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Quick Reference Guide #13: 

    Extinction and Timeout 
Pre-requisite reading(s): QRG #9: Differential Reinforcement 

Keywords: extinction, extinction burst, reinforcement, decrease behavior, functions of behavior, negative punishment, timeout, withholding reinforcement 

 
What is Extinction? A procedure that occurs when a previously reinforced response is discontinued, which decreases the 

future frequency of that behavior. (Newman, 2003). It is important to note that extinction in itself is not punishment since it is simply 
a procedure in which reinforcement for a specific behavior is being withheld (Mayer et al., 2014). During extinction, no occurrence of 
the behavior produces reinforcement (Cooper et al., 2007).  

What is Timeout? Timeout is a negative punishment procedure in which a given reinforcer is removed for a short period of 

time, contingent upon inappropriate behavior being emitted by an individual (Newman, Heron, & Howard, 2003). 
 

 

 

Extinction & Timeout: Unwanted Side Effects and Ethical Issues 
Possible Unwanted Side Effects  

(Lerman et al., 1999) 
Some Challenges of Extinction 

Procedures 

Ethical Concerns 

Extinction Burst – an increase in the frequency of 

target responses when an extinction procedure is 

initially implemented. 

 

Extinction Induced Aggression – an adverse side 

effect producing an increase in aggression during 

implementation of extinction procedures. 

-Difficult to identify reinforcers of target 

behaviors and to control them. 

 

-Reinforcement must be held ALL the time 

(especially through extinction bursts). 

 

-Difficult and/or dangerous to ignore 

challenging behaviors (self-injurious, vocal 

tantrums, property destruction). 

 

-Potential increases in other challenging 

behaviors. 

-Extinction should always be used as part as 

treatment package which includes positive 

reinforcement. 

 

-Extinction is often effective when combined 

with punishment procedures. 
 

-Timeout & Improper Usage (Ryan et. al, 

2007): Recent lawsuits brought against school 

districts accusing them of violating student 

rights through the improper use of timeout 

procedures. Since both staff and student alike 

can be inadvertently reinforced when 

implementing timeout procedures, they may 

continue to be used excessively despite their 

ineffectiveness in modifying the student's 

maladaptive behavior. 

 
 

 

 

Why? Where? What? 
 

Extinction 

 

Behavioral Effects- Despite its potential to cause 

behavioral difficulties (e.g. extinction burst), 

extinction may be a critical component of effective 

treatment for many behavior disorders (Lerman et al., 

1996). Numerous research findings have shown that 

extinction can produce rapid reductions in problem 

behavior (Lerman et al., 1999). 

 

Exinction vs. Differential Reinforcement of Other 

Behaviors (DRO) vs. Noncontingent Reinforcement 

(Thomson et. al, 2003). –  

Extinction came out on top in terms of producing the 

most consistent and rapid reversal effects on target 

behaviors, with few negative side effects. 

 

 

Timeout 

 

Rapid & Long Term Results – When applied 

effectively timeout can be swiftly effective in 

reduction of serious behavioral challenges (verbal & 

physical aggression, stealing, food refusal, etc.) with 

the potential for long lasting effects. (Mayer et al., 

2014). 

 

 

 

 

Extinction 

 

Natural Environment & Schedules of 

Reinforcement – 

Problem behaviors may be difficult to treat 

with extinction if they have been 

maintained on intermittent schedules of 

reinforcement rather than on continuous 

schedules, which is often the case in the 

natural environment (Lerman et al., 1996) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Timeout 

 

Social Validity – 85% of 200 surveyed 

parents voted in favor of using timeout for 

serious problem behaviors of their children 

starting from age 2, yet parental preference 

decreased for parents with older children 

(Mayer et al., 2014). 

 

Extinction 

 

What Extinction is not (Cooper, 2007)… 

 

Ignoring – Extinction is not simply ignoring 

the behavior yet it is the discontinuation or 

removal of reinforcement that which places 

the behavior on extinction. 

 

Response Blocking- During extinction the 

individual can emit the target behavior, but 

the behavior will not produce 

reinforcement. 

 

Noncontingent Reinforcement (NCR) – 

NCR is an antecedent intervention while 

extinction is consequential. 

 

Timeout (2 Types) 

 

Non-Exclusionary (less restrictive) - 

individual not removed from current 

environment (planned ignoring, 

reinforcement withdrawal, observes but 

can’t participate, timeout ribbon (when 

wearing cannot earn reinforcement). 

 

Exclusionary (more restrictive) – individual 

removed from current environment (timeout 

room, hallway, timeout partition). 
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Implementation Guide: Inclusionary Timeout & Extinction 

 
Procedure: Inclusionary timeout & extinction is a procedure in which the individual is moved to an area where he/she can see what is 

happening, but for a brief period of time gains no response from others nor is allowed to participate.     
 
Target Behaviors: [insert target behaviors here – refer to behavior data sheet] 

 

 

When to Implement How to Implement 
-At the first occurrence of [behavior(s)] 

implement time-out + extinction.   

 

-Continue to implement following each 

occurrence of [behavior(s)].   

 

Do NOT inform [name], if you [behavior(s)] you 

will go to time out.   

 
It is essential that this procedure is implemented 

each occurrence.  Consistency is key. 

 
Note:  If there are times when you are unable to 

implement time out (e.g., community or not safe), 

do not implement time out, rather implement 
extinction.  If [name’s] behavior escalates and 

poses a real and imminent danger to themselves 
or others, intervene to maintain safety while 

implementing extinction.  

If      1. When [name] engages in behavior(s): 

 

a.)Immediately guide him to the designated time-out area while stating in a neutral 
tone, “Time-out” or “Go to time-out”. 

 

b.) Set the timer for 30-seconds. 
 

c.) Do NOT discuss the behavior, label the behavior, or tell him/her why he/she is 

going to time-out. 
 

d.) During time-out: 

 
Do NOT: Discuss the behavior. 

 

Do: Continue with an activity, you may also interact with other people in the room 
(e.g. wash dishes, read the mail, complete math assignment). 

 
2. Record data on behavior sheet. 
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Time-Out 

Compliance 
During Time-out 

(30" timer 
elapses + no 

target bx) 

Immediately 
interact 

positively  

Resume 
structured 

activity/schedule 

Do not discuss 
the behavior 

Elopement 
from Time-out 

Area Do not guide 
back to 

timeout area 

Continue with 
your activity 

and put 
[name's] 

behaviors on 
extinction.  

Ensure safety 
of [name] & 

others, 
remove 

dangerous 
items, ensure 
attention is 
removed for 

30". 

Enagages in 
target behavior 

(s) while in time-
out 

Implement time-out 
again for 30 secs 
(reset+repeat as 
necessary at 30 
secs.). Follow 

"Compliance during 
Time-out" upon 

success. 

Consequences to Time-Out/Extinction & How to React 
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