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Description: The idea that “consequences drive behavior” has been hammered into our heads as 
behavior change pros. But to get the full picture of why animals do what they do when they do it—and 
to change behavior effectively and humanely when necessary—we also need a sophisticated 
understanding of the role of antecedents. “Antecedent interventions” of course include simple 
prevention of opportunity—often called “management”—and “setting up for success” during training, 
but can also include everything from creating clarity around when certain reinforcers are or are not 
available to identifying and teaching missing skills that will change the value of reinforcers. Join Kiki for 
an idea-generating exploration of “the other end of the ABC!” 
 
Consequences Drive Behavior But . . .  
Recognition of the role of consequences in most behavior on Earth (Thorndike, 1898; Skinner, 1938)  was 
a seismic shift.  
 
But “reinforcement increases behavior” is not a complete description of operant learning.  
 
A more nuanced statement (though still nowhere near complete) is: Reinforcement increases behavior in 
contexts where behavior was reinforced. And control by stimuli is “strengthened” along with (or maybe 
instead of; Rosales-Ruiz, 2024) the behavior.  
 
Behavior becomes more likely in the presence of stimuli that predict reinforcement, and less likely in the 
absence of those stimuli, or of stimuli that predict less, lower quality, or less frequent reinforcement. 
When stimuli control behavior in this way, a “discrimination” is said to have been achieved (Cooper et al., 
2020) and we call the stimuli (or their absence) “discriminative.”   
 
These “discriminative stimuli” are what we usually refer to as “cues.”  
 
The three-term contingency—the discriminative stimulus, the response, and the consequence—is the 
smallest unit of behavior that we can meaningfully analyze.  
 
But it may not be a satisfying explanation for a behavior, or give us the information we need to design 
the best intervention.  
 
Antecedent Interventions as “Management” 
If we’re going to talk about going beyond management, we probably need to define management first.  
 
One typical definition: “Preventing unwanted behavior from occurring by altering parts of the 
environment that prompt a dog to behave in a way that you as the owner/guardian find unpleasant.“ 
(DeWillems, 2024). 
 



Removing the “cue” can be all that’s needed in many cases. Dog barks out the window? Put up window 
film. Dog darts out the front door? Install a baby gate. Dog barks and lunges at other dogs from 20 feet 
away? Cross the street while they’re still 25 feet away.   
 
But there are also ways in which we can use a good understanding of antecedents to do more than just 
prevent cues from occurring.  
 
Other Types of Antecedents to Think About 
Not a complete list!  
 
Motivating Operations and Potentiating Variables 
Motivating operations (Laraway et al., 2003) are antecedent conditions, events, or stimuli that have two 
types of effects:  
 

1. They alter the effectiveness, sometimes referred to as the “value,” of consequences (reinforcers 
or punishers) 

2. As a result, they alter the likelihood at the given moment of behavior related to those 
consequences—as well as the power of discriminative stimuli that predict those consequences 

 
Establishing operations increase the potency of the consequence  
Abolishing operations decrease the potency of the consequence 
 
A slightly more expansive term than motivating operations, “potentiating variables” (Layng et al., 2022) 
includes arrangements that influence the potency of not just consequences but also of other 
antecedents.   
 
Many interventions that involve “enrichment,” “meeting dogs’ needs,” and even medication could be 
categorized as motivating operations.  
 
Concurrent Contingencies 
In the course of daily life, a huge complicating factor is the presence of other stimuli that are signaling 
the potential for consequences for behaviors other than the one we expect or hope for.  
 
In training, we tend to call these stimuli “distractions” or “triggers,” depending on the behavior.  
 
These other signals are part of the antecedent environment for the behavior we are hoping to cue.  
 
When we are trying to build reinforcement history for a behavior that we hope will replace an unwanted 
behavior, we may want to remove or change those signals for other, competing contingencies. 
 
And then we may also need a plan for how to bring those antecedents back into the picture.  
 
Schedules of Reinforcement  
Patterns of reinforcement, once detected, can become antecedents for behavior, and can even induce 
behavior (e.g., time-killing behavior).   
 
The Reinforcer for the Last Response 



Reinforcers that were just delivered for one response move into the antecedent position for the next 
response.  So delivery of a given reinforcer may evoke behavior that previously produced that reinforcer. 
(Ingvarsson & Kahng, 2006) 
 
Repertoire  
Adding prerequisite skills to the learner’s repertoire is also an antecedent intervention, and can change 
the effectiveness or relevance of the reinforcers in play.    
 
Example: If I avoid parties by yelling “No way I’m not coming!” because I don’t like to play cards, you can 
teach me to avoid parties more politely, or you can dig a little deeper to find out that I don’t like to play 
cards because I don’t know the rules. By teaching me the rules, you may make avoidance of card games 
irrelevant as a reinforcer!  
 
What Can We Do With This Information? 

• Make certain responses more or less likely in the moment 
• Find and “recruit” the behavior you want to reinforce 
• Fix a supposedly “broken” behavior very quickly 
• Provide “clarity” with less or no reliance on punishment 
• Reduce the use of extinction 
• Facilitate generalization 
• Protect training from inconsistency across time or trainers 
• Make the learner’s world bigger and increase the reinforcers available to them 

 
Examples/Brief Case Studies 
 
Being Proactive 
How can we teach our companion animals what will be reinforced in what context where before 
problems start? 
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