
Category: Behavioural

Grade Level: All grades and ages

1. What is the purpose of using a Token Economy?

A Token Economy is used as a behaviour change program and reinforcement procedure for increasing, teaching, reducing and maintaining behaviour while at the same time reinforcing desired behaviours through the use of tokens which can then be exchanged for back-up or highly motivating reinforcers.

2. With whom can it be used?

Token economies can be used with individuals with special needs, individuals with issues with delinquency, and those who are institutionalized.  While it can be used with individuals with a broad range of behavioural issues, the main target group for this strategy in the education system are those with disruptive behaviours.

3. What teaching procedures should be used with token economies?

In a token economy system, there are four main steps that must be planned prior to starting the program.  They include:

1. identify the target behaviours – the desired behaviour must be described in behavioural terms, and it must be observable and measurable.

2. define tokens to be used – tokens “bridge the delay between desirable behaviour and the delivery of a reinforcer” (Wolery, Bailey, & Sugai; 1988).  They are teacher controlled, easily transportable, easy 

to dispense, and can be as simple as    

check marks, stickers, marbles, or 

      plastic strips.

3. identify what to reward appropriate behaviour with –  back-up reinforcers in a token economy are those reinforcers that students can trade their tokens for, and they can include inexpensive tangible reinforcers like toys or candy, but they can also include privileges such as free time, computer time, etc.  Back-ups that will be available must be determined prior to starting the program so that students know what they are receiving tokens towards. 

4. plan an exchange system - because tokens function in the same way as money in traditional society, the teacher determines how many tokens each reinforcer costs, and the student can then choose to “buy” them.  They will trade in their tokens to receive the reinforcer that they desire.

Other considerations that must be determined prior to instituting the program include: when and with whom it will be implemented, what method of record keeping will be used to evaluate the effectiveness of the program, and how the tokens will be faded so that behaviours are generalized to a regular setting.

When the token economy is first begun, tokens are given to students immediately upon receiving the desired response.  Over time, a longer delay and a reduction in the delivery of tokens and reinforcers is introduced.  Once behaviour is maintained in the absence of tokens, the direct use of back-up reinforcers can be thinned out to extinction.


Use of a token economy should never be the only method of reinforcement being given to students; it is also very important that the rewarding of tokens be paired with positive praise in the form of smiles, verbal praise, feedback and attention.

4. In what types of settings should token economies be used?

Token economy as a behaviour reinforcement strategy is used in a variety of settings including schools, institutions and homes.  It can be used in whole class or group settings, as well as on an individual basis.  This system is not restricted to special populations, but can also be used within the regular classroom.

5. To what extent has research shown token economies to be useful?

Research has noted that as far back as the 1800’s, token economies were restricted to use with special populations, such as those with special needs, or those in the prison system, because it was felt that the extravagant back-up reinforcers were more valuable to these individuals, and therefore it could only be used in special settings.  This is not the case anymore, as more and more settings are adopting this system for behaviour management and change.  Tokens however, have been shown to be motivating to a variety of individuals, therefore making it appealing to use.  Research has been conducted on the effects of token economies on the academic improvement and the reduction of disruptive behaviours among a variety of populations, and it has shown that token economies have assisted individuals to return to the mainstream, to help them care for themselves, and in some instances to academically catch up to their peers.  Teachers, who use token economy systems, have also been found to increase the amount of positive comments made to their students, because the tokens reminded the teacher to look for and reinforce positive behaviour rather than reprimand or punish negative behaviour.
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