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The Target Response in Behavioral Psychology

Defining the Target Response

The Target Response, often interchangeable with the term Target Behavior, represents the

specific action or set of actions that a researcher or clinician chooses to observe, record, and

analyze within a psychological study. In essence, it is the response designated as the primary

focus of experimental manipulation or therapeutic intervention. This concept is foundational to the

field of behaviorism, particularly within the framework of operant conditioning, where the goal is

typically to increase, decrease, or maintain the frequency of this specific behavior. The Target

Response is the dependent variable that is expected to change as a function of environmental

contingencies.

The fundamental mechanism behind identifying a Target Response is the necessity of objective

measurement. Unlike internal cognitive states, a response must be defined operationally--meaning

it must be observable, measurable, and repeatable by independent observers. For example, if a

researcher is studying attention skills, the Target Response cannot simply be "paying attention"; it

must be a concrete, quantifiable action, such as "maintaining eye contact with the instructor

for ten consecutive seconds" or "completing three assigned tasks without requiring verbal

prompts." This precision ensures the validity and reliability of the data collected, allowing

researchers to accurately assess the impact of environmental stimuli or reinforcement schedules

on the subject's behavior. The identification of a clear and precise Target Response is the critical

first step in any robust behavioral analysis.

Defining the Target Response rigorously ensures that the scientific inquiry remains focused and

that the results are replicable. When defining a behavior, behavioral scientists typically utilize

criteria that specify the topography (what the behavior looks like), the intensity (how forceful the

behavior is), the frequency (how often it occurs), and the duration (how long the behavior lasts).

Without such careful definition, interventions designed to modify behavior would be impossible to

evaluate effectively, leading to ambiguous outcomes and inconsistent application across different

settings or subjects.

Origins and Historical Context

The concept of studying a singular, identifiable response gained prominence primarily through the

revolutionary work of B. F. Skinner in the mid-20th century. Skinner's radical behaviorism shifted

the focus of psychological study definitively away from hypothetical internal mental processes

towards measurable external behaviors. His pioneering work involved the development of the

operant chamber, famously known as the Skinner Box, which allowed for precise control over the

environment and the consequences of specific actions. This controlled setting was essential for
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isolating and measuring the Target Response with scientific precision.

In these early, foundational experiments, the Target Response was typically a simple, discrete

action, such as a laboratory rat pressing a lever or a pigeon pecking a specific key illuminated with

a particular color. This methodology established the critical importance of defining the behavior

precisely before applying experimental manipulations, such as schedules of reinforcement. The

historical context demanded a departure from introspection and subjective reporting, necessitating

the use of objective criteria for defining the response. This approach allowed Skinner and his

contemporaries to systematically map out the laws of learning theory, demonstrating how

reinforcement contingencies directly controlled the frequency and intensity of the Target Response.

Prior to Skinner, earlier behaviorists like John B. Watson and Ivan Pavlov focused primarily on

eliciting responses (reflexes) through classical conditioning. However, Skinner differentiated

between elicited responses and emitted responses, referring to the latter as operants--behaviors

that operate on the environment to produce consequences. The Target Response is almost always

an operant. This distinction crystallized the behavioral methodology: the researcher must first

isolate the Target Response, then establish the baseline rate of its occurrence, and finally,

manipulate the environment (the antecedents and consequences) to modify that rate. This

historical shift cemented the Target Response as the core unit of analysis in experimental

psychology.

Operationalizing the Response: A Practical Example

To fully grasp the practical application of the Target Response, consider a common scenario in

clinical psychology: reducing disruptive behavior in a classroom setting. Disruptive behavior is a

broad category, making it unsuitable for direct behavioral measurement. Therefore, the first step is

always to operationalize it by defining a specific, measurable Target Response. For a student

whose primary issue is interrupting lessons, the unwanted Target Response might be defined as

"emitting vocal sounds unrelated to the lesson content while the teacher or another student

is speaking," specifically tracking instances where the interruption lasts longer than two seconds.

The process of addressing this unwanted behavior involves a precise sequence of steps based on

the Target Response:

Baseline Measurement: The behavioral analyst first measures the frequency of the Target

Response (interrupting) over several observation periods without intervention. This establishes the

baseline rate of the behavior, perhaps finding that the student interrupts an average of 15 times per

hour.

Identifying the Function: Through functional behavior assessment (FBA), the clinician

determines the function of the Target Response--for instance, seeking attention from the teacher or

peers.
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Intervention Application and Measurement: A behavior intervention plan is introduced. Instead

of reacting to the unwanted Target Response, the teacher proactively reinforces an incompatible

desired Target Response, such as "raising a hand and waiting silently for recognition." Data

collection continues meticulously, tracking both the decrease in the unwanted response and the

increase in the desired, replacement response.

Evaluation: If the frequency of the interrupting Target Response decreases significantly below the

baseline rate following the consistent application of positive reinforcement for the replacement

behavior, the intervention is deemed successful. The entire process hinges on the initial, clear

definition of the specific action being studied and modified.

Significance in Psychological Research and Application

The rigorous definition and study of the Target Response are of paramount significance to modern

psychological science because they provide the necessary framework for empirical investigation

and accountability. Without a clearly defined, measurable response, psychology risks reliance on

subjective interpretation, which undermines its status as a robust science. The focus on the Target

Response allows for the creation of universally applicable laws of behavior and enables cross-

cultural and longitudinal studies to maintain consistency and rigor. This methodology established

the standard for operational definition that permeates all subfields of psychological research today,

ensuring that theoretical claims can be tested against observable reality.

Furthermore, the Target Response is the fundamental unit of analysis in Applied Behavior Analysis

(ABA), arguably one of the most impactful methodologies developed from behavioral principles. In

clinical settings, identifying the Target Response--whether it is an undesirable behavior to be

decreased (e.g., aggression, tantrums) or a desirable skill to be increased (e.g., communication

skills, self-care)--is the initial and most critical step in creating a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP).

ABA practitioners use the Target Response concept to systematically teach new skills to

individuals with developmental disabilities, manage chronic behaviors, and improve performance in

educational and occupational environments.

Beyond clinical applications, the identification of the Target Response is crucial in fields like human

factors psychology and organizational behavior management (OBM). In OBM, a manager might

define the Target Response as "completing client reports within 48 hours of service delivery." By

isolating this specific action, the organization can implement precise feedback mechanisms or

incentive structures designed to increase the frequency of that response, thereby improving overall

organizational efficiency and productivity. The ability to isolate and modify the Target Response

allows practitioners to engineer environments that promote adaptation, learning, and optimal

performance across diverse human endeavors.
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Relationship to Related Concepts

The Target Response does not exist in isolation but is intricately linked to several other core

concepts within learning theory and behaviorism, forming a cohesive behavioral system.

Understanding these relationships provides a complete picture of the behavioral paradigm. One

crucial relationship is with the Discriminative Stimulus ($S^{D}$), which is the environmental cue

that signals that the Target Response, if performed, will be followed by reinforcement. For

instance, the sight of a specific vending machine (the $S^{D}$) signals that inserting a dollar and

pressing the button (the Target Response) will lead to receiving a snack (the reinforcement).

Another closely related concept is Reinforcement, which is the consequence that immediately

follows the Target Response and increases the probability of that response occurring again in the

future. If the Target Response is followed by positive reinforcement (e.g., praise, a reward), its

future frequency increases. Conversely, if the consequence is punishment, the frequency of the

Target Response decreases. The measurement of the Target Response is the metric by which the

effectiveness of the reinforcement or punishment procedure is judged.

Finally, the desired Target Response is often initially unavailable to the organism and must be

taught through the process of shaping. Shaping involves reinforcing successive approximations of

the desired behavior until the precise Target Response is achieved. For example, teaching a child

to tie their shoes requires reinforcing small steps (holding the laces correctly, forming the first loop)

until the complete Target Response (tying the knot) is mastered. Collectively, these elements--the

Discriminative Stimulus, the Target Response, and the Consequence (Reinforcement or

Punishment)--form the three-term contingency (Antecedent-Behavior-Consequence), with the

Target Response representing the central "Behavior" component.

Broader Categorization of the Target Response

The study of the Target Response firmly anchors itself within the subfield of Experimental

Psychology and, more specifically, Behavioral Psychology. It is a cornerstone of Learning

Theory, focusing exclusively on how experience modifies observable actions. This theoretical

orientation distinguishes itself sharply from other major subfields.

Contrast with Cognitive Psychology: While cognitive psychology focuses on internal mental

representations, such as memory, problem-solving, and perception, behavioral psychology is

strictly concerned with the external Target Response and the environmental variables that control

it.

Connection to Developmental Psychology: In developmental studies, researchers define Target

Responses related to milestones, such as walking, talking, or performing complex social

interactions, using the Target Response framework to track progress and identify areas requiring

intervention.
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Relevance to Health Psychology: In health settings, Target Responses include concrete actions

like "exercising for thirty minutes daily" or "reducing caloric intake by 500 calories," allowing for the

behavioral management of health outcomes.

The commitment to the measurable Target Response ensures that behavioral psychology

maintains an empirical, data-driven methodology, making it one of the most scientifically rigorous

branches of psychological science.
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