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Quick Reference Guide 

 Rule-Governed Behavior  
 

Search Terms: rule-governed behavior, rule-following, instructional control, self-rules, stimulus control 

 
What is Rule-Governed Behavior (RGB)? Behavior under the control of rules (i.e. a verbal statement of an 

antecedent-behavior-consequence contingency), rather than shaped by reinforcing or aversive consequences (contingency-shaped 
behavior) (Cooper et al. (2007), Mayer et al. (2014)). By definition, one can “follow” a rule, without ever contacting the contingencies 
it describes (Tarbox et al (2011). Basically, a person engages in a behavior based on something they witnessed or were told about. 
Rules are intended to be guidelines for effective behavior. 

 

 

                              Rule Governed Behavior in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA): 
- Rules vs. Shaping: Responding may be more likely to come under the control of rules when contingencies are too weak, remote, or complex (Faloon & 

Rehfeldt, 2008). Reinforcement is contingent on following the rule. 

 

-Self-Rules (promoting independence in learners with developmental disabilities) – Self-rules are defined as when a person repeats a rule covertly after 

following the same rule provided by others or are derived from their own observations and interactions with previously reinforcing situations. Learning to 

generate and follow self-rules can be a potentially useful self-management strategy for individuals that rely on external instructions or prompts (Faloon & 

Rehfeldt, 2008). For example, an individual who learned to put together a meal might be taught the chained task of assembling that meal by stating a self-rule 

prior to each step in the chained task. This allows less reliance on prompts and more importantly increased overall independence. 

 

- Rules can enhance the speed and efficacy of DRO procedures (and other contingency based procedures) (Watts, 2013, Williams, et al. 1989) 
 
-Rules+Reinforcement: Tarbox, et. al (2011) suggests that people will follow rules because they have been reinforced for doing so in the past (Tarbox, et al, 

2011). A behavior plan with familiar rules or those that are similar can produce increasingly effective outcomes. 

 

                                                                RGB- Putting it Into Perspective 
Rule 

 

Do not touch the hot stove or you will get burned. 

 

If you study more you will get into a good college. 

 

Put money into the vending machine for a snack. 
 

Contingency (not previously 

experienced) 

You have never touched a hot 

stove. 

Being in a good college. 

 

Snack received 

Rule Governed Behavior 

 

Yes (if you do not touch the stove) 

 

Yes (if you study more than previously & before 

college) 

Yes (if it is your first time using a vending 
machine) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Where Who/Why 
- RGB behavior occurs due to contact with rules that 

describe contingencies (i.e. someone tells you about it or 

you witness it to happen to another person, read on a 

sign, etc.), and not due to prior contact with the actual 

contingencies themselves (i.e. it doesn’t happen to you 

directly) (Williams, et al. 1989). 

 

-Anywhere! (Overt Behavior) We can witness RGB 

occurring in all areas of society from federal and local 

laws, safety, classrooms, gambling, parenting, 

socialization, & more (Wilson & Grant, 2014).  

 

-Private events (Covert Behavior) + short long/long term 

contingencies: Behavior analysis seeks to answer 

questions in regards to the role of “thought” or “private 

events” in the analysis of human behavior. Rules signal 

a short term contingency (i.e. “Do your homework”) that 

lead to long term contingencies (i.e. “Receive an 

education”) (Kunkel, 1997). 

 

-In the future? Further research is needed to understand 

 attempts to establish the ability to follow rules that 

specify long-delayed(e.g., death, cancer, retirement, 

career advancement) or non-existent consequences 

(e.g., going to hell, going to heaven, etc.). (Tarbox et al., 

2011) 

- RGB can be derived from others descriptions 

or can be developed from observing others, 

reading or viewing videos.  

 

-RGB helps people to remain safe from aversive 

consequences without experiencing them 

directly (i.e. “Look both ways before crossing 

the street.”)  

 

Who does it affect? Everyone! RGB is among 

the most important, foundational classes of 

behavior for human civilization and modern life, 

as we know it would be impossible without it 

(Tarbox, 2011).  

 

- By the late 1980’s, behavior analysts have paid 

increasing attention to rule-governed behavior, 

and by now the analysis of rule-governed 

behavior can be viewed as the same level of 

importance as the study of contingency-shaped 

behavior (Kunkel, 1997) 
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