
October 1999

Special featur e

The Psychologist Vol 12 No 10

M O D E R N - d ay behaviour analy s i s
is a far cry from the
b e h av i o u rism popularised by

John B. Watson earlier this century. Indeed,
m o d e rn behaviour analysis even builds upon 
and extends the radical behav i o u rism 
of B. F. Skinner. 

R e c e n t ly, b e h aviour analysts wo rl dw i d e
h ave been breaking new ground in the
ap p l i c ation of behav i o u ral concepts and
t h e o ries to the empirical understanding 
of a dive rse ra n ge of psych o l ogi c a l
phenomena. These phenomena have, u n t i l
n ow, fallen outside the remit of behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy — for ex a m p l e, l a n g u age,
m e a n i n g, d eve l o p m e n t , p ro blem solving,
a rt , m at h e m at i c s , a n x i e t y, social cog n i t i o n ,
p re j u d i c e, s p i ri t u a l i t y, mysticism and self-
awa reness (see Barnes-Holmes et al. , t h i s
i s s u e ) .

This special fe at u re is intended to outline
exciting new developments in behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy. These art i cles will not engage
in the familiar old defence of behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy and its methods. Instead, t h ey
will look to the future in setting out the
unique philosophy and methodology of
m o d e rn - d ay behav i o u r- a n a ly t i c
p s y ch o l ogy. Th ey will also ove rv i ew the
m o re important conceptual and empiri c a l
a dvances that have spawned wh at has come
to be known as the ‘ n ew wave ’o f
b e h av i o u ral psych o l ogy.

I should at this point, h oweve r, cl a ri f y
the limits of wh at might be ach i eved here.
In part i c u l a r, the reader should bewa re of
the question: Does this special fe at u re
p rovide anything of value to psych o l ogy? 

Although re a s o n abl e, s u ch a question
p resupposes some absolute goals of
p s y ch o l ogical analysis. It is like ly,h oweve r,
t h at the goals valued by the majority of
re a d e rs of The Psych o l ogist d i ffer fro m
those adopted by behav i o u ral psych o l ogi s t s .
For this re a s o n , we should bri e fly consider
the analytic goals of behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy and the view of psych o l ogi c a l
reality from wh i ch they ari s e.

Our view of the wo r l d
E ve ry scientific discipline make s
assumptions about the nat u re of reality 
and its subject mat t e r. Such a view is often
e n c ap s u l ated in a ‘ root metaphor’. Th i s
rep resents the philosophical core of a
discipline and, as such , is taken as axiomat i c.

B e h aviour analysis does not subscri b e
to the ‘ wo rl d - a s - m a ch i n e ’ root metap h o r
typical of the hard sciences and mu ch of
p s y ch o l ogy (e. g. neuro p s y ch o l ogy). Th u s ,
b e h aviour analysts do not explain behav i o u r
in terms of the wo rkings of a mind-

m a chine or rep re s e n t ational systems. Th e
c o n c epts of encoding, s t o rage and re t ri eva l ,
for instance, a re fo reign to behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy because they are derive d
ex p l i c i t ly from the mind-as-mach i n e
m e t ap h o r. 

I n s t e a d, b e h aviour analysts ex p l a i n
human activity in terms of the ove ra l l
c o n t ext in wh i ch it occurs. For instance, t h e
t h re e - t e rm continge n cy sees action in term s
of an antecedent to action, the action itself
and the consequences of action. 

I m agi n e, for ex a m p l e, a young gi rl in 
a superm a rket who sees a sweet counter,
t h rows a tantrum in demanding some
swe e t s , and re c e ives sweets from her
p a rent. In this ex a m p l e, seeing the swe e t s
is the antecedent, the tantrum is the action
itself and the successful acquisition of the
sweets is the consequence of the action. 

The three terms of this continge n cy
( a n t e c e d e n t – re s p o n s e – c o n s e q u e n c e )
t ogether fo rm the analytic fra m ewo rk
within wh i ch the behav i o u ral psych o l ogi s t
o p e rates (although there are va rieties to this
type of continge n cy; see Barnes-Holmes e t
a l ., this issue). 

In effe c t , c o n t ext (i.e. antecedents and
consequences) surrounds the psych o l ogi c a l

‘ N e w wave’ anal y s i s
Guest Editor BRYA N RO C H E i n t roduces 

a special fe a t u re on modern behaviour analysis.

Behaviour analysis



October 1999 The Psychologist Vol 12 No 10

Behaviour analysis

events of interest to the behaviour analy s t
and provides the ex p l a n at o ry fra m ewo rk fo r
the occurrence of action. The child throw s
t a n t rums in the superm a rket because wh e n
she has done this on seeing sweets in the
p a s t , the parent has re i n fo rced this action
by delive ring sweets. 

B e h aviour analy s i s , t h e re fo re, is best
ch a ra c t e rised by the wo rl d - v i ew called
‘ c o n t ex t u a l i s m ’ , wh i ch has the ‘ a c t - i n -
c o n t ex t ’ as its root metaphor (Hayes &
B row n s t e i n , 1986). 

The definition of context in behav i o u r
a n a lysis is ex t re m e ly bro a d. Context can
expand outwa rd spat i a l ly to include all of
the unive rs e. Context can stre t ch back wa rd s
in time to incorp o rate the most distant
antecedent (e. g. the phy l oge ny of the
species) or fo r wa rd in time to embrace the
most delayed consequence for an indiv i d u a l
( e. g. obtaining a pension). 

The ‘ a c t ’ under analysis can be either
p rivate (e. g. mental arithmetic) or publ i c
( wo rking out a mat h e m atical pro blem in
w ritten fo rm). It can va ry from the smallest
mu s cle twitch (e. g. an eye blink) to the
most complex and extended behav i o u ra l
sequence (e. g. fo l l owing a degree course). 

From a contextual point of view,
p s y ch o l ogical events do not occur in the
m i n d - m a chine or any other stat i c
rep re s e n t ational or storage system. Instead,
p s y ch o l ogical activity exists only as
p at t e rns of interactions (e. g.
s t i mu l u s – response) stre t ched across space
and time. Psych o l ogical events exist alway s
in whole cl o t h , a l ive and in the present. Th e
subject matter of behaviour analy s i s ,
t h e re fo re, is the in vivo and eve r- ch a n gi n g
act in context. 

C o n t extualism as a wo rld view also
c a rries with it cri t e ria of truth that diffe r
f rom those of ‘ m e chanism’. In the lat t e r
‘ wo rl d - a s - m a ch i n e ’v i ew, t ruth is
e s t ablished on the basis of corre s p o n d e n c e s
b e t ween statements and states of affa i rs in
re a l i t y. In contra s t , b e h aviour analy s t s
o p e rate according to a prag m atic tru t h
c ri t e rion of whether behav i o u ral stat e m e n t s
wo rk successfully in pra c t i c e. 

A c c o rding to this view of tru t h ,
b e h av i o u ral statements are true only so fa r
as they move us closer to our pre - a n a ly t i c
goals of predicting and influencing (with
s u fficient scope and precision) the
b e h aviour of individuals. 

C o n s i d e r, for instance, the behaviour 
of a child during tantrums. An ap p l i e d
b e h aviour analyst might begin by analy s i n g
the behav i o u ral interactions between the
child and its pare n t s , p e e rs and non-social
e nv i ro n m e n t , c o n cluding that tantrums are

maintained by profuse social attention 
t h at is delive red unwittingly by parents 
in reaction to each tantrum. More ove r,
because the parents are exhausted fro m
tending to the ch i l d, t h ey ra re ly, if eve r,
p rovide attention when the child is
b e h aving we l l .

This rep o rt of a simple re i n fo rc e m e n t
s chedule may prove to be highly effe c t ive
in identifying opportunities for behav i o u r
ch a n ge (i.e. increase social attention wh e n
the child is behaving well; decrease it
d u ring a tantrum). Neve rt h e l e s s , t h e
b e h aviour analyst will not be seduced by
the idea that the tantrums we re actually
caused or maintained by social attention 
in re a l i t y.

Vi ewing the truth of the fo rego i n g
verbal fo rmu l ation (the need to shift social
attention) in terms of its effe c t ive n e s s ,
rather than its accura cy as a description of
re a l i t y, ke eps the behaviour analyst fo c u s e d
fi rm ly on the scientific goal of pre d i c t i o n
and influence (in this case, to reduce the
incidence of tantrums). A ny re fe rence to 
the discove ry of absolute truths rega rd i n g
b e h aviour would quick ly sidetra ck the
b e h aviour analyst from the behav i o u r
ch a n ge agenda. 

Th u s , c o n t extualistic behav i o u ra l
a n a lyses do not end with a discove ry of any
absolute ‘ t ru t h ’ , but with the production of
verbal constructions that help us to ach i eve
a particular goal or outcome (Haye s , 1993). 

In this crucial way, the new wave of
b e h av i o u ral psych o l ogy diffe rs ra d i c a l ly
f rom the mechanistic behav i o u ri s m
p o p u l a rised early this century by John B.
Wat s o n , To l m a n , Hull and Guthri e. In effe c t ,
c o n t extualism throws off the last ve s t i ges of
m e chanism in behav i o u ral science. 

The pro blem with eclecticism 
Can behaviour analysis contri bute to other
subdisciplines of psych o l ogy? The answe r
is — not dire c t ly. The va rious ap p ro a ches to
p s y ch o l ogy differ in the ve ry way in wh i ch
t h ey view the wo rl d, their subject mat t e r
and the goals of psych o l ogical analysis. Fo r
i n s t a n c e, n a rrat ive psych o l ogists might take
‘ s p e e ch - a c t s ’ as their subject matter and
seek ‘ s h a red unders t a n d i n g ’ as a re s e a rch
o u t c o m e. In contra s t , b e h aviour analy s t s
will view acts-in-context as the
p s y ch o l ogical events of interest and will
value prediction of and influence over 
these events as their re s e a rch goal. 

S u ch fundamental diffe rences make
philosophical eclecticism impossibl e.
Although eclecticism may sometimes be
s e d u c t ive at the level of methodology, it is
a lways concep t u a l ly confused at the level of

the root metap h o r : the ‘ m i n d - a s - m a ch i n e ’
and ‘ a c t - i n - c o n t ex t ’m e t ap h o rs do not mix.

Of cours e, re s e a rch in one domain of
p s y ch o l ogy will raise important and fru i t f u l
questions within other areas of re s e a rch .
N eve rt h e l e s s , the data ge n e rated by
b e h av i o u ral analyses cannot contri bu t e
d i re c t ly to re s e a rch in other fields. 

Taking memory re s e a rch as an ex a m p l e,
the ve ry terms in wh i ch such re s e a rch is
c o u ched contravene the most fundamental
tenets of a behav i o u ral view of psych o l ogi c a l
re a l i t y. How could the concept of a
m e m o ry - s t o re, s ay, be ‘ c o n t ex t u a l i s e d ’ fo r
the behaviour analyst without violating the
c o n c ep t ’s essential non-contextual nat u re? 

In effe c t , b e h av i o u ral analyses are
n e c e s s a ri ly conducted within the confi n e s
of a specialised philosophy and language.

B e a ring the fo regoing cave ats in mind,
the fi rst art i cle (Barnes-Holmes et al.) will
outline the essence of the behav i o u r-
a n a lytic ap p ro a ch to psych o l ogy. Th e
b e h aviour analy s t ’s unique view of
l a n g u age and cognition is then laid out
s u c c i n c t ly. Fi n a l ly, B a rnes-Holmes et al.
rev i ew the basic tenets of re l ational fra m e
t h e o ry as a powerful behav i o u r- a n a lytic tool
for analysing a whole host of language and
c og n i t ive phenomena. 

The second art i cle (Hayes & To a rm i n o )
s h ows how intellectual developments in
m o d e rn behaviour analysis have done the
gro u n dwo rk for new fo rms of
p s y ch o t h e rapy based on the behav i o u ra l
t radition. It further explains why cl i n i c a l
b e h aviour analysis shares many fe at u re s
with more ex p e ri e n t i a l , humanistic or
re l at i o n s h i p - o riented ap p ro a ches to therapy.
The authors also bri e fly outline accep t a n c e
and commitment therapy as an exemplar 
of the clinical behav i o u ral ap p ro a ch. 

This special fe at u re on the new wave 
of behav i o u ral psych o l ogy comes at a ve ry
exciting time in the evolution of behav i o u r
a n a lysis. I believe that the conceptual and
e m p i rical advances outlined in the
fo l l owing art i cles will give behav i o u r
a n a lysis a major role in the study of 
human psych o l ogy in the new millennium.
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B E H AVIOUR analysis constitutes 
a unique ap p ro a ch to the study of
p s y ch o l ogical events. To ap p re c i at e

a ny fo rm of behav i o u r- a n a lytic re s e a rch
one must fi rst understand its ap p ro a ch to
s c i e n c e. Without doing so, the pro c e d u re s ,
d ata and theoretical constructs of the
discipline may appear somewh at opaque,
ab s t ruse or even irre l evant to the
m a i n s t ream psych o l ogist. The purpose 
of this art i cle is to outline the behav i o u r-
a n a lytic ap p ro a ch and to show how it is
c u rre n t ly being applied to the analysis 
of human language and cognition. 

The basic appro a c h
B e h aviour analysts aim to predict and
i n fluence the interactions that occur
b e t ween individuals and their env i ro n m e n t s .
To ach i eve these go a l s , b e h av i o u ra l
re s e a rch e rs start with systematic observat i o n s
of indiv i d u a l – e nv i ronment intera c t i o n s .
Placing a child in an open play are a , a n d
re c o rding each activity at 10-second
i n t e rva l s , rep resents just one ex a m p l e. 

After sufficient observat i o n , p at t e rns 
of activity will emerge. Thus it becomes
p o s s i ble to pre d i c t , for instance, h ow mu ch
time the child will devote to a part i c u l a r
a c t iv i t y, or wh at activity will like ly fo l l ow
a n o t h e r.

H oweve r, p rediction alone is not
enough. The behaviour analy s t , even the
basic re s e a rch e r, is driven by the need to
conduct analyses that can be used to tre at
b e h av i o u ral pro blems in applied settings.
So he or she must also seek to identify 
h ow the indiv i d u a l ’s interaction with the
e nv i ronment may be influenced or
c o n t rolled by events that , at least in
p ri n c i p l e, can be m a n i p u l ated dire c t ly. 

For ex a m p l e, h ow will our ch i l d ’s
p at t e rn of activity ch a n ge if part i c u l a r
consequences fo l l ow certain activities 
but not others , and wh at will happen if the
child is dep rived of access to a part i c u l a r
a c t ivity befo re entering the play area? So,
for instance, wh at would happen if the

child was allowed to play with a favo u ri t e
t oy for five minutes only after sitting
q u i e t ly for two minutes? And wh at wo u l d
h appen if the child was stopped fro m
p l aying with the toy for va rious periods 
of time befo re the ex p e riment? 

These are ex a c t ly the sorts of
ex p e rimental analyses that behav i o u r
a n a lysts have conducted over the ye a rs .
H oweve r, t h ey have not simply listed the
b e h av i o u ral effects thus obtained. Ove r
t i m e, ge n e ra l ly ap p l i c able ways of talking
about these interactions and the va ri abl e s
t h at influenced them have become
ab s t racted as ‘ b e h av i o u ral principles’. 

For ex a m p l e, when a part i c u l a r
consequence is delive red contingent on 
a particular activ i t y, and that activity 
then increases as a re s u l t , this pat t e rn of
b e h av i o u ral ch a n ge constitutes the we l l -
k n own principle of re i n fo rcement. 

K n ow l e d ge of this and other
b e h av i o u ral principles can easily be used 
in applied settings to tre at behav i o u ra l
p ro blems (see Martin & Pe a r, 1988). So,
one could tre at an undesirable activ i t y
s i m p ly by re i n fo rcing a second activity that
is incompat i ble with the fi rst. For ex a m p l e,
to reduce self-injurious behaviour in a ch i l d

( e. g. facial nipping), one might re i n fo rc e
p l aying with a toy as a means of 
o c c u pying the hands, also encouragi n g
ap p ro p ri ate toy play.

As an aside, the need to deve l o p
b e h av i o u ral principles that can be re a d i ly
used in applied settings is one of the main
reasons why behav i o u ral re s e a rch e rs favo u r
s i n g l e - p a rticipant methodology. If basic
re s e a rch e rs wo rked pri m a ri ly with gro u p
designs and statistical methods of dat a
a n a ly s i s , the know l e d ge thus obtained
would like ly have less immediate re l eva n c e
for the applied behaviour analyst seeking
an effe c t ive intervention for the behav i o u ra l
p ro blem of an individual client (see
S i d m a n , 1960). Furt h e rm o re, a number of
b e h aviour analysts have started to deve l o p
p rinciples and methodologi e s , d e rived fro m
s i n g l e - p a rticipant re s e a rch , for analy s i n g
and influencing group behaviour (see
B i g l a n , 1 9 9 4 ) .

The non-behaviour analyst might we l l
ask at this point, ‘ H ow do you know if a
p a rticular principle is a true or good one?’
To answer this question, we must aga i n
d raw on the goals of prediction and
i n fl u e n c e. Th at is, a particular principle 
is considered good or true only if its use
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helps both basic and applied re s e a rch e rs 
to predict and influence the behaviour of
i n d ividual orga n i s m s , be they rat s , p i ge o n s ,
young ch i l d re n , u n d e rgra d u at e s , or even the
re s e a rch activity of the behav i o u ra l
scientist using that ve ry same pri n c i p l e
( B a rnes & Roch e, 1 9 9 7a) .

B e h av i o u ral principles are not an end 
in themselve s , h oweve r. Th ey are analy t i c
tools developed to study complex human
b e h av i o u r. When a basic or ap p l i e d
re s e a rcher conducts a functional analy s i s ,
he or she uses these tools with a single
i n d ividual. Gra d u a l ly, h oweve r, b e h av i o u ra l
re s e a rch e rs may ab s t ract a ge n e ra l ly
ap p l i c able way of talking about a ra n ge of
b e h av i o u ral interactions in terms of sets of
b e h av i o u ral principles that are interre l at e d.
When this occurs , a behav i o u ral theory has
e m e rge d. 

An example of such a theory is
re l ational frame theory (RFT), i n s o far as it
attempts to explain certain key fe at u res of
human language and cognition by draw i n g
on a set of interre l ated behav i o u ral pri n c i p l e s
(see Hayes & To a rm i n o , this issue). 

The re l ationship between behav i o u ra l
p rinciples and behav i o u ral theori e s
p a rallels the re l ationship betwe e n
b e h av i o u ral observations and behav i o u ra l
p rinciples. In both cases, the shift is fro m
the specific to the ge n e ral. Behav i o u r
a n a lysts thus aim to increase the scope 
of their analyses while also maintaining
p recision. 

R F T, for ex a m p l e, attempts to
encompass a wide ra n ge of language and
c og n i t ive phenomena with only a handful
of interre l ated principles. It also aims to
i n c rease the level of prediction and
i n fluence over these phenomena. As with
b e h av i o u ral pri n c i p l e s , a ny theory
c o n s t ructed from them is true only insofa r
as it proves useful for prediction and
i n fl u e n c e.

U n d o u b t e d ly, b e h av i o u ral theories are
quite diffe rent from the types of theori e s
one usually finds in non-behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy. Behav i o u ral theories are not
hypothetical or mediat i o n a l , and they are
not tested using the ‘ Po p p e rian method’
of pre d i c t ive ve ri fi c ation. A behav i o u ra l
t h e o ry is used to shed light on the nat u re 
of psych o l ogical events; the events are not
used to shed light on the theory (Haye s ,
1996). 

In short , b e h aviour analysis constitutes
a theoretical ap p ro a ch to psych o l ogi c a l
i n q u i ry that many non-behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogists would find unfamiliar (those
re a d e rs who have some know l e d ge of
grounded theory may find the inductive
n at u re of behaviour analysis somewh at
m o re fa m i l i a r ) .

C re ating a new re s e a rch agenda
One of the common criticisms of behav i o u r
a n a lysis is that the basic principles it has
i d e n t i fi e d, l a rge ly with rats and pige o n s ,
cannot handle the ri chness and complex i t y

of human language and cognition. We fi n d
o u rs e l ves part ly in agreement with this
c riticism. 

The traditional focus on non-humans
was based on the idea that the principles 
of behaviour thus identified would be
ge n e ra l ly ap p l i c able to humans. Th i s
c o n t i nuity assumption served its purp o s e
well in the early days of behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy. Indeed, most of the tech n i q u e s
used in applied behaviour analysis are
d e rive d, in large part , f rom basic re s e a rch
with non-humans. 

We believe, h oweve r, t h at we have
come to the end of the road with the
c o n t i nuity assumption. We take the view
t h at wh at is needed now is an ex t e n s ive and
c o h e rent programme of basic re s e a rch into
human behaviour in its own right. 

This does not mean that we will have 
to abandon our ap p ro a ch to psych o l ogy or
even our basic principles. The ri chness and
c o m p l exity of human language and
c ognition may yield to the basic pri n c i p l e s
i d e n t i fied with rats and pigeons; but only
e m p i rical re s e a rch , not assumptions, w i l l
re s o l ve this issue. This is pre c i s e ly the view
adopted by the new wave of behav i o u ra l
p s y ch o l ogy. 

We will now outline some of the core
issues that have arisen from this new
b e h av i o u ral re s e a rch age n d a .

Analysing language 
and cog n i t i o n
O ver the best part of the last three decades,
an increasing number of behaviour analy s t s
h ave been developing ex p e ri m e n t a l
p ro c e d u res that ge n e rate complex and
‘ n ove l ’ human behaviour under lab o rat o ry
conditions. This re s e a rch has opened up
exciting new vistas of re s e a rch for the
b e h av i o u ral analysis of human language
and cog n i t i o n .

M a ny re a d e rs will be awa re of the we l l -
e s t ablished behav i o u ral principle of
Pav l ovian or respondent conditioning. 
A dog, for ex a m p l e, will become ex c i t e d
when it hears the sound of its ow n e r ’s car
e n gi n e, because on previous occasions
h e a ring this sound has been fo l l owed by
the actual arrival of the ow n e r. The same
d og may show fe a r, h oweve r, if the ow n e r
shouts in an angry tone, because such
shouting has prev i o u s ly been fo l l owed 
by punishment. 

F u rt h e rm o re, we can train a dog to ge t
excited when it hears a specific wo rd, s u ch
as ‘ c o o k i e ’ , by consistently giving the dog
some food after saying ‘cookie’. In this
way we can at t a ch important psych o l ogi c a l
functions (e. g. the ex p e c t ation of food) to
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p rev i o u s ly neutral events (e. g. say i n g
‘ c o o k i e ’ ) .

Something interesting happens when 
we reve rse this order of eve n t s , h oweve r.
I m agine that eve ry time we feed a dog 
with a biscuit we say, ‘ c o o k i e ’ just a f t e r
he has finished eat i n g. When we have 
done this seve ral times, will the dog
become excited (anticipating a meal) if 
we say ‘ c o o k i e ’ without showing him 
a biscuit? The answer is no. 

A large body of re s e a rch has shown that
animals do not re a d i ly learn about neutra l
eve n t s , s u ch as wo rd s , t h at fo l l ow
i m p o rtant ones such as food being give n
(see Hall, 1996). Animals can only easily
l e a rn about events that p re d i c t the onset 
of something that is psych o l ogi c a l ly
i m p o rtant. 

For ve r b a l ly able humans it is a quite
d i ffe rent story. Imagi n e, for instance, t h at
we rep e ated the ab ove ex p e riment in the
fo l l owing way with a young ch i l d. Each
time we give the child a cookie we say
‘ c o o k i e ’ just after the child finishes eat i n g.
Wh at would happen if one day we 
shouted ‘ c o o k i e ’ when the child was 
in a nearby room? 

Most like ly, the child would come

running to us expecting to get a cookie. In
e ffe c t , the sound of the wo rd would make
the child think of cookies, even though the
wo rd ‘ c o o k i e ’ had never predicted the
d e l ive ry of an actual cookie. 

This is entire ly consistent with a large
b o dy of ex p e rimental evidence that has
s h own that humans, u n l i ke animals, h ave 
a strong tendency to re l ate a neutral eve n t
to an important eve n t , even though the
fo rmer has always fo l l owed the lat t e r. 

Respondent conditioning, t h e re fo re, i s
often ra d i c a l ly diffe rent for ve r b a l ly abl e
humans than for all other animals. Wh e n
the wo rd ‘ c o o k i e ’p redicts the delive ry of
an actual cookie, both humans and non-
humans can quick ly learn to become
ex c i t e d. Only for the human, h oweve r,
do the wo rd ‘ c o o k i e ’ and the actual cookie
enter into a b i - d i re c t i o n a l s t i mulus re l at i o n
wh e rein each can equally stand for the
o t h e r. 

For the ‘ n ew wave ’b e h aviour analy s t ,
this bi-directionality is deemed to be one 
of the most important defining fe at u res of
human language and cognition. 

Another important fe at u re of human
l a n g u age and cog n i t i o n , f rom the new wave
p e rs p e c t ive, i nvo l ves the emergence of
c o m p l ex netwo rks of re l ated eve n t s .
I m agi n e, for ex a m p l e, a young gi rl wh o
e ats a cookie. A f t e r wa rds she is told, ‘ Yo u
h ave just eaten a cookie, and another wo rd
for cookie is biscuit.’From now on,
wh e n ever she hears the wo rd ‘ b i s c u i t ’s h e
will pro b ably think of the wo rd ‘ c o o k i e ’ ,
and actual cookies as well. 

S o , s i m p ly hearing the wo rd ‘ b i s c u i t ’
can make the gi rl think of an actual cookie,
even though the wo rd has never been
d i re c t ly associated with a real cookie.
When this occurs , we say that an
e q u ivalence re l at i o n has been establ i s h e d
b e t ween actual cookies, the wo rd ‘ c o o k i e ’
and the wo rd ‘biscuit’. Numerous studies
h ave demonstrated this basic effe c t , a n d
h ave also shown that it is possible to teach
even young ch i l d ren large and complex
re l ational netwo rks (e. g. Smeets et al.,
1997). 

The construction of re l ational netwo rk s ,
s u ch as equivalence re l at i o n s , b e t we e n
wo rds and events seems to underlie many
facets of human language and cog n i t i o n .
M at h e m at i c s , for ex a m p l e, is the result 
of thousands of ye a rs of developing and
re fining incre a s i n g ly complex and ab s t ra c t
re l ational netwo rks. 

The logical statement ‘ I f A = B and 
B = C, t h enA = C’rep resents just one ve ry
simple re l ational netwo rk that tells me the
value for C based on the value for A (i.e. A

and C part i c i p ate in a ‘ d e rived tra n s i t ive
re l ation’). With this simple netwo rk , if 
I weigh A and find it be 1kg, I now know
t h at both B and C each weighs 1kg without
h aving to weigh them. 

R e l ational netwo rks are also ex c i t i n g
because they appear to parallel many
n at u ral language phenomena, i n cl u d i n g,
for ex a m p l e, n a m i n g. For instance, if a
young child is trained to point to the
w ritten wo rd ‘ ch o c o l at e ’ when pre s e n t e d
with real ch o c o l at e, the child may
s u b s e q u e n t ly point to ch o c o l ate wh e n
s h own the written wo rd without furt h e r
t ra i n i n g. (Spontaneously reve rsing the
t rained re l ation in this way is re fe rred to 
as symmetry.) 

F u rt h e rm o re, if a child is taught to say
‘ ch o c o l at e ’ in the presence of both re a l
ch o c o l ate and of the written wo rd
‘ ch o c o l at e ’ , the child may re l ate re a l
ch o c o l ate to the written wo rd without 
being ex p l i c i t ly taught to do so. (Th i s
d e rived re l ation between real object and
w ritten wo rd is an example of an
e q u ivalence re l ation.) 

Th u s , s y m m e t rical and equiva l e n c e
re l ations among written wo rd s , s p o ke n
wo rd s , p i c t u res and objects are
commonplace in naming activity (Hayes 
et al., 1996). 

H ow is re l ational re s p o n d i n g
e s t a blished? 
We should be clear at this point that the
d e s c ription of language and cognition in
t e rms of re l ational netwo rks does not, o n
its ow n , constitute a behav i o u r- a n a ly t i c
ex p l a n ation of these important human
phenomena. In order to ex p l a i n l a n g u age
and cognition (e. g. derived re l at i o n s
b e t ween real objects and written wo rd s ) ,
we use RFT (Hayes & Haye s , 1989). 
This theory seeks to explain the ge n e rat ive
n at u re of language in terms of alre a dy
e s t ablished behav i o u ral principles. Let us
examine this behav i o u ral theory in gre at e r
d e t a i l .

We have long known that organisms 
can respond to the fo rmal re l at i o n s
b e t ween stimuli. For ex a m p l e, m a ny
species can respond to the ‘ d i m m e s t ’o f
s eve ral illuminated stimuli (Reese, 1 9 6 8 ) .
S u ch non-arbitra ry re l ations are based on
the fo rmal pro p e rties of the stimuli — 
t h at is, one of them re a l ly is the dimmest.
H oweve r, humans can also respond to
re l ations that are contro l l e d, not by the
fo rmal pro p e rties of the stimu l i , but by
s p e c i fic contextual cues. 

C o n t extual control for re l at i o n a l
responding becomes established duri n g
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e a rly language training intera c t i o n s .
C h i l d ren are often presented with objects
and asked to rep e at their names. This can
be described as: see object A , then hear
name B, and say name B. Children are also
taught to identify objects when they hear
the ap p ro p ri ate name. This may be
d e s c ribed as: hear name B, then point 
to object A. 

I n i t i a l ly, e a ch object–wo rd and
wo rd–object re l ation is ex p l i c i t ly tra i n e d
using re i n fo rcement (e. g. praise). Howeve r,
when a child has been exposed to enough
of this re l ational tra i n i n g, d e rived re l at i o n a l
responding may emerge. 

S u p p o s e, for ex a m p l e, t h at a child with
this history of naming is taught: ‘ This is
your shirt .’ C o n t extual cues (such as the
wo rd ‘ i s ’ , and the context of the social
i n t e raction more ge n e ra l ly) predict that if
this object is a ‘ s h i rt ’( o b j e c t A – name B),
a ‘ s h i rt ’ is this object (name B – object A ) .
C o n s e q u e n t ly, the child may now identify
the shirt when asked ‘ Wh e re is your shirt ? ’
in the absence of re i n fo rcement for doing
so. This derived re l ation between a name
and an object constitutes part of a
‘ re l ational frame’. 

Th u s , d e riving re l ations is not ge nu i n e ly
n ove l , but is a type of ge n e ralised opera n t
b e h av i o u r ( i . e. unre i n fo rced behaviour that
o c c u rs because it is functionally similar to
other behav i o u rs that h ave b e e n
re i n fo rced). In other wo rd s , R F T s u gge s t s
t h at a history of re i n fo rcement establishes 
a controlling function for a contextual cue
( e. g. learning that the wo rd ‘ i s ’ links two
e q u ivalent elements). Th u s , ap p a re n t ly
n ovel or prev i o u s ly unre i n fo rced re l at i o n a l
responses may occur. 

S o , to begin with, both elements of a
re l ation are ex p l i c i t ly trained acro s s
multiple exe m p l a rs (e. g. ‘A is B’and ‘B is
A’a re both re i n fo rced; ‘C is D’and ‘D is
C ’a re both re i n fo rc e d, and so on). Only
then can this history of re i n fo rc e m e n t
ge n e ralise so that a derived re l at i o n
e m e rges without explicit re i n fo rc e m e n t
( e. g. if ‘X is Y ’ is re i n fo rc e d, then ‘Y is X’
is derived). 

In effe c t , a we l l - e s t ablished principle of
b e h aviour analy s i s , t h at of the ge n e ra l i s e d
o p e ra n t , has been used by RFT to ex p l a i n
one of the key ge n e rat ive fe at u res of
human language (for detailed tre atments 
of this issue, see Barn e s , 1994;  Barn e s -
Holmes & Barn e s - H o l m e s , in press). 

Other types of stimulus re l ations that
p e rm e ate human language may also be
explained in terms of ge n e ralised opera n t
b e h av i o u r. Imagi n e, for instance, a yo u n g
child who is taught to respond to a ra n ge 

of questions such as ‘ Wh i ch cup has more
m i l k ? ’ or ‘ Wh i ch box has more toy s ? ’

G iven sufficient ex p o s u re to such
questions and ap p ro p ri ate re i n fo rcement 
for answe ring them corre c t ly, the 
re l ational response (e. g. between two cups)
will come under the control of cues other
than the actual re l at ive quantities (e. g. the
wo rd ‘ m o re’). 

When this learning occurs , the re l at i o n a l
response can be arbitra ri ly applied to other
eve n t s , even when the fo rmal pro p e rties of
the re l ated events are not connected with
the re l ation in question. For instance, a
five-pence piece is wo rth m o re than a two -
pence piece, even though the fo rmer is
smaller than the lat t e r. 

This ‘ re l at ive quantity’re l ation prov i d e s
yet another example of the way in wh i ch
RFT explains advanced language and
c og n i t ive phenomena (e. g. a ch i l d ’s
u n d e rstanding of financial value) in 
t e rms of a history of re i n fo rcement that 
is ge n e ralised to novel events. 

RFT has also drawn together the
p rinciples of respondent control (or

Pav l ovian conditioning) and ge n e ra l i s e d
o p e rant behaviour to explain spontaneous
and ap p a re n t ly uncontrolled human anxiety
(see also Hayes & To a rm i n o , this issue). 

For illustrat ive purp o s e s , i m agine a
young child who hears that she is going 
on a ‘ b o at ’ , and subsequently ex p e riences 
a terri ble bout of sea sickness (i.e. the wo rd
‘ b o at ’ becomes ave rs ive via Pav l ov i a n
conditioning). 

The child may then learn at school that
a ‘car fe rry ’ is a type of boat. Lat e r, o n
h e a ring that she is going on a car fe rry,
the child may show signs of anxiety despite
h aving never been on one. This effect is
based on the acquired ave rs iveness of
‘ b o at ’ and the derived re l ation betwe e n
‘ b o at ’ and ‘car fe rry’. 

S eve ral authors have combined
b e h av i o u ral principles in accordance with
RFT (e. g. respondent conditioning and
ge n e ralised operant behaviour) to account
for a wide ra n ge of complex psych o l ogi c a l
phenomena that have hitherto fallen outside
the purv i ew of behaviour analy s i s , s u ch as
anxiety (Friman et al., 1 9 9 8 ) , d ep re s s i o n

October 1999 The Psychologist Vol 12 No 10

Behaviour analysis

A child that learns that a car f e r ry is a type of boat may also learn to transfer any e x i s t i n g
anxieties about boats



( H ayes & Wi l s o n , 1 9 9 3 ) , rule fo l l ow i n g
( B a rnes et al., in pre s s ) , p rejudice (Watt e t
a l ., 1 9 9 1 ) , s e l f - awa reness (Dymond &
B a rn e s , 1 9 9 5 ) , s e l f - c o n c ept (Barnes et al.,
1 9 9 6 ) , s exual arousal (Barnes & Roch e,
1 9 9 7b; Roche & Barn e s , 1 9 9 7 , 1998) and
s p i rituality and mysticism (Barnes &
R o che 1997a; Haye s , 1984). The intere s t e d
reader is re fe rred to a fo rthcoming book
d evoted entire ly to RFT (Hayes & Barn e s -
H o l m e s , in press) for a rev i ew of this and
re l ated re s e a rch. 

C o n c l u s i o n
R e l ational frame re s e a rch is still at a ve ry
e a rly stage. Behaviour analysts have just
b egun to study human behaviour in 
its own ri g h t , and thus we are still lay i n g
the gro u n dwo rk for the wealth of 
re s e a rch that must fo l l ow. We need many
m o re pro c e d u re s , a ri ch concep t u a l
f ra m ewo rk and a gre at deal more dat a
b e fo re we can present an adequat e
b e h av i o u r- a n a lytic tre atment of pre j u d i c e,
s ex u a l i t y, re l i gi o s i t y, p ro blem solving,

c o - o p e rat i o n , i n t e rp e rsonal re l ations and
the like. 

A more complete analysis of such
phenomena may be a long way off, but at
least we have started to move towa rds the
goals of prediction and influence in the
realm of human language and cognition. 
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B E H AVIOUR therapy has alway s
had within it two quite diffe re n t
t raditions (Hayes et al., 1995). 

One sprang from stimu l u s – re s p o n s e
l e a rning theory and neo-behav i o u ri s m ,
and was pre d o m i n a n t ly associat i o n i s t i c,
m e d i ational and mech a n i s t i c. It became the
dominant stream of influence in behav i o u r
t h e rapy for adult outpatient pro blems. 

For ex a m p l e, Wolpe believed that
p a i ring a re l a x ation response with an
a n x i e t y - p rovoking stimulus wo u l d
‘ re c i p ro c a l ly inhibit’anxiety (Wo l p e,
1958). Such a model appeals to a
m e d i ational process (re c i p rocal 
inhibition). It is established by 
a s s o c i at i o n , and it is inhere n t ly 
m e chanistic because ove rall functioning 
is explained by the arra n gements of
e l e m e n t a ry parts and fo rc e s .

The other tra d i t i o n , applied behav i o u r
a n a ly s i s , s p rang from operant psych o l ogy
and was pre d o m i n a n t ly functional,
d evelopmental and contex t u a l i s t i c. Th i s
became the dominant strand of behav i o u r
t h e rapy for ch i l d ren and institutionalised
clients. To d ay, applied behaviour analy s i s
is a major ap p ro a ch to the tre atment of,
for ex a m p l e, people with deve l o p m e n t a l
d i s abilities. 

For instance, L ovaas devised a
successful tre atment for autism by
emphasising the gradual learn e d
acquisition of nat u ra l i s t i c a l ly functional
b e h aviour in these ch i l d ren. Such a model
is obv i o u s ly functional and deve l o p m e n t a l ,
but it is also contextualistic in that the
meaning of given actions is understood by
examining the context in wh i ch the ch i l d ’s
actions occur (Lova a s , 1987; McEachin e t
a l. , 1993). 

O p e rant ap p ro a ches (including rewa rd s
for desired actions) we re, and are, a l s o

sometimes used in adult outpatient settings,
in the fo rm of a wide va riety of dire c t
c o n t i n ge n cy and self-control programmes. 

Wh at did not occur until re c e n t ly,
h oweve r, was the development of
i n n ovat ive verbal psych o t h e rapies entire ly
based on a behav i o u r- a n a lytic fra m ewo rk .
The present art i cle explains why this
t ransition has occurred and gives a bri e f
example of this type of clinical behav i o u r
a n a lysis. 

Because of the unusual fe at u res 
of the behav i o u r- a n a lytic tra d i t i o n ,
p s y ch o t h e rapists outside of it may be
s u rp rised to see how the major
philosophical and theoretical fe at u res of
m o d e rn behaviour analysis combine wh e n
t h ey are applied to more traditional cl i n i c a l
a reas. Most of the major ap p ro a ches to
clinical behaviour analysis look distinctly
m o re humanistic, ex i s t e n t i a l , o r
re l at i o n s h i p - o riented than tra d i t i o n a l
b e h aviour therapy (for an example other
than the one given here, see Ko h l e n b e rg 
et al., 1 9 9 3 ) .

The modern appro a c h
B e h aviour analysis studies orga n i s m s
i n t e racting in and with a historical and
c u rrent situational context. The aims are 
to predict and influence these intera c t i o n s ,
and to derive principles adequate to 
t h at task that are both precise and broad 
in scope. 

This ap p ro a ch diffe rs notably fro m
other more mechanistic fo rms of
b e h av i o u rism that viewed ‘ b e h av i o u r ’ in 
a more object-like fa s h i o n , for ex a m p l e,
as mu s cle movements and glandular
s e c retions (e. g. Wat s o n , 1 9 2 4 ) .

In contra s t , m o d e rn behaviour analy s i s
is based on a fo rm of prag m atism that has
been termed ‘functional contex t u a l i s m ’

(Biglan & Haye s , 1996). The core analy t i c
unit of contextualism is the ongoing act-in-
c o n t ext (see Roch e, this issue). Th e re are
va rious fo rms of contextualism (Hayes e t
a l ., 1993; Rosnow & Georgo u d i , 1 9 9 2 ) ;
functional contextualism is unique in 
its emphasis on behav i o u ral influence 
as a goal. 

The empirical ap p ro a ch that comes
f rom this philosophical stance emphasises
t h ree things. Fi rs t , b e h aviour is unders t o o d
in terms of function (its history and past
o u t c o m e s ) , not of its fo rm or locat i o n .
Function is how a ‘ whole eve n t ’i s
o rga n i s e d. Behav i o u ral units can be of 
a ny size, f rom tapping a computer key to
w riting this ve ry art i cl e, d epending only 
on the purpose of the analy s i s .

S e c o n d, a behav i o u ral function is 
a product of a particular historical and
s i t u ational context. So all concep t s , u n i t s
and principles used to understand an eve n t
h ave to be sensitive to the role of that
c o n t ex t .

Th i rd, o n ly those fe at u res that help to
a ch i eve the unified goal of pre d i c t i o n - a n d -
i n fluence are emphasised.

The combination of these fe at u res led to
the development of a wide va riety of dire c t
c o n t i n ge n cy principles (e. g. schedules of
re i n fo rcement). In line with the fi e l d ’s
p rag m atic strat egy, these principles we re
q u i ck ly applied to a wide va riety of
p ro blems. Th ey we re not, h oweve r, o f
equal re l evance to all populations. 

Applied behaviour analysts wo rke d
m o re with ch i l d ren and institutionalised
clients than with outpatient adults,
p ri m a ri ly because dire c t ly manipulat i n g
e nv i ronmental contingencies (such as
c o n t i n gencies of re i n fo rcement to shap e
b e h aviour) is easier in contro l l e d
e nv i ronments. 

The rise of clinical 
b e h a viour anal y s i s

ST E V E N HAY E S and DO S H E E N TOA R M I N O s h ow how a behavioura l

f ra m ework is leading to new verbal psych o t h e ra p i e s.
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In contra s t , adult psych o t h e rapy often
deals in less we l l - c o n t rolled settings with
m at e rial that is heav i ly based on ve r b a l
p rocesses — especially those concern i n g
p rivate events such as cog n i t i o n s , e m o t i o n s ,
b o d i ly sensations and the like. 

P r i vate eve n t s
The path that has opened behav i o u r
a n a lysis to the analysis of thoughts,
feelings and other private events (and thus
to the development of clinical behav i o u r
a n a lysis) began in 1945. Wh i l e
b e h av i o u rism emerged part ly based on the
rejection of intro s p e c t ive methods (Bori n g,
1 9 5 0 ) , in the middle part of the century
b e h aviour analysis bro ke with that
ap p ro a ch. 

Skinner (1945) legitimised the study of
thoughts and feelings in behaviour analy s i s
in an interesting fashion. He argued that
just as the behaviour of others is to be
u n d e rstood contex t u a l ly, so too the
b e h aviour of the scientist should be
ap p ro a ched in that fashion. The validity of
a ny scientific observat i o n , he arg u e d, is not
to be found in public agreement but rat h e r
in the contextual fe at u res controlling the
o b s e rvation. 

This position, wh i ch essentially
examines science itself from a behav i o u ra l
p e rs p e c t ive, had the surp rising effect of

t h rowing ove r b o a rd the earlier behav i o u ra l
p rohibition against a scientific analysis of
p rivate ex p e ri e n c e. 

In Wat s o n ’s hands, i n t rospection was 
to be avo i d e d. But in Skinner’s hands,
d i rect observations of thinking, i m agi n i n g,
fe e l i n g, re m e m b e ri n g, sensing and other
p rivate events could be as scientifi c a l ly
valid as observations of public eve n t s ,
if the contingencies controlling the
o b s e rvation had maximised the import a n c e
of the observed events per se.

For ex a m p l e : a dancer might detect and
complain of a slight mu s cle pull, given an
ex t e n s ive history of discri m i n ating betwe e n
subtle bodily fe e l i n g s; while a child might
complain of a stomach ache because of a
m at h e m atics test that the child would rat h e r
avo i d. The fo rmer observation is of a
p rivate fe e l i n g, but it is also objective and
s c i e n t i fi c a l ly valid; the latter is privat e, bu t
is subjective and invalid scientifi c a l ly. Th e
issue is not priva cy, but the nat u re of the
c o n t i n gencies leading to the observation. 

Th u s , b e h aviour analysis ‘does not
insist upon truth by agreement and can
t h e re fo re consider events taking place in
the private wo rld within the skin. It does
not call these events unobservabl e.’
( S k i n n e r, 1 9 7 4 , p.16.) 

U n fo rt u n at e ly, the full impact of this
d ra m atic philosophical ch a n ge in the

b e h av i o u ral tradition was not felt in the
a rea of empirical wo rk. This was pri m a ri ly
because Skinner (e. g. 1957, 1974) arg u e d
t h at studying private events could not lead
to new info rm ation about the reg u l ation of
ove rt behav i o u r. 

The reasoning was simple: p rivat e
events and ove rt behaviour are contro l l e d
by the same direct set of continge n c i e s .
Th e re fo re the study of the fo rm e r, wh i l e
l egi t i m at e, will not add to our
u n d e rstanding of the lat t e r. 

For ex a m p l e, a person who has been
ro bbed in a dark alley may fear and avo i d
d a rk places. ‘Being afra i d ’ is considered to
be a private emotional eve n t , wh i l e
‘ avo i d i n g ’ is ove rt behaviour; but the
c o n t i n gencies controlling both appear to 
be the same (in this ex a m p l e, the ave rs ive
e ffects of the ro bb e ry). 

Th u s , while one can study privat e
eve n t s , t h e re is seemingly no need to do 
so to understand more public fo rms of
b e h av i o u r.

The new behav i o u ral thinking
In the 1980s, this reasoning began to be
u n d e rmined in behaviour analysis with 
the advent of a host of ex p e ri m e n t a l
phenomena showing the unexpected impact
of verbal behaviour (e. g. verbal rules) on
the operation of direct contingencies (see
H aye s , 1989). 

For ex a m p l e, a c c u rat e ly descri b i n g
c o n t i n gencies produced behaviour in
a c c o rd with both the contingencies and 
the verbal ru l e. But when the continge n c i e s
ch a n ge d, the behaviour tended not to
ch a n ge. In contra s t , l e a rning by trial and
e rror ge n e ra l ly produced behaviour more
s e n s i t ive to such ch a n ges (Hayes et al. ,
1986). Such findings as these began to
open the field to new thinking.

An even gre ater impact  was then
p roduced by the growing literat u re on
d e rived stimulus re l ations. In human
b e i n g s , re l ationships between stimuli 
a re often derive d, not taught dire c t ly 
(see Barnes-Holmes et al., this issue). Fo r
ex a m p l e, a child taught to say ‘ d og ’ give n
the wo rd D–O–G, and to point to actual
d ogs given that same written wo rd, w i l l
n ow pro b ably be able to say ‘ d og ’ wh e n
seeing an actual dog. Even 16-month-old
b abies show such derived stimulus 
re l ations (Lipkens et al., 1 9 9 3 ) , but they
seem to be absent in non-humans (e. g.
L i p kens et al., 1988). 

D i ffe rent re s e a rch e rs took diffe re n t
s p e c i fic theoretical ap p ro a ches to derive d
s t i mulus re l ations. But their mere bi-
d i re c t i o n a l i t y, rega rdless of how it wa s

A dancer might detect and complain of a slight muscle pull, g i v en an e x t e n s i v e history 
of discriminating between subtle bodily f e e l i n g s
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a n a ly s e d, p roduced a major ch a n ge in
b e h av i o u r- a n a lytic thinking about human
l a n g u age, and with it, the analysis of
t h o u g h t s , feelings and other private eve n t s .
B i - d i rectionality re fe rs to the finding that
re l ations learned in one direction will be
d e rived in the other direction without
s p e c i fic tra i n i n g. These then combine with
other stimulus re l ations to fo rm re l at i o n a l
n e t wo rks (see Barnes-Holmes et al., t h i s
i s s u e ) .

For ex a m p l e, all clinicians know that
m a ny psych o t h e rapy clients tend to avo i d
painful memories and to re s t rict or reg u l at e
h ow they talk about such memories. If
verbal behaviour is stri c t ly a uni-dire c t i o n a l
p rocess (e. g. as in the usual examples of
classical (respondent) or opera n t
c o n d i t i o n i n g ) , this does not make sense.

Consider a classical conditioning
account of self-rep o rts in non-humans. It 
is not difficult to train an animal to ‘ rep o rt ’
t h at it was shocke d. One has only to
a rra n ge for re i n fo rcement for one re s p o n s e
fo l l owing shock , and for another fo l l ow i n g
no shock. But since the ‘ rep o rt ’ fo l l ows the
eve n t , it does not elicit the same re a c t i o n s
as that eve n t , a ny more than food pow d e r
sounds like bells to Pav l ov ’s dogs. Th u s ,
while the shock is ave rs ive, the rep o rt of 
it is not.

The situation is diffe rent for a human
b e i n g, s i m p ly because the rep o rt and the
event are bi-dire c t i o n a l ly re l at e d. Rep o rt i n g
s exual abuse can produce some of the same
emotional reactions as the abuse itself, a n d
is often difficult (Hayes & Giffo rd, 1 9 9 7 ) .
The bi-directionality of language and
c ognition also means that rep o rting an
event can ch a n ge the reactions produced by
t h at eve n t , the ap p a rent mechanism behind
the we l l - e s t ablished effects of insight-
o riented or ex p e riential psych o t h e rapies. 

The bi-directionality of human language
i nva l i d ated Skinner’s view that privat e
events and ove rt behaviour had to be
s y n ch ronised since the same dire c t
c o n t i n gencies produced both. When 
p rivate events are ex p ressed ve r b a l ly, a
n ew, i n d i rect influence on behaviour is
i n t ro d u c e d. 

It mat t e rs how one ve r b a l ly constructs 
a private event and re l ates it to contex t u a l
and behav i o u ral fe at u res in the pre s e n t ,
because this construction links that event 
to one’s entire verbal history. Much of our
s o c i a l i s ation occurs in the fo rm of ve r b a l
rules and constructions. Th u s , ve r b a l ly
c o n s t ructing an event one way or another
can bring to bear ve ry diffe rent sets of
re a c t i o n s .

Consider an ex a m p l e. A woman is

raped as a teenage r. Ye a rs lat e r, she fe e l s
ve ry uncomfo rt able in an intimate situat i o n
with a man she believes she loves. She
feels disgusted, and thinks ‘ p e r h aps I do
not love him after all’. She begins to avo i d
s i t u ations that might lead to sex with her
b oy f ri e n d, and their re l ationship dissolves. 

Wh at is at issue here is the role of
‘ d i s g u s t ’ , and the thought ‘ p e r h aps I do not
l ove him after all’in the course of this
re l ationship. The verbal community gives 
a good many instructions about wh at to do
in va rious situat i o n s , and they are usually
p resented using the language of thoughts
and feelings. 

If you ‘ l ove ’s o m e o n e, you are told to
act diffe re n t ly from when you do not. As 
a re s u l t , when a person is asking for adv i c e
about a conflicted intimate re l at i o n s h i p , i t
is common to ask ‘do you re a l ly love this
p e rs o n ? ’ , as if this rep o rt is crucial in
d e t e rmining the proper course of action. 

The sex u a l ly abused person we are
d e s c ribing constructed the unders t a n d abl e
(and virt u a l ly unavo i d able) sense of upset
in intimate situat i o n s , caused by a past
h i s t o ry of abu s e, as disgust and a lack 
of love. 

The response implications of this ve r b a l
a c t ivity are gre at. The bi-directionality of
human language means that this
c o n s t ruction may alter the behav i o u ra l
functions of the boy f riend (e. g. how
‘ l ovabl e ’ he is), and may tie this situat i o n
to social rules of ap p ro p ri ate conduct (e. g.
‘do not stay with someone you do not
re a l ly love ’ ) .

Acceptance and commitment
t h e ra py
We are re a dy now to supply a bri e f
example of clinical behaviour analy s i s .
This will show how these philosophical
and theoretical fe at u res combine in actual
clinical practice to guide ve r b a l
p s y ch o t h e rapeutic interventions. 

Th e re are seve ral good examples of
clinical behaviour analy s i s , i n cl u d i n g
dialectical behaviour therapy (DBT;
L i n e h a n , 1 9 9 3 , 1 9 9 4 ) , i n t egrat ive couples
t h e rapy (ICT; Ko e rner et al., 1 9 9 4 ) , a n d
functional analytic psych o t h e rapy (FA P ;
Ko h l e n b e rg & T s a i , 1991). In this art i cl e,
h oweve r, we will focus on acceptance and
commitment therapy (AC T; said as one
wo rd, not initials). 

If you ‘ l o ve’ someone, you are told to act diff e re n t l y 
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ACT is a psych o t h e rapy ap p ro a ch that
is consciously based on modern behav i o u r
a n a lysis (e. g. Hayes et al., in pre s s ) .
C o n t rolled re s e a rch has shown that AC T
p roduces positive clinical outcomes acro s s
the ra n ge of disord e rs seen in ge n e ra l
p ra c t i c e, i n cluding mood, anxiety and
p e rsonality disord e rs (Strosahl et al., 1998). 

A core assumption in ACT is that
p s y ch o p at h o l ogy often occurs when ve r b a l
functions dominat e. People unnecessari ly
b egin to avoid private events and to take
their own thoughts too litera l ly, owing to
the bi-directional tra n s fer of stimu l u s
functions. For ex a m p l e, the person with 
the rape history mentioned earlier will
p ro b ably want to ‘ feel better.’She will
m a ke effo rts to reduce anxiety, sadness 
or unpleasant memories. She may take
thoughts such as ‘I am wo rt h l e s s ’q u i t e
l i t e ra l ly. All of this is due to the effect 
of language.

The ability to make and ke ep
commitments to behaviour ch a n ge 
then goes dow n , because the sources of
b e h av i o u ral reg u l ation are dominated by
c o nventional verbal pat t e rn s , not by wh at is
a c t u a l ly wo rk able in the situation. To re t u rn
to our ex a m p l e, when the person re a ch e s
out to her love r, she will feel and think
n egat ive things, wh i ch in turn will engage
verbal rules about how to escape or avo i d
u n p l e a s a n t n e s s .

U n fo rt u n at e ly, m a ny of the means that
a re re a d i ly ava i l able to do this — fo r
ex a m p l e, w i t h d rawal from intimate social
re l ationships — cause other pro bl e m s .
Fo l l owing rules that specify how to avo i d
c e rtain thoughts is also like ly to be counter-
p ro d u c t ive, because these verbal rules (e. g.

‘ d o n ’t think about X’) contain the ve ry
thoughts that they are supposedly designed
to eliminat e. Th u s , ave nues that could
u l t i m at e ly ch a n ge these fe e l i n g s , based on
n ew ex p e ri e n c e s , a re closed off in the ve ry
e ffo rt to bring about that ch a n ge. 

A c c eptance and commitment therapy
attempts to step around the traps laid by
human language, and to make these trap s
m o re visibl e. The usual course of AC T
c ove rs six stage s .

C re a t i v e hopelessness At the
b egi n n i n g, the cl i e n t ’s effo rts to ch a n ge 
the situation are ex p l o re d. Most clients are
‘ s t u ck ’ when they come in. As this sense is
ex p l o red and va l i d at e d, it becomes cl e a re r
t h at wh at clients ‘think they need to do’ i s
ex a c t ly wh at they have done. Thus a re a l
solution must lie outside wh at seems
re a s o n abl e. This stage essentially tries 
to extinguish tra d i t i o n a l , ve r b a l ly guided
p ro blem solving to ge n e rate more
i n n ovat ive behav i o u r.

C o n t r ol is the pr o bl e m In stage 
t wo , the ACT therapist tries to identify 
the functional purpose of these prev i o u s
ch a n ge effo rts. Usually, the underly i n g
p u rpose is focused on private eve n t s : t h e
p e rson wants to feel better. The therap i s t
emphasises the danger of deliberate effo rt s
to control the wo rld of private events. 

A brief metaphor that cap t u res some of
the quality of this phase of ACT is given in
Example 1. This little metaphor descri b e s
quite well wh at many clients are alre a dy
d o i n g. The result in real life is as
p re d i c t able as the result in this metap h o r.
The verbal rule that specifies that
emotional ch a n ge is necessary also
s p e c i fies negat ive consequences for a
fa i l u re to do so; and the nat u ral response 
to imminent negat ive consequences is
a n x i e t y, not re l a x at i o n .

You are not your thoughts and
fe e l i n g s In this next stage,ACT uses
ex p e riential exe rcises and metap h o rs to
help the client distinguish between the
p e rson who is awa re of private events 
and the events known. This sense of ‘ I ’
is important because it seems timeless or
even spiri t u a l , and provides a basis fro m
wh i ch acceptance of undesirable emotions
or thoughts is possible without pers o n a l
t h re at. 

A detailed analysis of this step is
b eyond the scope of this art i cle (see Haye s ,
1984 for a behav i o u ral analysis of this
issue). But in thumbnail fo rm , a sense of
distinction between an observer and the

o b s e rved tends to reduce the dominance 
of the literal functions of language (the 
b i - d i rectional tra n s fer of the behav i o u ra l
e ffects of re fe rents to those of the wo rd s
t h e m s e l ves). A sense of self-as-observe r
helps the client notice thinking as an
o n going behaviour pro c e s s , rather than
s i m p ly viewing the wo rld as stru c t u red 
by language.

Let go of the struggle In this phase,
clients are taught emotional willingness
and ‘ c og n i t ive delitera l i s at i o n ’s k i l l s .
Emotional willingness re fe rs to the
p e rs o n ’s openness to emotional ex p e ri e n c e,
both positive and negat ive; cog n i t ive
l i t e ra l i s ation re fe rs to the ability to
ex p e rience thinking as an active ongo i n g
p rocess of re l ating eve n t s , rather than
s i m p ly dealing with the wo rld as stru c t u re d
by thought.

A wide va riety of techniques are used.
For ex a m p l e,ACT therapists ask cl i e n t s ,
at least tempora ri ly, to adopt a part i c u l a r
verbal style in therapy, s aying ‘I am hav i n g
the thought that I can’t go to the mall’ a s
opposed to simply stat i n g, ‘I can’t go to 
the mall.’

In essence, these skills allow clients to
expose themselves to prev i o u s ly avo i d e d
s i t u at i o n s , t h o u g h t s , fe e l i n g s , b o d i ly
s e n s ations or memories. A wide ra n ge of
e m o t i o n a l ly evo c at ive exe rcises are used 
to help the client open up to this prev i o u s ly
avoided mat e rial. 

Va l u e s H aving stripped away most of the
b e h av i o u ra l ly useless effects of language
(emotional avo i d a n c e, taking thought
l i t e ra l ly ) , the ACT therapist turns to
domains wh e re language is more useful.
The pers o n ’s values are ex p l o red in dep t h :
in each of seve ral are a s , wh at values does
the person want to make manifest? Th i s
b rings literal language into play wh e re it is
helpful — in constructing verbal goals and
p u rp o s e f u l ly wo rking towa rd these go a l s .

Commitment and behaviour change
The ove rt steps that need to be taken 
to move in a valued direction are then
ex p l o re d, and homewo rk exe rcises reve a l
the key steps to the client. In each
i n d ividual case, s i t u ations are analysed 
into va l u e s , go a l s , action and barri e rs. 

Th at is, the clinical situation is re s o l ve d
ex p l i c i t ly for the client into: 1) wh at va l u e s
you intend to make manife s t , 2) wh at
c o n c re t e, a ch i evable events are on that
p at h , 3) wh at you could do now to pro d u c e
those ach i eve m e n t s , and 4) wh at stands in
the way of engaging in these actions. 

T h e r ap i s t : Suppose I had you hooked up
to the best polygraph machine that’s ev e r
been built.This is a perfect mach i n e, t h e
most sensitive ever made.When you are
all wired up to it there is no way you can
be aroused or anxious without my know i n g
i t . So you have a very simple task here :a l l
you have to do is stay re l a xe d .

But I want to give you an incentive to
do so, so I’m going to hold a pistol against
your head. If you just stay re l a xe d , I won’t
b l ow your brains out, but if you get nerv o u s
I’m going to have to kill you. So just
relaaax … 

What do you think would ha p p e n ?

EXAMPLE 1 A Metaphor



In essence, the fi rst seve ral stages of
ACT are all about wo rking on number 4
while the last stages focus on 1–3. Th i s
final stage is essentially indistinguishabl e
f rom traditional behaviour therapy, a n d
i nvo l ves ove rt behaviour ch a n ge.

Wh at is important to notice in this bri e f
i n t roduction to ACT concepts is that each
of these stages fl ow from a contempora ry
b e h av i o u ral account of language. Th e i r
fo rm , h oweve r, is not always obv i o u s ly
‘ b e h av i o u ra l ’ in a traditional sense. Th i s
same mixture is dominant in the other
major va rieties of clinical behav i o u r
a n a lysis (e. g. DBT, ICT and FA P ) .

I ro ny
Clinical behaviour analysis provides a new
ap p ro a ch to traditional clinical are a s .
Pa ra d ox i c a l ly, although it is philosophically
and theore t i c a l ly behav i o u ra l , its tech n i c a l

fe at u res re s e m ble some non-behav i o u ra l
ap p ro a ches. 

For ex a m p l e,ACT is re c og n i s ably a
fo rm of behaviour therapy, but the contex t u a l
n at u re of behaviour analysis pro d u c e s
components that are ex p e ri e n t i a l ,p a ra d ox i c al
and metap h o rical. This mixing comes as a
n at u ral result of the underlying ch a n ges in
a behav i o u r- a n a lytic view of language. 

It is iro n i c, but behaviour analysis may
help to provide some of the basic science
and empiri c a l - t h e o retical development fo r
clinical traditions that have not counted
b e h aviour analysis as an ally.
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