OVERVIEW OF
CONTINGENCY
MANAGEMENT
CM

WHAT IS CONTINGENCY
MANAGEMENT (CM)?

Contingency Management (CM) is an evidence-based
behavioral therapy approach that uses positive reinforcement
to encourage individuals to engage in desired behaviors.

It is most commonly used in the treatment of  repeated. In addiction treatment, CM helps

substance use disorders but can also be patients remain drug-free, adhere to
applied to a range of health issues. CM treatment plans, and participate in
operates on the principles of operant therapeutic activities by offering rewards or
conditioning, where specific behaviors are incentives for achieving specific goals that
reinforced with rewards, thereby increasing support recovery and improve long-term
the likelihood of those behaviors being outcomes.
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HOW DOES CONTINGENCY
MANAGEMENT WORK?

The fundamental idea behind CM is to provide tangible
rewards for desirable behaviors. This is how it typically works in

practice:

TARGET BEHAVIORS

REINFORCERS/
INCENTIVES

ESCALATION AND
RESET LADDERS

MONITORING

IMMEDIATE AND
RELIABLE DELIVERY

The first step is to define specific behaviors to be reinforced
that increase treatment outcomes. For substance use
disorders, these behaviors typically include abstinence from
drugs or alcohol, regular attendance at therapy sessions, and
adherence to prescribed medication.

For each desired behavior, a reward or incentive is given.
These rewards can be material (e.g., vouchers, gift cards,
prizes) or non-material (e.g., privileges, positive feedback).
Immediate rewards are key to maintaining motivation and
reinforcing the connection between the desired behavior
and the reward.

CM programs use structured incentive strategies. Escalation
Ladders gradually increase the reward value for sustained
positive behaviors, motivating ongoing participation. Reset
Ladders adjust incentives following a relapse or missed
milestone, providing a clear path to regain progress rather
than punishing setbacks.

Participants’' progress is objectively monitored—often
through regular drug testing or verified attendance—to
ensure they meet their behavioral targets.

For CM to be effective, rewards must be provided
consistently and as soon as the behavior is verified. This
strengthens the association between the behavior and the
positive outcome, making lasting behavior change more
likely.

Over time, the reinforcement incentives may become less
frequent as the individual begins to maintain the desired
behaviors on their own. This helps transition them away from
dependence on external rewards and fosters self-regulation.
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BENEFITS OF CONTINGENCY

MANAGEMENT

PROVEN EFFECTIVENESS

Research has consistently shown that CM
is effective in reducing substance use,
increasing treatment adherence, and
enhancing overall outcomes for individuals
with substance use disorders. Studies
suggest that CM can be as effective as, or
more effective than, other therapeutic
approaches.

SUPPORT FOR
BEHAVIORAL CHANGE

The system of positive reinforcement can
help individuals develop healthier
behaviors and establish lasting habits. It
helps individuals associate abstinence or
treatment participation with tangible
benefits, encouraging them to continue
these behaviors even after treatment.

DELIVERS FAST RESULTS

Evidence-based CM often produces
quicker behavioral changes than
traditional therapies, as immediate
rewards strengthen the connection
between targeted behavior and the health
benefits.

INCREASED MOTIVATION
AND ENGAGEMENT

CM provides individuals with clearly
defined goals, and immediate incentives
to engage in treatment and maintain
abstinence from substances. This can be
particularly helpful in the early stages of
treatment when motivation may be low.

FLEXIBLE AND ADAPTABLE

CM can be customized to different
treatment settings, including outpatient,
inpatient, and community-based
programs. It also integrates well with other
evidence-based therapies, such as
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) or
Medications for Opioid Use

Disorder (MOUD), creating a
comprehensive, patient-centered
approach.

POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT
OVER PUNISHMENT

Unlike some treatment models that use
punitive measures, CM relies on positive
reinforcement, which tends to foster a
more supportive and encouraging
environment for individuals in recovery.
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WHERE IS CONTINGENCY
MANAGEMENT MOST SUCCESSFUL?

Contingency Management has been most successful in the
following areas?:

CM has been extensively studied and implemented for
treating addiction to substances like alcohol, cocaine,
opioids, nicotine, and methamphetamines. Research shows

SUBSTANCE USE that CM is particularly effective in promoting abstinence and
DISORDERS (SUDS) engagement in treatment for individuals with substance use
disorders.

CM has shown significant success in opioid treatment
programs, particularly when used alongside Medications for
Opioid Use Disorder (MOUD), such as methadone or
buprenorphine. By rewarding drug-free urine tests, CM helps

OPIOID ADDICTION increase patient retention and reduces opioid use.

CM has been effective in helping people quit smoking by

providing rewards for individuals who stay nicotine-free for a
SMOKING CESSATION specified period. Studies have demonstrated that CM can
PROGRAMS increase smoking cessation rates significantly.

Although CM is primarily used for substance use, it has also
been applied in treating other behavioral health issues like

MENTAL HEALTH obesity, treatment adherence in chronic conditions, and
even improving compliance with psychiatric medication
TREATMENT regimens.

CM has also been integrated into community-based
interventions, where it can support individuals in various
contexts, such as criminal justice programs or homeless
COMMUNITY-BASED shelters. The use of incentives can help individuals stay
PROGRAMS engaged in rehabilitation programs and improve their
chances of long-term success.

1 For a more comprehensive list of Contingency Management studies, clinical trials, and evidence base
information, please visit www.contingency-management.com/#research

Where is CM most successful? / Contingency Management Innovations


http://www.contingency-management.com/#research%20

CONCLUSION

Contingency Management is a proven, highly effective,
evidence-based therapeutic approach that uses positive
reinforcement to encourage desirable behaviors, particularly in
the context of substance use disorder treatment.

By offering tangible rewards for specific substance abuse, smoking cessation, and
behaviors, CM enhances motivation, promotes mental health adherence, making it a valuable
engagement, and helps individuals sustain tool for improving long-term recovery
treatment goals. The approach has proven outcomes.

successful in various settings, particularly for

WHO IS CONTINGENCY
MANAGEMENT INNOVATIONS (CMI)?

CMI technology is designed to improve the implementation
and management of contingency management programes.
Our solutions emphasize integrity, fidelity, security, and
comprehensive reporting.

CMI's evidence-based solutions, developed
through National Institutes of Health/NIDA-
funded studies, are currently utilized daily by
thousands of patients and hundreds of
providers across healthcare organizations and
state agencies. Our CM solution efficiently
manages the calculation and immediate
delivery of incentives, with proactive security
features to control and eliminate user errors,
fraud, waste, and abuse. It ensures fidelity
across all sites and provides real-time state-
level reporting, fulfilling CMS requirements. Contingency Management Innovations
The solution is quick to set up, easy to
implement, and manage.

To find out more, visit:
Contingency-Management.com
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