
  

Maintenance and Generalization 

What is meant by maintenance and generalization? 

• Behavior modification aims to change the antecedents and consequences of behavior to increase 
the likelihood of appropriate behavior and decrease inappropriate behavior. The ultimate goal of 
behavior modification is that changes in behavior persist after the intervention is terminated and 
that behavior change occurs outside of the environment within which behavior modification 
interventions are being carried out. These characteristics of a behavior intervention plan are 
referred to as maintenance and generalization, respectively.  

 

Why do maintenance and generalization need to be programmed into an intervention plan?  

• Very often, changes in behavior achieved through behavior modification techniques are not 
maintained after the intervention has ended. This is often because there has been no deliberate 
planning for how to end the initial intervention and still maintain the behavior. For example, a 
student who is reinforced with cookies for keeping his desk neat may stop cleaning his desk 
when cookies are withdrawn as a reinforcer.  

• Generalization is the degree to which a change in behavior will transfer to another setting or 
situation or the degree to which a behavior change program influences behaviors other than the 
target behavior. Generalization rarely happens spontaneously. For example, if you are teaching 
a student to raise her hand before speaking, you would like the student to display this behavior 
in appropriate situations other than your classroom. For this reason, generalization must be 
planned as part of the intervention.  

 

How do I incorporate goals of maintenance and generalization into an intervention plan?  

Zirpoli and Melloy (1993, p. 192) give the following guidelines for consideration:  

• Teach desired behaviors, within the natural setting where they should occur.  

• Employ a variety of caregivers for training (for example, several teachers, parents, peers). This 
decreases the probability that the behavior will become situation-specific.  

• Train in a variety of settings. If you must use a pull-out setting, establish some training within 
the setting in which you want the behavior to occur.  

• Shift from artificial means of controlling the behavior (for example, tokens, prompts, or cues) to 
natural controls (praise, better grades, more classroom privileges). This can be accomplished by 
pairing natural with artificial controls and gradually decreasing (fading) the artificial controls.  

• Shift from continuous to intermittent and from fixed to variable schedules of reinforcement. 

• Gradually introduce delays in the delivery of reinforcement in accordance with delays occurring 
in the natural environment. For example, increase the amount of time between the intervals at 
which a student can exchange tokens.  



 

• Reinforce students when you see them maintaining and generalizing appropriate behavior.  

• Teach behaviors that are likely to be naturally reinforced, i.e., social skills which are likely to 
elicit positive reinforcement from peers.  

• Make sure the student becomes proficient at the skill or behavior; otherwise, reinforcement will 
be inconsistent and the skill is not likely to be maintained.  

• Modify environments that support maladaptive behavior. For example, if off-task behavior is 
encouraged by city workers visible through the window, keep the shades shut or arrange student 
seating so as to avoid distraction.  

 

With these guidelines, what are the critical considerations when designing behavioral 
maintenance and generalization goals and objectives?  

• Will desired behavior changes persist when students leave the structured training settings? 

• Will students exhibit newly learned behaviors in nontraining settings in the presence of other 
teachers or peers, and over time?  

• Will learning new skills facilitate the acquisition of similar behaviors which were not targeted 
for training in the original setting? For example, learning to wait in line for one's turn may help 
facilitate the student in learning to wait to be called on when raising his or her hand.  

• When the goals of maintenance and generalization are systematically included in behavioral 
interventions, the probability of success is increased. The questions listed above, while not a 
template for intervention design, should always be considered.  

• Finally, after an intervention is concluded, follow-up assessment is necessary in order to make 
a determination about whether a behavior is being maintained and generalized. If a behavior is 
not maintained or generalized, it may be necessary to provide some additional reinforcement.  
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