
what is extinction in psychology
what is extinction in psychology is a fundamental concept that pertains to the process by which a
previously learned behavior decreases or is eliminated due to the absence of reinforcement. This
phenomenon is crucial in understanding how behaviors are shaped and unlearned in both humans
and animals. Extinction is often discussed in the context of classical and operant conditioning, where
the removal of reinforcement leads to the gradual fading of a conditioned response. In this article, we
will explore the various facets of extinction in psychology, including its definition, mechanisms,
applications, and its implications for behavior modification. We will also delve into the processes
involved in extinction and provide real-world examples to illustrate these concepts.

Following this introduction, we will provide a structured overview of the article with a Table of
Contents to guide you through the key topics.
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Definition of Extinction

In psychology, extinction refers to the process through which a conditioned response diminishes when
the reinforcement that once supported it is removed. This concept is pivotal in behavioral psychology,
where it is often discussed in relation to both classical and operant conditioning. When an individual
learns a behavior through conditioning, this behavior is typically reinforced through rewards or
positive outcomes. However, once the reinforcement ceases, the frequency of the behavior tends to
decline over time.

Extinction is not to be confused with forgetting; rather, it is a specific process whereby the absence of
reinforcement leads to the weakening of the learned behavior. For example, if a dog has been trained
to sit on command and is rewarded with treats, the dog's behavior may begin to fade if treats are no
longer given for sitting. This illustrates that the behavior is not unlearned but rather that the
conditions that maintain it have changed.



Mechanisms of Extinction

The mechanisms underlying extinction involve several psychological processes that can vary based
on the type of conditioning. Generally, extinction occurs through repeated exposure to the
conditioned stimulus without the unconditioned stimulus or the absence of reinforcement in operant
conditioning.

Classical Conditioning and Extinction

In classical conditioning, extinction occurs when the conditioned stimulus (CS) is presented without
the unconditioned stimulus (US) repeatedly. For instance, if a bell is rung (CS) every time food (US) is
presented to a dog, the dog will eventually salivate at the sound of the bell alone. However, if the bell
is rung multiple times without presenting food, the dog's salivation response will gradually diminish
until it is no longer observed.

Operant Conditioning and Extinction

In operant conditioning, extinction happens when a previously reinforced behavior is no longer
rewarded. For example, if a rat learns to press a lever to receive food but then the food is withheld
after pressing the lever, the rat will eventually stop pressing the lever. This process highlights how
behaviors can be extinguished when the expected outcomes are removed.

Extinction in Classical Conditioning

Extinction in classical conditioning is a critical area of study. It emphasizes how learned associations
can be weakened through the absence of reinforcement. This process can be observed in various
contexts, such as fear responses, where a previously conditioned fear can diminish over time when
the feared stimulus is presented without any adverse consequence.

One classic experiment demonstrating this involves Pavlov's dogs. Initially, the dogs learned to
associate the sound of a bell with food. However, after several trials where the bell rang without food
being presented, the dogs learned that the bell no longer predicted food, leading to a decrease in
their salivation response. This shows that extinction can effectively reduce a conditioned response.

Extinction in Operant Conditioning

In operant conditioning, the concept of extinction is similarly significant. When a behavior ceases to
be reinforced, it may initially lead to an increase in that behavior, known as an extinction burst,
before it begins to decline. This phenomenon is crucial in understanding the dynamics of behavior
modification.



For example, if a child has been rewarded with praise for cleaning their room, but the parents stop
providing praise, the child may initially clean more frequently in an attempt to elicit the praise again.
However, over time, the child may stop cleaning altogether if the reinforcement continues to be
absent. This exemplifies how extinction works in a practical context, influencing not only behaviors in
animals but also in human interactions.

Real-World Applications of Extinction

The concept of extinction has numerous applications in various fields, including education, therapy,
and animal training. Understanding how extinction operates allows professionals to develop effective
strategies for behavior modification.

Education

In educational settings, teachers can apply principles of extinction to reduce undesirable behaviors in
the classroom. For instance, if a student frequently calls out answers without raising their hand, a
teacher may choose to ignore this behavior, thereby withholding the attention that reinforces it. Over
time, the behavior may decrease as the student learns that calling out does not yield the desired
response.

Therapy

In therapeutic contexts, especially in cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), extinction is often utilized to
help clients confront and diminish phobias or anxiety responses. By gradually exposing clients to their
fears without any negative consequences, therapists can facilitate the extinction of those conditioned
responses, leading to reduced anxiety over time.

Animal Training

In animal training, handlers often use extinction techniques to reduce unwanted behaviors. For
example, if a dog barks for attention, ignoring the barking consistently can lead to a reduction in this
behavior. The handler’s absence of response acts as a form of extinction, teaching the dog that
barking no longer results in attention.

Implications for Behavior Modification

The implications of extinction for behavior modification are profound. Understanding how extinction
occurs and its mechanisms can significantly enhance strategies used in therapy, education, and
training. By implementing extinction techniques effectively, individuals and professionals can help



reshape behaviors in a constructive manner.

However, it is essential to approach extinction with caution. Sudden withdrawal of reinforcement can
lead to frustration, aggression, or other negative behaviors, particularly in humans. Thus, a gradual
approach is often recommended, where reinforcement is reduced over time rather than abruptly
stopped.

Conclusion

Understanding what is extinction in psychology is crucial for anyone interested in behavior
modification, whether in educational settings, therapeutic practices, or animal training. Extinction
provides insight into how behaviors can be unlearned and highlights the significance of reinforcement
in shaping actions. By applying the principles of extinction thoughtfully, professionals can effectively
influence behavior, leading to positive outcomes in various contexts. As we continue to explore the
complexities of behavior, the role of extinction remains a vital area of study in psychology.

Q: What is extinction in the context of classical conditioning?
A: In classical conditioning, extinction is the process where a conditioned response diminishes when
the conditioned stimulus is presented without the unconditioned stimulus. For example, if a dog
learns to associate a bell with food, the salivation response will decrease if the bell is rung multiple
times without presenting food.

Q: How does extinction differ from forgetting?
A: Extinction specifically refers to the diminishing of a learned behavior due to the lack of
reinforcement, while forgetting denotes a broader loss of information or skills over time. Extinction is
a process that occurs under specific conditions, while forgetting can happen for various reasons,
including lack of use.

Q: Can extinction lead to a resurgence of behavior?
A: Yes, extinction can sometimes lead to a resurgence of behavior, particularly if the conditions
change or if reinforcement is reintroduced after an extinction period. This is often referred to as
spontaneous recovery, where the previously extinguished behavior may reappear.

Q: What is an extinction burst?
A: An extinction burst is a temporary increase in the frequency or intensity of a behavior when
reinforcement is first removed. For example, a child may throw more tantrums when parents stop
giving in to their demands, as they attempt to regain the previous reinforcement.



Q: How can extinction be applied in therapy?
A: In therapy, particularly cognitive-behavioral therapy, extinction can be used to help clients confront
and reduce phobias or anxiety responses. Through gradual exposure to feared stimuli without
negative consequences, clients can learn that their fears are unfounded, leading to diminished
anxiety.

Q: Why is it important to consider the timing of reinforcement
removal during extinction?
A: The timing of reinforcement removal is crucial because abrupt withdrawal can lead to frustration or
negative behaviors. A gradual approach allows individuals to adapt and helps prevent adverse
reactions, making the extinction process more effective and humane.

Q: Is extinction reversible?
A: Yes, extinction is reversible. If the conditions change, such as reintroducing reinforcement, the
previously extinguished behavior can resurface. This highlights the dynamic nature of learned
behaviors and the importance of reinforcement in maintaining them.

Q: What role does context play in extinction?
A: Context plays a significant role in extinction, as behaviors may extinguish differently depending on
the environment and associated cues. For example, a behavior learned in one context may not
extinguish in another, as different stimuli can trigger the conditioned response.

Q: Can extinction be used to modify behaviors in children?
A: Yes, extinction can be effectively used to modify behaviors in children. By consistently withholding
reinforcement for undesirable behaviors, parents and educators can help children learn that those
behaviors will not yield the desired responses.

Q: How does extinction relate to addiction treatment?
A: In addiction treatment, extinction principles can be applied to help individuals unlearn associations
between certain cues and substance use. By gradually exposing clients to triggers without allowing
use, therapists can facilitate the extinction of these conditioned responses, aiding in recovery.
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