules of Reinforcement
Different schedules of reinforcement were used in 

the various levels. In level one, a continuous reinforce
ment schedule was used, i.e., for each appropriate behavior 
one point was awarded. In all but the interpersonal re
lations, points were awarded on a ratio schedule. The 
interpersonal relations category is on an interval schedule 
with one point being awarded if the boy met criterion
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behavior for one-half hour. In levels two, three, and four 
a variable ratio schedule was used in awarding points in 
the other categories. In level two, a VR1:2 schedule was 
used; in level three, a VR1:3 was set; while in level four 
a VR1:4 was used. In the interpersonal relations category 
to earn a point in level two, a boy must have behaved as 
defined for one hour; in level three, for one and one-half 
hours; and in level four, for two hours. Level five repre
sented terminal behaviors. A record of the number of 
points earned is kept by the staff member, however; and 
since level five represented terminal behaviors, no vari
able schedules were used. Points served only as an index 
of how the boy was maintaining these terminal behaviors.

A designated number of points was needed to move 
from level to level. To move from level one to level two, 
600 points were required; 400 points were required to move 
from level two to level three; 300 points were needed to 
move from level three to level four; and 200 points were 
needed to advance from level four to level five.

In order to maintain a particular level and there
by keep earning points to advance a level, a certain 
number of points must be earned each week. To remain in 
level two, 80 percent of the total possible points must be 
earned within that week or the boy was dropped to level 
one. To remain in level three, 85 percent of the points
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must be earned; while in level four, 90 percent of the 
total number must have been earned. Points in level five 
served only as an index of terminal behaviors; however, if 
95 percent of the points are not earned in the week, the 
boy was dropped to level four. If a boy were to drop a 
level, one and one-half times the number of points were re
quired to move up to the next level. It was hoped this 
would add extra incentive to maintain appropriate level 
performance. In an effort to generalize these behaviors to 
the natural environment, if a boy could maintain the termi
nal behaviors for a 45-day period, he was not awarded 
points any longer and was essentially off the point system, 
i.e., "graduated." If, however, four warnings were given 
for inappropriate behavior in any of the defined categories 
in any two week period, the boy was placed back in level 
five and scored to better evaluate his behavior. A de
scription of the levels is given in Appendix A.



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The over-all success of the token economy system 
is evident in the lower panel of Figure 1. A t̂ test for 
correlated means revealed a significant increase in the 
average number of points earned during the baseline period 
(X = 16.0) to the mean of the first six days of the experi
mental period (% = 24.8), t(5) = 7.10, p < .001. The t 
test for correlated means also revealed a significant in
crease in the average number of points earned during the 
first half of the experimental period (% = 27.1) as com
pared to the second half of the experimental period (X = 
31.1), t(28) = 5.31, p < .001. In conjunction with the in
crease in the number of points earned during the experi
mental period, there is a decrease in variance of scores 
from the first half of the experimental period (Var. =
7.31) to the second half of the experimental period (Var. = 
3.59), F(28,28) = 2.04, p < .05.

The significant increase in the number of points 
from the baseline to experimental phase possible resulted 
from two factors: presentation of an objective definition 
of the goal behaviors to the subjects, and the establish
ment of the consequent performance-reward contingencies.
The increase in the number of points earned during the
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Fig. 1. Mean number of points earned by all subjects as 
a function of days (lower panel). Number of 
points earned by individual subjects as a 
function of days (upper panel).
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experimental phase was possibly due to the subjects 
learning what was demanded of them within the system in 
order to earn their rewards, i.e., their behavior was be
coming shaped in order that they could maximally function 
within the system. Peer reinforcement as well as the in
creased reinforcing value of the rewards offered could also 
have contributed to the increase in the number of points 
earned. As subjects progressed through the system, their 
behavior was being shaped, leading to more consistent be
havior shown as the decrease in variance of scores.

In Figure 1 there are a number of peaks and valleys 
beginning with initiation of the program through about day 
29. Level maintenance was determined on a weekly basis, 
i.e.,it was determined if a boy was maintaining a level, 
dropping a level, or advancing a level. This weekly deter
mination was then analogous to a fixed-interval schedule of 
reinforcement and the peaks and valleys reflected the 
characteristics of this schedule. Just prior to the weekly 
determination, there was an increase in the number of 
points earned. The peaks are characteristic of a fixed- 
interval schedule in which there is a high rate of re
sponding just before presentation of the reward. The 
valleys are similar to the decrease in responding immedi
ately after the reward is given. There was a decrease in
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the number and degree of the peaks and valleys after this 
period, however, reflecting the more consistent behavior.

The group curve in the lower panel of Figure 1 is 
composed of individual effects averaged over all subjects. 
The upper panel in Figure 1 also contains some typical re
actions to the level system. Record A depicts about 
average performance during the baseline period. With intro
duction of the program, performance reached near asymptotic 
performance on day one and continued to remain at a high 
level. This subject was initially placed in level three, 
based on his previous behavior, and he continued to main
tain this high performance without dropping a level. This 
subject has since left the school and is attending college.

Record B shows about average behavior during base
line. There was an initial reaction to the system, as there 
was in almost all cases, but was not good enough to maintain 
level two, and consequently remained in level one most of 
the time. There was a gradual increase in the number of 
points earned and beginning with day 80 there was a sudden 
increase in the number of points which remained fairly 
stable. After this point the subject began to move up 
through the levels and is now in level three and maintaining 
quite well. The sudden increase in earned points could be 
the result of two factors: first, the rewards offered 
assumed more reinforcing value, and second, the subject's
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behavior was influenced by the social reinforcement from 
his peers and the staff.

Record C shows slightly lower than average base
line performance. There was an initial response to the 
program for several days, but this was followed by a de
cline to near baseline behavior. There was a marked 
increase in the number of points beginning with day 94 and 
appropriate behavior was maintained thereafter at a fairly 
high rate. The decline in behavior was probably due to peer 
reinforcement for inappropriate behavior. Again, the in
creased performance was probably due to peer reinforcement 
now for appropriate behavior and the rewards acquiring more 
reinforcing value.

Anecdotal evidence of the effectiveness of the level 
teystem came from reports of the boys themselves. On fre
quent occasions, boys told staff members that the system was 
helping them to behave better. They also reported that 
their parents had noticed a change in their behavior for 
the better. It cannot be concluded, however, that the be
havior change was due totally to the token system since 
other forms of therapy were also in use throughout the 
program. Effectiveness of the program could also be seen 
in the reinforcing value of the levels themselves. Boys in 
level four and level five expressed a great deal of "pride" 
in being in these levels. There was likewise somewhat of a
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derogatory attitude toward those who remained in the lower 
levels most of the time. The effect of the program could 
also be noticed by the daily discussions between the boys 
about what level they were in, how many points they had 
earned the day before, when they were advancing a level, how 
many points they needed to make the next level, and how they 
were maintaining their present level.

One very important effect of the level system was 
that it produced changes on the part of the staff members. 
The program required them to look for and reward appropriate 
behaviors rather than concentrate upon "bad" behaviors to be 
punished. This was perhaps an important reason for the 
success of this token economy program.

A program of this type would also be useful in other 
treatment centers as well as in penal institutions. One of 
the most efficient ways of changing behavior is to reward 
incompatible responses to the undesired behavior. This is 
essentially what this system has done. In many penal insti
tutions, however, this is not the case. Persons are placed 
in the institution for a certain length of time, depending 
upon the crime, and then released. The release is often 
not contingent upon any behavioral change and consequently 
no new socially appropriate behaviors are learned.

Introduction of a system similar to the one dis
cussed here would make release contingent upon a change in



15
behavior and not just a certain length of time. The person 
would have to earn his way out of the institution by per
forming socially appropriate behaviors. One main advantage 
of this type of program would be the teaching of socially 
appropriate behaviors to those generally lacking these 
skills. The program could also be used to gradually phase 
the person back into society as this program has attempted 
to do by giving progressively more freedom in the higher 
levels. It is felt a program of this type would be much 
more successful than many of the methods currently used 
elsewhere to modify socially inappropriate behaviors.



APPENDIX A

A DESCRIPTION OF THE VARIOUS LEVELS 
AND THE REWARDS OFFERED

Level one:
(1) Allowance: none. Allowance could be checked 

out in all levels except level one.
(2) Off campus: Each weekend there were off-

campus group activities such as going to movies, bowling, 
and horseback riding. All other levels but level one were 
allowed off campus.

(3) Room: Level one boys stayed in the least
desirable rooms, i.e., no curtains, no rugs, no posters or 
pictures on the walls or decorative ornaments of any kind.

(4) The use of record players, television sets, 
and radios was not allowed in level one.

(5) Hair length: Hair length was quite short but
could be combed. Hair length was found to be one of the 
most powerful reinforcers in the system.

(6) Laundry room: Laundry was done at a nearby 
laundromat. Boys in level one were not allowed to leave 
the laundromat to go to the nearby stores.

(7) Bedtime: 8:30 P.M.
16
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(8) Heal setting: Boys were seated at long,

unadorned tables with no special additions such as table
cloths, placemats, or other ornaments.

Level two:
(1) Allowance: 30-cents per day.
(2) Off campus: Boys were allowed off campus in

group activities once every two weeks.
(3) Room: Those in level two were moved to a

somewhat nicer room with fewer boys. Rugs and curtains 
could now be used.

(4) Record players, television sets, and radios 
were not allowed to be used.

(5) Hair length: Hair was allowed to grow pro
gressively through the levels until a boy is dropped a 
level and then it was cut to the appropriate length.

(6) Laundry room: Boys must still remain in the
laundry room.

(7) Bedtime: 9:30 P.M.
(8) Meal setting: The same meal setting was used

as in level one.

Level three:
(1) Allowance: 45-cents per day.
(2) Off campus: Twice every two weeks boys were

allowed off campus for group activities.
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(3) Room: The level three room was nicer yet and

pictures and posters could be put on the walls for 
decoration.

(4) Television sets, record players, and radios 
could now be used and kept in the room.

(5) Laundry room: Boys could now leave the
laundry room.

(6) Bedtime: 10:00 P.M.
(7) Meal setting: The meal setting was somewhat

nicer, with placemats used and fewer boys at a table.

Level four:
Cl) Allowance: $5.00 per week.
(2) Off campus: The boy was allowed four off-

campus activities every two weeks. One "sign-out" was 
granted every two weeks in which a boy could go off campus 
alone on a date or with a staff member.

(3) Room: The boy was again moved to a nicer
room with wooden paneling on the walls , shelves to keep 
their books, and an individual desk at which to study.

(4) Meal setting: Smaller and nicer tables were
used having tablecloths and placemats, nicer chairs, and 
the table was set for them before mealtime.

(5) Bedtime: 10:30 P.M.
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Level five:

(1) Allowance: $7.50 per week.
(2) Off campus: Boys were allowed to participate

in any off-campus group activity. Sign-outs were given 
upon approval once a week. They could now also leave 
campus during the week to go to nearby stores or to a near
by cafe with the staff’s permission.

(3) Rooms: Level five had the nicest rooms that
could be decorated in almost any manner.

(4) Hair length: The hair was allowed to grow to
about the middle of the ear on the sides and tapered in 
the back.

(5) Bedtime: 11:00 P.M.
(6) Special meal: One special meal could be

*ordered each week by boys in level five.
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