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Learning RFT

dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), which revealed a strong influence from

classical behavior therapy.

Through my interest in affect theory and the use of metaphors, I came

into contact with acceptance and commitment therapy (ACf), a therapy

model related to DBT in many respects, but with a much more elaborate

theoretical and experimental foundation. Once again I was provided with

new, useful tools. In addition, I found myself in more extensive contact with

the new theoretical approach ACT had been built on, as well as with classical

learning theory as a basis for psychological therapy. I realized that one cannot

really understand AC! much less its theoretical foundation, relational frame

theory (nff), without an understanding of basic behavioral principles-that
is, operant and respondent conditioning. Once I gradually became familiar

with these principles, I discovered what I have come to regard as the most

promising psychological model available when it comes to understanding

human behavior in a way that also contributes directly to the therapeutic

work for change. This led to an inspiring dialogue with my good friendJonas

Ramnerci, who'd had a somewhat longer history with behavioral psychology

than I had. This dialogue resulted in our writing a book together: The ABCs

oJ Human Behauior: Behauioral Principles Jor the Practicing Clinician (Ramnero

& Torneke, 2008).

Recent years have seen a growing interest in behavioral principles, not

least among psychotherapists with cognitive training. This new interest has

given me a reason to work more thoroughly on the issue that has engaged

me for quite a few years by now: the issue of the power of thinking in rela-

tion to other human behavior and the role this plays in the problems that

make people seek help in psychotherapy. My PurPose in this book is to elu-

cidate the behavioral perspective on this question. You might say that this

book attempts to respond to the questions raised by cognitive theory and

therapy, although the answers are given from a different point of departure

than those common to cognitive approaches. Instead, the starting point here

is the foundation laid down years ago in the shape ofoperant and respondent

conditioning. Behavioral psychology has long had problems in applying its

basic agenda of prediction and influence in this area. I think these problems

are coming to an end. The increasing basic research performed to describe

relational conditioning and the theoretical structure that has evolved around

this phenomenon (n ft) provides new answers and opens the door to new

interventions in respect to cognition and human language. AII this is done

from the agenda ofclassical behavioral therapy, with new interventions being

founded upon data from experimental research.

For me to begin this bookby contrasting its content with psychodynamic

and cognitive models may seem provocative and deprecating. This is not my
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A Personal Word of Introduction

-:::ention. I am aware that the psychodynamic and cognitive theories that

- earlier found unsatisfactory have not stayed unchanged since my point of

ieparture; they have been developing in their own way. Moreover, I believe

:hat a behavioral perspective is integrative in nature. Behavioral psychology

is not about one specific model of therapy; it describes fundamental, universal

rrinciples of behavior. It is legitimate to approach anything and everything

a person does from this perspective. Behavioral psychology is not limited in

scope to phenomena that are easy to observe and define, Iike when someone

avoids air travel or washes her hands obsessively. It also applies to behaviors

rn the close interactions between people that are harder to capture, like estab-

lishing and maintaining close relationships or behaving toward the therapist

inuch like one earlier behaved toward a parent. Even behavior that in many

\\'ays seems concealed to anyone other than the person who is doing it, like

drvelling on past grudges or struggling with feelings of dejection, can be

approached from this perspective. The same goes for behaviors that are rarely

the focus in psychotherapy, like playing the flute or writing Poetry.
Thus, nothing human is alien to behavioral psychology. AII human phe-

nomena that take place in time and space and that can be the subject of atten-

tion in psychodynamic or cognitive therapy can also be approached from this

perspective, hence its integrative nature. But the starting point ofthis analysis

is a given theoretical position: the one which, since the days of Skinner, has

been designated "radical behaviorism." Some of this is novel, but the founda-

tion was laid quite a few years back.

AWORD ON TERMINOLOGY

Skinner called the science of behavior that he developed behauior analysis.

However, this term is used in slightly different ways. Within behavior therapy

in Europe, it is sometimes used synonymously with the word "conceptualiza-

tion." In this usage, a behavior analysis is understood as an initial phase of

behavior therapy. I will be using the term in the way Skinner did, which is

how it is still used in the United States. Used in this way, "behavior analysis"

is a designation of the science, as a whole, that aims at predicting and influ-

encing behavior, along with the practical work involved in doing this. There

is usually a distinction made between two branches within behavior analysis:

experimental behavior analysis and applied behavior analysis. Experimental

analysis oJ behavior is the type of experimental activity usually connected

with Skinner: Under carefully monitored conditions, different factors are

varied to determine whether an organism's behavior can be predicted and

influenced. h applied behauior analysis, the basic principles that can be

3
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Learning RFT

described following the experimental work are applied to different types of
problems "out there, in real life." A branch of applied behavior analysis is clini-

cal behauior analysis. This is behavior analysis in the field commonly referred

to as psychotherapy. Consequently, in our book The ABCs of Human Behavior:

Behauioral Principles Jor the Practicing Clinician (ZOOa), Jonas Ramnero and

I called this field of application "behavioral psychotherapy." It this book,

however, I will mainly be using the term "clinical behavior analysis."

OUTLINE
This book is divided into three parts. Part I provides some important back-

ground. Chapter 1 offers a short account of basic and well-known principles of

learning from the viewpoint of radical behaviorism, with a particular empha-

sis on concepts that must be understood in order to become familiar with
RFT. Chapter 2 provides a survey of how behavior analysis had tried to tackle
"the power of thinking" before the experimental data on which RFT is based

were available. The bulk of this chapter consists of an overview of Skinner's

analysis of verbal behavior. Although his analysis has limitations (described

here as well), it remains important as a backdrop to RFT. In chapter 3, argu-

ments for renewed inquiry into human cognition and language conclude part

1 ofthe book.
Part 2 of the book is its core; this is where RFT is described' Chapter 4

presents and defines RFT's basic terminology and describes the type of experi-

ments the theory is based on. In essence, chapter 4 describes the fundamental

eiements in human language. In chapters 5 and 6, I have attempted to show

how these building blocks are combined with an increasing degree of com-

plexity, and how they cast new light on complex human behavior. In chapter

7, part 2 concludes with an account of the problems that verbal (cognitive)

behavior creates for human beings, or the side effects of human language.

Part 3 of the book describes clinical applications. Chapter 8 takes a

look at psychological therapies in general from a behavioral perspective. The

remaining three chapters focus on clinical behavior analysis, with particular

emphasis on strategies and techniques based in RFT.

THE CHARACTER OF THE BOOK

The number of scientific texts presenting RFT and its experimental base is

growing rapidly. The same is true for books presenting ACT. This book has

the character of being in between these two categories of texts. Although the
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A Personal Word of Introduction

rurpose is to give an overall introduction to RFI the book has its limita-
:ions. The main limitation lies in maintaining both a theoretical and a clini-
cal perspective. Though RFT is based on experimental research, this book
does not present the experimental work in detail; it simply gives an outline of
the experimental work and devotes more attention to the conclusions drawn
tiom that work. This book is more focused on concepts than data and details,

partly to give a general introduction, and partly to give an understanding that
ticilitates clinical work. The book does not include more detailed presenta-

tions ofthe experiments in their entirety, such as how they are arranged and

performed. I have tried, however, to frequently refer to literature that contains
such presentations so that the interested reader can find more in-depth mate-

rial. There is also a paradox involved in this limitation. There is a degree of
learning RFT that can be achieved only by engaging in experimental work.

Yet this is a book by someone who has never done that, written primarily for
others in the same situation. Experimental psychologists will probably find
lack of precision and technical detail. The same might be true of others who
are very well acquainted with the existing scientific literature. At the same

time, some readers will probably find parts of the book too technical and

abstract. Still, this kind of book, "in between," is what I wished to read when
I first encountered RFT. Hopefully it will be helpful to others who are now

in the situation I was in then.
ACT has a central position in part 3 of the book, on clinical applications.

This is only natural, as this therapeutic model has evolved together with RFT.
Alongside ACT, other forms of clinical behavior analysis, especially functional
analytical psychotherapy and behavioral activation, have their place. It has

not been my goal, however, to present any of these individual models in their
entirety, or to carry out an in-depth comparison. I want to pursue the agenda

outlined in The ABCs oJ Human Behauior (Ramnero & Tcirneke, 2008): to
describe psychological therapy from the broad perspective of radical behav-

iorism, and to describe the therapeutic tradition that can be called behavior
therapy, behavioral psychotherapy, or clinical behavior analysis. I want to do

this with a special emphasis on how an understanding of RFT adds some new
elements to this tradition.
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CHAPTERl

Radical Behaviorism and

Fundamental Behavior

Analytic Principles

Radical behaviorism is the philosophical basis on which B. F. Skinner built
his psychology (tlSa). This term has caused a lot of debate over the years.

It has also frequently been misunderstood, sometimes to such a degree that

one might wonder if the term is useful at all or if it has actually become an

obstacle to introducing the psychology itself. It is common to see Skinnert
views described as superficial and coarsely mechanistic, even in psychology

textbooks (Power & Dalgleish, 1997, pp.35-36; Solso, Maclin, & Maclin,
2005, p. 329). This is in stark contrast to my own impression from reading

Skinner, and I have often wondered if writers who portray his positions in
this way have actually read his works. Be that as it may, his positions, and

the terms he uses to describe them, are controversial, and the term "radical

behaviorism" is a clear example of that. An alternative and more modern term

is Junctional contextualism (Gifford & Hayes, 1999). This alternative term

may better convey in what way this particular philosophy of science relates

to other modern approaches. It puts Skinnert position in relation to alterna-

tive types of contextualism, such as social constructivism or certain types

of feminism (Roche & Barnes-Holmes, 2003; Gifford & Hayes, 1999). The

term "functional contextualism" emphasizes two essential elements in radical

behaviorism: The first is that behavior must always be understood in relation

to the setting, or context, in which it takes place. The second is that in order

I



Learling RFT

to understand and influence behavior, we need to study its function_that is,
what it is aimed at.

My reason for using the term .,radical 
behaviorism,, to start out with,

despite the above discussion, is that this is the term that has survived and is
yil:1, accepted among those who follow in Skinnert footsteps in their work.
It is linguistically correct, and it also brings out some essential elements of the
position on which this book is based.

BEHAVIORISM AND ITS PREMISES
Lett begin with a discussion of the more general term ,.behaviorism.,,This 

is
a broad term that encompasses manypartly differing approaches (O,Donohue
& Kitchener, 1998). yet these approaches have certain premises in common,
making the concept ofbehaviorism appropriate. The most fundamental premise
was made clear byWatson, who came up with the term ..behaviorir_.1 

In this
approach, what is in focus is behavior (Watsory 1929); thatis, something a
Person-or any other organism_is doing. The actions, or responses, of the
whole organism are in focus. Another p."".nir. that the different approaches
have in common is the method of seeking knowledge: The ,ci"nce'is to be
built from the bottom up. The quest is fo. frird"*"rrtal, universally valid prin-
ciples for understanding behavior. This means that laboratory experiments
have a strong position. When carrying out experiments, a key concept is totry to minimize noncontrollable variables as much as possible i.fo." goirrg on
to identify and systematically manipulate those variables that are essent-ial. In
many ways this resembles how psychoanalysts are strict about the setting fortheir sessions, so as to eliminate irrelevant disturbances and observe relevant,
governing phenomena in the interaction taking place. The most well-known,
classical examples of this method within behaviorism are perhaps Skinnert
experiments with pigeons and rats. The environment is stripped (there is only
a box), and the relevant variables are few (the box contains a bar that enables
the animal to act in order to receive food, and a light that is turned on andofl). What is important here is not the laboratory experiments as such, or even
the actions of pigeons or rats; rather, the aim in using this method is to be able
to identify principles underlying the behavior of orlanisms_principles that
can then be used to understand more complex processes that perhaps cannot
be studied in laboratories.

This reveals another premise of behaviorism: that of an assumed continu-ity across different organisms. Research on pigeons, for example, is used to
draw conclusions about human beings, at leasl in certain respects. This has
sometimes been a point of controvers, especially among psychotherapists.
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Radical Behaviorism and Fundamental Behavior Analytic Principles

.. .t possible to understand humans based on an understanding of animals?

.--,:s rvas the topic of heated discussion during the 1960s and 1970s, but a lot
:: ',r'ater has flowed under the bridge since then. Today, it is uncontroversial

: -- sar- that evolutionary psychology and neuropsychology, as well as ethology,

-...d firm positions in shaping various theories within psychotherapy, regard-

.:.s of the specific camp. Based on an evolutionary perspective, researchers

r"io have greatly influenced different psychotherapy traditions, such as John
i lrlby (attachment theory) and Joseph LeDoux (aflect theory), take the

':ne view as what Skinner once maintained: simply stated, that evolution

:,.ntinuously builds on what is already at hand. Functions that work are not

:emoved; they become building blocks in future developments. This is why
ire can learn a lot about human beings by studying how gorillas relate to

:i:eir offspring (attachment theory) or by studying basic cerebral functions in

:.rimals (affect theory).

Now, if behavior is what is to be studied, the question is how we define

:r1s term. What should be counted as behavior? The answer to this question

:an be expressed in somewhat different ways within behaviorism, and in
-'rder to account for what is meant by behavior in this book, I will now turn
:.. Skinnert view on this, as encapsulated in the term "radical behaviorism."

WHAT IS RADICAL ABOUT RADICAL
BEHAVIORISM?

Being radical can be taken as being extreme. This is not what Skinner had

:n mind, though, when he chose the term "radical." In this context, "radical"

implies not "extreme" but "consistent." Radical behaviorism entails not a

departure from fundamental behavioristic principles but the application of
them in an all-inclusive way. This has some consequences. For example, take

the principle that Skinner used to describe operant conditioning (more on

this below). This principle implies that our actions are influenced by the con-

sequences we have previously encountered following a particular action. The

probability that a pigeon will peck at a certain point increases if it has earlier

received food after pecking at that particular point. But ifthis is to be applied

in a consistent wa, in keeping with Skinner's position, then this principle
also holds for me as a scientist. I do what I do (in my experiment with the

pigeon) as a consequence of outcomes of similar experimentation earlier. As

a scientist, I do not hold any objective or exclusive position. I am not outside

or above the principles I study. Ifthis understanding is applied consistently,

all claims of representing the ontological truth have to be dropped. Based on

11



Learning RFT

this position, we cannot maintain that "this is the way it really is." Radical
behaviorists repudiate the notion that the scientist operates from an objective
and neutral position. As mentioned earlier, from the perspective of radical
behaviorism you cannot understand behavior without studying its context.
All behavior takes place within a context. But neither can the context be
studied independent of behavior. This is because the scientist's attempt to
study something is a behavior as well. After all, the object of our study is
something that we are acting upon, just by studying it. So just as we cannot
understand behavior without context, there is no context available for the
organism without behavior.

This point about the behavior of the scientist is also true in a more general

sense. Stimulus and response (behavior) are codependent and should be con-
sidered together. They make up a single unity (Kanto r, l97O).We can separate

them for practical reasons, with a certain aim in mind. And the behavioral
science that Skinner wanted to create has an aim: to predict and influence
behavior. Radical behaviorists are not claiming to be "uncovering reality";
rather, we maintain that this method, the scientific project of radical behav-
iorism, is a method that works for what we want to do. The pigeon in Skinner's
experiment could say something similar: "Pecking this spot works when it
comes to getting Skinner to give me food."

When we radically apply the fundamental principles of behavior that
we have identified, this leads to another important result, one involving the
definition of the term "behavior." In everyday speech, the word "behavior"

normally refers only to external actions, which can be observed by anyone
else who is present. So how should we regard the things a person does but
that no one except the person himself can observe, things like feeling, remem-

bering, and thinking? Traditionally, these phenomena have been assigned to
another sphere-the psyche-as if they were of a different nature than the
things we can observe. Here too, Skinner called for consistency, maintaining
that there is nothing to indicate that the same principles are not valid for these

phenomena as well (Skinner, 1953, 1974). This means these phenomena are

also behavior, and that they can and should be analyzedaccording to the same

principles as behavior that is observable by others.

FUNDAMENTAL BEHAVIOR ANALYT IC
PRINCIPLES

What, then, are the fundamental principles demonstrated by and studied
through experimental research that we can use to understand and influence
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:=-:ar-ior? For a more detailed answer to this question, the reader is referred

:: .ither publications (Catania,2007; Ramner6 & Torneke,2008). Still, I

^---- provide a short summary here, before turning to this book's main quest,

^::ch is to point out how these principles should be used to shed light upon
---:;unction of human thinking.

The two fundamental principles for behavior analysis are operant and

:=s:ondent conditioning. The latter has been described since Pavlov's well-

ij:o\rn experiment with dogs at the beginning of the twentieth century,

-::luding how their natural reaction ofsalivation can be influenced through

:,.:rditioning. Operant conditioning is the principle of learning that Skinner

-::r'estigated and demonstrated via his experiments, so that is where I will
:tgin.

O p er ant C o n diti o ning: L e ar ning Thr o ugh

Consequences

Human actions never take place in a vacuum. There is something pre-

ceding and something following each action. It is among these contextual

ictors-those that precede and those that follow-that the behavioral analyst

^ooks for answers to questions about what governs behavior. If someone, in

a certain context, turns his eyes to me with a specific expression on his face,

I might address him by saying something like "Can I help you?" My utter-

ance is followed by a new occurrence: The person replies. So my action is

tbllowed by a consequence, in this case that someone answers me. The core

principle in operant conditioning is that the consequences following a behav-

ior (a response) influence the probability of the behavior being repeated.

Lett speculate a bit using two rather different consequences in the everyday

example above. Imagine that what follows uPon my utterance "Can I help

you?" is that the person gives me a friendly smile and tells me what he wants.

An alternative would be the response "Mind your own business, you ierk!"
It is hard to say exactlyhow each of these consequences might influence the

probability of me asking if I could help if someone else were to look at me with

this specific facial expression in the future. What is essential is that earlier

consequences do have an influence. 'A burned child shuns the fire" is an old

saying in Swedish, corresponding to "Once bitten, twice shy" in English' A

well-known author has turned this "truth" around in a book entitled Burned

Child Seeks the Fire (Edvardson, L997).Itis not always easy to determine what

kind of behavior to expect based on previous consequences. But the saying

and the author agree on one thing: Previous consequences have an influence'

This is the core ofoperant learning.

13
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In operant psychology, the different influences ofconsequences are cate-
gorized based on whether they increase or reduce the probability of an earlier
behavior being repeated. IfI get friendly responses to utterances like the one
above and thereafter more often address people who exhibit the same type of
facial expression in similar situations, the friendly responses would be said to
have had a reinforcing effect on this specific behavior ofmine. A consequence
that increases the probability ofthe preceding behavior being repeated is thus
termed reinJorcing. In this case the reinforcing consequence is that I receive
something: a friendly response. Something is added. This kind of process is
called p o sitiu e r einfo r cement.

A behavior can also be reinforced through a consequence consisting of
something being removed. This is illustrated by the behavior of the person
who responded to my question by saying, "Mind your own business, you jerk!"
Let's assume that when this is uttered, I become quiet and turn my attention
away from the speaker. I do what I am told to do. This consequence could
increase the probability of the other person repeating the utterance "Mind
your own business" in similar situations in the future. The consequence-
that I became quiet and turned away-has in this case become reinforcing
to this person's behavior of telling off jerks. This time, though, the reinforce-
ment consists of something being removed, namely, the attention from a jerk.
When a behavior increases because something is removed, it is termed nega-

tiue reinforcement.

Distinguishing between positive and negative reinforcement (which are
both processes that increase the probability ofa certain behavior) is not always
essential. These two concepts can be said to describe two different sides ofthe
same thing (Michael, 1975). If the behavior of telling offjerks was reinforced
by me becoming quiet, then one factor is that my annoying questions came
to an end. This is negative reinforcement. But another way of describing the
same thing is to note the condition that resulted: silence, for example, or any-
thing else that was added. That would be positive reinforcement. It is often
convenient to distinguish between positive and negative reinforcement, even
though the difference may not be clear-cut from a theoretical perspective. It
may sometimes be more obvious that something is removed than that some-
thing is added. By speaking about this as negative reinforcement, we clarify
the process. The distinction is often practical in clinical situations, a subject I
will return to in part 3 of the book.

When a consequence reduces the probability of a certain behavior being
repeated, it is known as punishmenf. If I receive an unfriendly response in
the example above and I subsequently refrain from addressing people in

t4

Radical Behaviorism

that specific social context or do

has been punishing. Punishment

nrent-io which something has

rvhich something has been remc

rvay of determining what is reintt

sic quality that signifies the con

some consequences more often ru

certain types ofsocial attention.

nized and addressed in a kind rta

but we can all think of situation

Likewise, certain consequences

being hit, yet this is not always t

reinforces the behavior that prect

ters only indifference, despite ser

repeat a behavior that leads to t

involves attention. It is the/uncti,
nition. When the consequences i

this is reinforcement; and when t

behavior, it is punishment. To re,

TYP

conseque

be repea

reinforcer
is added-

reinforc
that is t:

be repea

punishmr
is adde4

punisho
: is taken i



Radical Behaviorism and Fundamental Behavior Analytic Principles

that specific social context or do so less often, then the earlier consequence

has been punishing. Punishment, too, can be separated into positiue punish'

ment-in which something has been added-and negatiue punishment-io
rvhich something has been removed. Remember, however, that there is no

way of determining what is reinforcing versus punishing based on any intrin-
sic quality that signifies the consequence as such. Of course, it is true that

some consequences more often function as reinforcing to people, for example,

certain types ofsocial attention. But this is not always the case. To be recog-

nized and addressed in a kind way is usually reinforcing for human behavior,

but we can all think of situations when this is something we want to avoid.

Likewise, certain consequences usually function in a punishing way, like

being hit, yet this is not always the case. There are situations when being hit
reinforces the behavior that preceded this consequence. A child who encoun-

ters only indifference, despite several actions meant to attract attention, may

repeat a behavior that leads to getting smacked, simply because the smack

involves attention. lt is the function of the consequence that provides the defi-

nition. When the consequences increase the probability of a certain behavior,

this is reinforcement; and when the consequences reduce the probability of a

behavior, it is punishment. To recap:
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF CONSEqUENCES

Reinforcement: A consequence that increases the likelihood that a

certain behavior will be repeated.

Positive reinforcement is when the consequence is somc-

thing that is added.

r::, Negative reinforcement is when the consequence is

something that is taken away.

Punishment: A consequence that decreases the likelihood that a

certain behavior will be repeated.

Positive punishment is when the consequettce is some-

thing that is added.

:;r, Negative punishment is when the consequence is some-

thing that is taken away.
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Before I go on to describe how we can analyze a specific behavior, I must
clarify what it is that we are analyzing. Two behaviors are rarely, if ever, identi-
cal; even ifthey seem to be, they differ in detail. I can raise my coffee cup in
a number of different ways, and I can address another person in many differ-
ent ways. In behavior analysis, behaviors that are alike in the sense that they
have the same function are said to belong to the same functional class. This
categorization is essential if we are to analyze behavior. When you analyze
a given, historically defined behavior, it is of course this particular behavior
that you are analyzing-for instance, the way I addressed someone in the
above example. At the same time, this is only of interest if it is useful when
analyzing a similar behavior in the future-a behavior that is similar enough

to have the same or almost the same function. Over time, we are primarily
interested in functional classes or categories ofbehavior. Some such classes of
behavior are narrow or very specific, such as the behavior ofa biathlon com-
petitor in erect shooting position when he aims to score a bullt-eye. Other
classes are broad or contain a wide range ofbehavior, such as what people do
to avoid painful memories.

ABC

In behavioral analysis, a common way of describing an operant sequence

of events is ABC, and analyzing such a sequence is referred to as carrying out
a functional analysis. The core is B, which stands for "behavior": Something
is being done. This behavior or response is what we intend to predict and
influence. C stands for "consequence"l we have just seen the significant role it
plays in an operant analysis. Finally, there is A, which stands for "antecedent,"

or "that which precedes." Even the consequences that govern a certain behav-
ior actually precede the behavior they govern, because they have followed an
earlier, similar behavior. If speaking to another person has previously been
followed by receiving kind attention, the likelihood of this behavior being
repeated may increase. However, the antecedents referred to as A in ABC are

those conditions that are present when a behavior occurs. Within behavioral
analysis, we think of A as having at least two diferent types of function: dis-
criminative function and motivational function. I will begin by describing
discriminative function.

The fact that my question ("Can I help you?") was reinforced earlier does

not mean that from then on I will always be asking the same question. This
behavior has been reinforced in a specific context, and it is in this context-or
rather, in similar contexts-that the likelihood of my asking the question again
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r:.reases. Antecedent refers to precisely this context: the conditions under
',.-hich my behavior previously put me in contact with certaih consequences

:iat have become governing. It was under the condition of having a Person

.".ok at me with a certain facial expression (A) that I spoke to the person (B)

:nd as a result ofthis behavior encountered diferent consequences (C). This

neans that A now has a function established by a certain connection in my

:ristory-a connection between a condition, a behavior, and a consequence'

\ow, when I meet a new condition that is similar enough to the one I encoun-

:ered earlier, the previous consequence influences my current behavior' This

:unction of A is termed discriminatiue, and when this is the function we have

:n mind, we speak of the antecedent as a discriminatirte stimulus.

A discriminative stimulus signals a historical connection between a

behavior and a certain conseiluence. A specific type ofbehavior in another

person-a glance or a facial expression, for example-signals to an individual

a historical connection between a certain behavior, like asking a question, and

a certain consequence. You might say that a discriminative antecedent in the

present signals the availability of a certain consequence, simplybased on this

historical contiguity. This connection is called a contingency in behavior ana-

lvtic language. We also say that a certain consequence needs to be contingent

on a certain behavior in order to exert its function. What we mean is that

there must be a direct connection between the behavior and the consequence'

In order for discriminative antecedents and reinforcing or punishing conse-

quences to have their respective functions in relation to a specific behavior,

they must occur in contiguity with that behavior. A great deal of research

has been carried out in the field of experimental analysis of behavior to try

to describe these connections more explicitly, as well as how they may vary

(Catania, 2007).

The prevailing circumstances (A) can affect the probability of a certain

behavior in another way too. There are circumstances that are not discrimina-

tive; that is, they don't signal any historical connection between a behavior

and a certain consequence. Although they don't signal an increased availabil-

ity of a specific consequence, they influence the likelihood of a certain behav-

ior. A classic example is food deprivation (hunger). If my daughter walks past

the kitchen, where I am cooking a meal, and I say, "Dinner is ready," this

might function as a discriminative stimulus for her. If so, she stops walking

toward the TV room and sits down at the kitchen table. There could be differ-

ent types of learning history behind this, but one possibility is that my words

signal to my daughter a historical connection between the current conditions

and the availability ofa certain consequence: that ofbeing served food' This

t7



Learning RFT

is a description of a discriminative function.r Alongside this, however, the
fact that my daughter is either full (after just eating a couple of sandwiches)
or hungry (because she has not eaten since breakfast) may influence whether
she sits down at the table to eat. Her being full versus being hungry does not
indicate the availability of food. The meal is equally available regardless of
whether she is hungry or not. Her hunger is representative of a different func-
tion of conditions that may precede and influence a behavior. This function
is usually called an establishing operation or motiuational ogteration (Michael,
1993). It is a function of A, but not a discriminative function. These are ante-

cedent conditions that influence the reinforcing or punishing eflectiveness of
a consequence. In this example, the dinner will be more or less reinforcing
to my daughter depending on her recent history with food-that is, whether
she is hungry or not.

Let's take a look at the earlier example of asking "Can I help you?" with
this aspect in mind. We could assume that I have a history in which a certain
behaviorby anotherperson (facial expression, for example) functions as a dis-
criminative antecedent for asking a question. Let's imagine two possible sce-

narios: I could be unusually tired because I didn't sleep well the night before;
or, on the other hand, I may have been missing social contact with others for
some time. Both of these conditions could influence whether I ask my ques-

tion or not, if I indeed encounter a discriminative stimulus for this behavior.

And this is despite the fact that neither my tiredness nor my desire for human
contact indicates any availability ofthe governing consequence. Instead, the
issue here is that these conditions influence the degree to which the governing
consequence is motivating to me, or how much influencing power the conse-

quence has in this particular situation.

1 As I will go on to describe later, this is a simplification that does not take
into account the difference between verbal and nonverbal discriminative
functions. The example works for the intended point in this case, though.
There are quite a few of these types of simplified examples in this chap-

ter. The alternative would have been to only use examples from organisms
without human language, but this would have affected the text in a negative

way and would hardly have helped the reader's understanding. The problem
with these types of simplifications, which have been necessary within the
area of behavioral analysis due to its difficulty in handling phenomena like
language and cognition, will be dealt with in detail later in this book. It is
also important to remember that within behavior analysis we are aiming at

usefulness, not necessarily at covering all possible aspects of an event (see

Ramner<i & Tcirneke, 2008).
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It is often useful to distinguish between the discriminative and motiva-

tional functions ofthe conditions that precede and influence operant behav-

ior. But again, it is the degree of usefulness that determines how essential this
distinction is. In practice, it is not always possible to make the distinction, and

other times it may not be important to do so even if the possibility is there.

This leads me to an important point about what ABC is not.

A NOTE ON WHAT ABC IS NOT

When we describe a behavioral sequence in the way I have above and

assign different terms to the different functions, it is easy to be misled in
thinking that we've discovered a mechanical chain of events "out there in

reality." But, as mentioned earlier, this is not what is intended. This type of
discussion is simply a way of speaking and writing about behavior-a way

that is useful for gaining both understanding and influence. In the constant

flow of events we face, we can distinguish between different processes because

it is useful to us to do so. This applies to all humans at all times, even those

engaged in scientific study. Distinguishing between different processes, prin-

ciples, antecedents and consequences, reinforcement and punishment, and

so on is a behavior performed by the behavior analyst. Within this frame of
reference, knowledge is seen as a skill for doing certain things; it is not an

object that you discover or find yourself in possession of. Analyzing behavior

from the perspective ofradical behaviorism is not uncovering a hidden reality.

Everything we do is acting on reality, or behaving. This means that our activ-

ity of performing ABC analyses is operant behavior, as well, governed by the

consequences that the behavior analyst has previously met when doing this

t9
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very activity. We do what we do because we have a history of connections
between different antecedents, earlier behaviors, and consequences. We do it
because it helps us reach certain goals.

From this position, making claims regarding discovering or understand-
ing "the nature of reality" is a self-contradiction. Being based in functional
contextualism means we refrain from such claims of discovering or knowing
the "truth." Instead, we adopt a pragmatic truth criterion wherein what is true
is what is serviceable toward a certain aim or goal. This also means that a

science needs to clarify its aims. Nothing works "in general." If it works, it
works for something specific, for what we are aiming at. The behavior analyst
has a twofold aim or purpose: prediction and influence.

Resp ondent C on ditioning: L earning by As so ciation

Whereas the power of consequences over behavior is the main point
in what we call operant conditioning, respondent conditioning describes the
power of certain antecedents to trigger a reflexive behavior. Put simply, under
a certain circumstance we will react. If the same circumstance, or one much
like it, reoccurs, it provokes the same reaction based entirely on the anteced-
ent. The behavior occurs regardless of earlier consequences following this
reaction.

Again, it is important to remember that this does not uncover mechanical
processes that are actually out there "in reality," as phenomena in their own
right. The terminology of behaviorism is simply a way of speaking about this
issue, and we employ it because it is useful. It serves our purpose to distin-
guish between operant and respondent in this way. Although these processes

coexist in the web of events we are trying to understand and influence (more
on this below), for the sake of clarity I will isolate what we think of as respon-
dent processes.

There are certain basic reactions that we do not need to learn. They are

already there from the start. Loud noises, a physical blow; rapidly approach-
ing movement toward our eyes, contact with strong heat, and so on-all of
these trigger spontaneous movements in humans, as well as in other animals.
Consequences of our behavior do not seem to affect this substantially. If we
make sure that these spontaneous movements are followed by specific conse-
quences that would typically affect operant behavior, this does not cause the
corresponding change in behavior we might expect. If I encounter a certain
consequence because of putting something in my mouth, this consequence
will probably take on a governing function. Whether what I put in my mouth
tastes good or bad will influence my tendency to put the same thing in my
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:routh in the future. This is operant behavior, governed by consequences. But
:: rte were somehow able to make my salivation result in a bad taste, and then
',te did something that normally makes me salivate, this would not affect my

;aiivation to any appreciable degree. Salivation is respondent behavior; it is a

:esult of antecedents and is not significantly controlled by consequences. A
:esponse that has not been learned is called an unconditioned response, and a

':rmulus2 
(in this case an antecedent) that triggers such a response is called

zt unconditioned stimulus. Typically, salivation is an unconditioned response,

:nd food is an unconditioned stimulus that triggers it. Some affective reac-

:rons, like fear, are also examples of unconditioned responses. These are all

-nnate reactions that have evolved because oftheir survival value.

The fact that respondent learning occurs means that experience never-

:heless influences both these reactions and their occurrences. This is true of
both salivation and affective reactions, among others. Some external situa-

:ions trigger fear without the individual having to learn this (Ohman,2002).
But in a situation where I feel afraid, other stimuli that are also present may

take on or acquire the same triggering function as the stimulus that originally
rriggered fear. If I get assaulted while strolling in the main square of the town
rr-here I live, we can assume that I'd feel some kind of fear during the event.

But if I later take another walk in the square, stimuli that had previously been

neutral-or that had perhaps even triggered positive emotions in me-might
instead provoke fear. The stimuli that have been conditioned in this way

could be the square itself, the aroma outside the restaurant near where I was

assaulted, or any of a number of other details, in themselves irrelevant, such

as the statue standing in the square. As a result of these stimuli being present

at the time of the assault, they are now associated with it. This type of learned

response, called a conditioned response, is an example ofhow respondent reac-

tions can propagate when neutral stimuli become associated with stimuli that

2 The term "stimulus" is common within behavioral psychology. It denotes

a quality or a phenomenon in the context or environment surrounding a

behavior (Catania, 2007). Thus, both antecedents and consequences can be

called stimuli. A problem with this term is, perhaps due to the experimen-

tal history of the behavioral position, that it can easily be associated with
something small and very clearly defined. This is not a requisite meaning.

It can refer to something very complex and composite and be synonymous

with what, in ordinary terms, we call an event. For this reason, in this book

both words are used, with the latter ("event") often used to refer to the

more composite meaning.

2l

-



Learning RFT

trigger unconditioned responses. In this way, formerly neutral stimuli become
conditioned stimuli.

In respondent learning, the direct connection between events is impor-
tant. A conditioned stimulus acquires its function by occurring in direct con-
nection with an unconditioned stimulus and its attendant response. These

connections and their variations make up another area that has been the focus
ofa lot ofresearch (Catania, 2007).

Operant and Respondent Learning Interact

In many cases, it can be useful to distinguish between operant and
respondent learning. Some processes are more easily understood or influ-
enced based on operant principles, while for others respondent principles are

more useful. However, learning often takes place under the influence of both
principles simultaneously, and through interaction between them. If my son
lives in a diflerent city and I like talking to him on the phone, I may call
him up once in a while. If it turns out that it's easier to get ahold of him on
Tuesday nights, when I realize it is Tuesday night, I might call him. So far this
is operant learning through positive reinforcement for calling, where Tuesday

night becomes a discriminative stimulus, indicating the increased availability
of a certain consequence: that my son will be there to answer the phone. Now,
let's say that when I call my son on the phone, a specific melody is played
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rshile I wait for him to pick up. After I have encountered this on several occa-
sions of calling, one day I hear the same melody on the radio. I start thinking
ibout my son, and maybe some emotional reactions, originally occurring due
:o my interaction with him, also surface. How did this happen? The answer
:s respondent learning. The melody has become a conditioned stimulus, and
:houghts and feelings connected with my son are a conditioned response. It is
3asy to see how these reactions can in turn function as antecedents for more
operant behavior. I might, for example, call my son earlier than I would have
rf I hadn't heard this melody on the radio.

Another way in which respondent and operant learning interact is in how
:einforcers and punishers are established. Stimuli that have not previously
:unctioned as reinforcers can acquire this function by being associated with
:hings that already function as reinforcers. Status symbols, designer clothes, a

:hoto ofa loved one, or a favorite TVprogram can all have reinforcing func-
:ions. These stimuli have acquired their function by being associated with
.rther reinforcers; for example, receiving interpersonal attention because of
status symbols. Reinforcers that have their function without being learned-
such as interpersonal attention, food when you are hungry, and warmth when
rou are cold-are called unconditioned or primary reinforcers. Reinforcers
:hat have acquired their function by way oflearning are called conditioned or
;econdary reinforcers. The corresponding terminology also applies to punish-
ers: They can be unconditioned or primary punishers, or they can acquire their
iunctions through association with other punishers and therefore be called
;onditioned or secondary punishers.

Extinction

Behavior that has been learned does not necessarily last forever. Whether
qoverned by consequences or by associations, behavior can cease or decrease
tbllowing the removal of particular contingencies. We often use the term
efiinction for this; operant extinction or respondent extinction, respectively.
Operant extinction occurs when a certain behavior no longer provides that
rvhich has been a reinforcing consequence. If my Tuesday calls to my son
begin to go unanswered, I will probably continue to call him on Tuesdays for
a while. But if I encounter that he never answers on Tuesdays anymore, I'll
stop calling him on that day. Tuesday is no longer a discriminative stimulus
tbr the consequence that was previously reinforcing. Tuesday night no longer
signals a historical connection between a specific behavior (calling my son)
and a certain consequence (he answers the phone).

23

E

-



Learning RFT

Respondent extinction also involves crucial changes or a discontinuation
of the relations between the different stimuli that lay behind the learning. If,
despite the respondently aroused fear I experience after being assaulted in my

town square, I continue to regularly visit the square, my fear will decrease,

provided that the event (the assault) that originally caused my reaction is not

repeated. New associations between my emotional reactions and the siluare,

the aroma from the restaurant, and the statue are established. I may experience

other events in the square that awaken positive emotions, so new respondent

learning takes place. That this happens when I walk in the square (operant),

even though I feel afraid initially (respondent), is yet another example of how

operant and respondent learning act together.

That a particular behavior is extinguished does not mean it has been

unlearned. Once I have become afraid in connection with the assault in the

square in my hometown, this fear will most likely be more easily triggered

than it would have been if I had never experienced the assault in the first
place. If my son's phone does not play the special melody any longer, then the

melody itself may not bring up thoughts of him if I hear it on the radio. And
yet we've all experienced how associations like these can suddenly reemerge

after being gone for years. The same is true for operant extinction. Actions we

once learned often lie within reach, even if we have long since ceased to act

in that way. Although I once learned to ride a bike, this behavior might have

been extinguished many years back if the reinforcing consequences ceased.

If I get on a bike again, I might notice that I cannot ride it as well as before;

nevertheless, this behavior is not unlearned.
The fact that learning has these kinds of lasting effects tells us something

important about working for change. I will return to this point when discuss-

ing this book's main issue: the power of thinking. What we can establish at

this iuncture is that the key is to learn new things, rather than trying to extin-
guish what we have already learned.

Generqlization

The fact that, in an operant sequence ofevents, a certain stimulus func-

tions as a discriminative or motivational antecedent, or as a reinforcing or
punishing consequence, does not mean that a new event must be identical to
have the same function. If that were the case, learning would practically be

impossible, since two events are, in fact, never exactly the same. Instead, two
stimuli or two events need only be "similar enough." If a certain social behav-

ior from my side, like addressing someone with a question, has taken place

under the condition of this person looking at me with a certain expression on
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:lis face, and if my asking the question has led to positive reinforcing conse-

quences, then this increases the likelihood that I will speak to someone again

rshen the conditions are similar; the situation need not be identical. How
similar the conditions must be in order to function in a discriminative way

,iepends on the individual's specific learning history. A young child initially
rray have learned to say something in an interaction with a parent. This is the

condition under which the behavior has been reinforced. A glance, a facial

expression, or an utterance by a different person does not at this stage con-

stitute an antecedent for the child to interact in a similar way. This anteced-

ent function will, however, gradually spread, becoming generalized. As time

passes, a much broader category of conditions (diferent people, different

environments, different utterances, and slightly diflerent facial expressions)

might function as antecedents for a certain social behavior.

This does not apply only to antecedents. Events that function as rein-

torcing or punishing consequences are generalized, as well. Friendlybehavior
may be encountered in many different forms, but regardless of the differences

it can still have the same reinforcing function. The same goes for the things

that often function as punishers, like being criticized, for example. Another
example of a reinforcing function that can be generalized involves money.

\foney is a conditioned or secondary reinforcer. In our experience, it has been

associated with other things that have been reinforcing, giving these pieces

of metal and paper reinforcing functions in themselves. Money has acquired

this function by association with such a large number of other reinforcing
tunctions that it becomes a generalized reinforcer, For most children, atten-

tion from adults also functions as a generalized reinforcer. In certain con-

texts, however, the same attention can have a punishing function. This shows

us, again, that whether a given stimulus is reinforcing or punishing is not an

intrinsic quality of that stimulus; rather, it can only be understood in context,

in the interaction between an organism and its environment.

Generalization is relevant in connection with respondent learning, as

well. The fact that I was assaulted in the main square of my hometown can

make me feel this fear in a similar square located in a different town if that

other square is similar enough. Or this fear can emerge in a totally different

situation from being in a square; for example, seeing someone in the subway

who is somehow similar enough to the person who assaulted me. Likewise,

hearing that familiar melody on the radio can make me think of my son even

if it is performed by a different singer and in a different version than the one

on his phone.
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Discrimination

Discrimination can be said to be the opposite of generalization. Just as the

function ofan event can be spread to other events because they are in some

way similar, a function can be restricted to a more specific event in situa-

tions where a similar event doesn't have this function. Another persont facial
expression can be an antecedent for a certain social behavior on my part, and

we might assume that generalization has taken place in my learning history
since my first attempts at interacting with other people years ago. There are

quite a few slightly different facial expressions of other people that lead to
more or less the same type of social behavior from me. But what happens if
I want to play poker? In that case, the very small variations that I might be

able to detect in the other players' expressions become antecedents for quite

different behaviors from my side. A certain glance may make me raise my
stakes, and if another player looks at me in a slightly different way, this can be

an antecedent for my decision to fold. The differences could even be so small
that I m unable to describe them, yet I still act on them. The fact that some

people are so much better than others at playing poker can partly be assumed

to be connected to a highly trained ability to discriminate when it comes to
other people's behavior.

Generalization and discrimination, and the balance between them, is

an important part of all kinds of learning, both operant and respondent.

Sometimes we need to catch one very specific signal in a noisy surrounding,
while at other times it is important to act on anything that moves.

WHERE WE GO FROM HERE

This concludes my run-through of important foundations of the psychology
of learning. Let me once again encourage interested readers to seek more

detailed knowledge from other sources. In chapter 2, we will move on to
the issue of how these principles have been used and are used in order to
understand thinking and the power of thinking. We will also take a look at

some difficulties in relation to this-what can be described as inadequacies

in the behavior analytic attempts to deal with this profound type of human
behavior.
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