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D-6 Schedules of Reinforcement
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Notes from Anthony A Walsh, Ph.D.
Ratio Schedules focus on either  giving a reinforcer after a precise number of responses as in FIXED RATIO or on average after some number of responses as in VARIABLE RATIO.  A FR-10 schedule reinforces after every 10 responses whereas a VR-10 reinforces after every 10 responses ON AVERAGE, i.e., sometimes after 5 responses, sometime after 15, sometime after 10, but on average after every 10[  (5+15+10)/3=10 ].  

The little black lines show when the reinforcer is given.

Interval schedules reinforce the first response after either a fixed amount of time has passed as in FIXED INTERVAL or after a certain amount of time has passed ON AVERAGE as in VARIABLE INTERVAL.

Notes from Anthony A Walsh, Ph.D.
Note: 

The most rapid continuous responding takes place in Variable Ratio.

Fixed Ratio shows rapid responding in bursts with plateaus showing that the subject is taking a break for a short time.

In Fixed Interval subjects show a classic scallop schedule indicating that they have learned to tell time.  As the time interval they have learned draws to a close, they start responding rapidly to insure that they are responding when the time runs out.

Variable Interval schedules show steady responding but are at a more leisurely pace than the Variable Ratio.



Notes from Anthony A Walsh, Ph.D.
People who get paid on a piecework basis in factories are on Fixed Ratio schedules.

Slot machines are programmed on a Variable Ratio Schedule.

Sometimes people who get paid on a fixed  interval schedule, e.g., every two weeks,  appear to be more enthusiastic at work and more "on the job" as pay day approaches than they do during the few days following a pay day. 

As an example of variable interval we might consider what happens to us all  during our daily lives.  People tell us once in a while that we are doing a good job.  We don't know when we will get that reinforcement but we get it just often enough and just irregularly enough to keep on plugging away and doing the best we can, slow and steady.  




