HOBBS & HOLT 1976) – The Effects of Token Reinforcement on the Behaviour of Delinquents in Cottage Settings.
Summary – A token economy designed to modify the behaviour of 125 adolescent males committed to a state correctional institution was implemented to boys’ cottages, focusing on social behaviour (peer interaction), rule following and task completion. The program was introduced to three cottages and a fourth cottage served as a comparison. Appropriate behaviour increased when the token program was introduced in each cottage. Data was collected for 14 months thus the long-term effects of intiial behaviour change were assessed.
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PARTICIPANTS

125 delinquent males committed to the Alabama Boys Industrial School (ABIS). Age range 12 to 15 years (mean age 14yr 4 months). Their I.Qs ranged from 50 to 137 (mean of 75). 30% of the boys were classed as mildly or moderately retarded. 65% of the sample were black and 35% were white. The boys had charges ranging from truancy and being uncontrollable to arson and homocide.
SETTING

ABIS is a state training school for delinquents and is located in [image: image2.jpg]B
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an urban area. Boys reside in five independent cottage units.
[image: image3.jpg]



TARGET BEHAVIOURS
Staff in the cottages agreed on a number of target behaviours. These included following rules in group games, completing chores, following cottage rules, interacting with peers and line behaviour (walking in a straight line and following instructions).
DATA COLLECTION

The boys’ names were listed on a daily behaviour chart and the cottage supervisor marked each behavioural category when the boy had met the criteria for appropriate behaviour. The boys were told that staff were taking records. The supervisor discussed the behaviour criteria for each category with the boys and signs were posted listing the criteria. The boys were told the number of tokens they could earn in each category. Boys in each cottage were rated on each target behaviour by two staff members (the cottage supervisor and the cottage counsellor). This was to check the reliability of the data collected.

TOKENS AND REINFORCERS

[image: image4.jpg]


Each day the supervisor counted the tokens each boy had earned. A printed paper token was issued to the boy and contained the boy’s name, date and number of tokens earned. The boys went to a token economy store weekly and exchanged their tokens for a variety of reinforcers including drinks, sweets, trinkets, toys, games and cigarettes. Tokens could be saved in a bank which paid interest for more expensive reinforcers such as on and off-campus recreational activities and trips to football and basketball games and also to a girls school for dances. Tokens could also be used to buy a four day pass home. Final release from ABIS was contingent on the cumulative number of tokens earned.

[image: image5.jpg]



RESULTS

Data was collected over 14 months and the token economy resulted in an increase in the mean percentage of appropriate (target) behaviours for each cottage with no noticeable improvement in the comparison cottage.  In cottage A appropriate behaviour increased from a baseline mean of 66% to a treatment mean of 91.6%. In cottage B from a baseline mean of 46.7% to 80.8% and for cottage C 73.2% to 94.2%.

DISCUSSION

No data is available regarding maintenance of behaviour change after release from the program. The generalisation of the program effects from a treatment to a non-treatment environment is therefore unknown.  One ethical issue emerging from the ABIS program involved a conflict of interests between the needs of the staff and the interests of the boys. The institution chose some target behaviours in order to maximise convenience for the staff rather than because these behaviours might help the boys adjustment to life outside of the school. Line behaviour is an example of this.

QUESTIONS TO DRAW OUT EVALUATION ISSUES.
1. Outline one problem with the sample used in Hobbs & Holt’s study.

2. Outline one problem with the way in which the data was collected in Hobbs & Holt’s study.
3. Can we be sure that the improvement in the boys’ behaviour was directly the result of the token economy program and if not, what other variables could be affecting the boys’ behaviour?

4. In what ways does the token economy scheme lack ecological validity?

5. Outline one example of how the token economy program might be considered as unethical.

An industrial school similar to ABIS. The boys inhabit separate ‘cottage’ style accommodation.








