
Valuable, but not maximal: it's time behavior therapy
attend to its behaviorism

Arthur W. Staats 1

Department of Psychology, University of Hawaii, Honolulu, HI 96822, Hawaii

Received 12 March 1998

Abstract

The ®eld of behavior therapy is not in touch with itself in terms of its overarching behaviorism. Many
erroneously consider its basic behaviorism to have been radical behaviorism and continue to look to
develop behavior therapy (including behavior analysis and behavioral assessment) within that
framework. But that approach turns out to be much less than maximal because there is a more
advanced, better developed behaviorism within which to conduct and project the ®eld. There is much
that behavior therapy is not doing in practice and research because it is not making full use of that
behaviorism foundation. # 1999 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Rosemery Nelson-Gray has been an outstanding behavior therapist for a long time. She and

Richard Farmer have done highly productive works in the past, and the present paper (Nelson-

Gray & Farmer, 1998) adds to that list with its valuable contributions to the analysis of

personality disorder (PD) and its assessment and treatment. But the paper is also an exemplar:

it exempli®es a general methodology, for one thing, in attempting to combine behavioral

materials with those from traditional psychology. I have called this behaviorizing psychology

and believe that it is essential for the progress of behavior therapy (behavior modi®cation,

applied behavior analysis, and behavior assessment) and for behaviorism more generally. But,

while behaviorizing psychology is a very essential theory-construction agenda, an advancement

past standard radical behaviorism, it can be approached (or avoided) in di�erent ways that are

critical. In this commentary I am going to address what the Nelson-Gray and Farmer paper
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represents as a general approach or model. I will accept the value of the various speci®cs of
their important contribution as self-evident to behavior therapists.

2. There are several behaviorisms, with commonality as well as basic di�erences

Iverson (1994) and Franks (1998) have identi®ed ®ve behaviorisms as important
conceptual frameworks in behavior therapy: radical behaviorism (RB), cognitive-social
behaviorism, and paradigmatic (or psychological) behaviorism (PB), as well as
methodological behaviorism and neobehaviorism. Let me suggest that only the ®rst three
maintain a continuing development that is generally relevant to behavior therapy. Those
three, as do all behaviorisms, share much commonality. For example, the three accept the
facts of conditioning, and almost of the works of behavior therapy that involve
reinforcement or classical conditioning derive from these three behaviorisms. Nevertheless,
there are fundamental di�erences, in the theories of the basic principles, in the methodology
of theory construction, in the breadth of studies produced and organised within the
behaviorisms, in the problems treated, in the directions for advancement projected, in the
question of relating to psychology, and such.
Relevant here is the fact that the Nelson-Gray and Farmer (1998) ``functional analytic''

approach, while more generally in¯uenced, also anchors itself in the radical behaviorism
tradition, which brings along characteristics of that tradition, Nelson-Gray and Farmer deal
with a very important topic, they take valuable positions and make valuable analyses. But I
will argue that their functional analytic approach, by being harnessed with characteristics of
radical behaviorism, does not maximise what behaviorism has to o�er to such endeavors. In
developing this view I will suggest that a better approach for behavior therapists is to use a
di�erent one of the ®ve behaviorismsÐpsychological behaviorism.

3. Informing functional analysis with abnormal psychology

A major argument of the Nelson-Gray and Farmer article (1998), consuming the ®rst three
pages, aims to justify the use of an abnormal psychology (DSM-IV) de®nition of the behavior
disorders. However, that justi®cation is only necessary because the radical behaviorism position
``eschew[s] the concepts of personality and personality disorder (PD) because of their trait and
mental illness connotations and because of the inferential [mentalistic] nature of such
constructs'' (Nelson-Gray and Farmer, 1998, p. 3). It is because radical behaviorism has not
provided a conceptual bridge to personality and the knowledge products of abnormal
psychology that makes the justi®cation necessary. Not only is the conceptual bridge absent, but
radical behaviorism is still mired in the simplistic anti-mentalism of Watson and Skinner and
engaged in battling the intervening variable strategies of Tolman and Hull (see Hayes &
Brownstein, 1986). So the approach has never developed concepts of personality and abnormal
personality that allow it to connect to the work of non-behavioral psychology, including the
DSM materials. Without having a behaviorism that resolves the separation between
behaviorism and personality concepts, Nelson-Gray and Farmer are forced to just assert that
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their functional analysis position and traditional abnormal psychology de®nitions can ``inform''
one another. This is but the same type of eclecticism that has been followed by cognitive
behavioristsÐbetter than radical behaviorism rejection of psychology, but less powerful than
uni®ed, principled theory. Let me suggest that the radical behaviorism foundation used by many
behavior therapists forces them to be eclectic; because their basic approach does not provide the
foundation for unifying with traditional psychology materials in a ``principled'' way.
Let me contrast this eclecticism to psychological behaviorism, which began with a program

of providing behavioral analyses of traditional psychology concerns, including emotion, self-
concept, intelligence, and cognition. This was done behaviorally, based on speci®c research,
and it has dealt with many topics, in each case yielding a basis for uni®cation. As one example,
progressively a behavioral de®nition of personality arose as composed of basic behavioral
reportoires (BBRs), learned as dependent variables. But, once learned, the BBRs, help
determine what the individual will experience and learn, and how the individual will behave.
That makes them independent variables, satisfying the ``personality causation'' concern of
traditional psychology that behaviorism has rejected (Staats, 1963, 1975, 1996).
When a behavior therapist sets about making a behavioral analysis of some type of

abnormal behavior problem in which there are already works by traditional psychologistsÐ
and that is a very general caseÐit is much more advantageous to employ a behaviorism that
has already worked out the means for making such uni®ed analyses, rather than one that
emphasizes the rejection of psychology and that has no or poorly developed tools for the task.

4. The SORC model and personality and personality disorders

Nelson-Gray and Farmer employ Goldfried and Sprafkin's (1976) SORC model which states
that behavior, including abnormal behavior, is a function of the environment, the organism,
and the consequences of the behavior. The model may be considered an advancement over
radical behaviorism's lack of consideration of the organism in the analysis of behavior. But the
O in the model lumps together organic and person variables in an unspeci®ed manner. In other
ways also the model also does not divest itself of disadvantageous characteristics of radical
behaviorism. For example, the model suggests that a stimulus (S) will act on the organism (O)
to emit a behavior when certain reinforcing consequences occur. As is the case with Skinner's
behaviorism (see 1975) classical conditioning and emotion are ignored. In addition, the SORC
approach has the environment as a cause only once, leaving out the several roles the
environment plays in the causation of behavior.
Skinner's radical behaviorism opposed theoretical analysis, including stimulus±response

analysis and diagramming. In contrast PB has always demanded explicit environment±behavior
analysis, and explicit analysis of biological variables, when relevant. The PB model thus states
that in the analysis of beahvior there is a past learning environment (S1) that produces through
classical and operant learning principles BBRs that constitute the individual's personality.
Then, later, there is the present life environment (S2) that elicits certain elements of the
repertoires that constitute the individual's behavior (B). The individual's behavior is thus a
function of both the personality repertoires and the present environment, in interaction
Conceptualizing the two roles of the environment makes it possible to see that the organic

state of the individual also has di�erent roles. There is the biological state at the time the
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BBRs are being learned (O1), there is the biological state with respect to the BBRs at the later
time of behaving (O2), and there is the biological state (O3) with respect to the sensory
apparatus and ability to perceive the current life environment. These events are depicted in
Fig. 1. In PB's conception of abnormal behavior all of these events may be normal or
abnormal (de®cit or inappropriate). When one (or more) is abnormal the individual's behavior
will be abnormal (Staats, 1975, 1996). The cause of abnormal behavior may lie in S1, O1, BBR,
O2, S2, or O3. For example, although everything has been normal for the individual, yielding
normal personality repertoires, at the time of behaving the O2 condition may involve substance
abuse whose biological e�ect may distort or delete BBRs and thus result in abnormal behavior,
even in an otherwise normal life situation.
To understand, assess, and deal with the behavior disorders and other human problems it is

necessary to study and stipulate the variables set forth in the model (Staats, 1996). For
example, although the SORC model did not stipulate person variables, PB has studied the
three repertoires that compose the BBR (personality) term, the language±cognitive, emotional±
motivational, and sensory±motor basic behavioral repertoires, that is, what they are, how they
are learned, and how they function with respect to behavior. It is that speci®cation that gives
content to what is otherwise only a suggestive schematization of the ``organism'' term.

5. Emotion in the functional analytic and PB approaches

Skinner's radical behaviorism (RB) acknowledged that there is a principle of classical
conditioning. But he focused on reinforcement and he ignored and downplayed classical
conditioning and emotion (Skinner, 1975), as did the tradition of behavior analysis that follows
his position. This de®cit includes human classical conditioning and consideration of the
enormous importance of emotion in human behavior. The RB position's stated methodologyÐ
which confuses mentalism, intervening variables, and response±response mediationÐhas
provided no basis for studying emotion and its e�ects (see Hayes & Brownstein, 1986).

Fig. 1. The psychological behaviorism model of abnormal behavior (B). Each of the causal terms (S1, O1, BBR, O2,
S2, and O3) can be either de®cit or inappropriate, as indicated by the D and I under each term.
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This tradition, hence, could not generate the needed knowledge, and only recently has
begun to employ the concept of emotion in its theoretical analyses (see Zettle & Hayes,
1982, p. 81; Hayes, Zettle, & Rosenfarb, 1989, pp. 207±208), although radical behaviorism
has not provided a foundation for doing so. Nelson-Gray and Farmer attempt to solve the
problem of this de®cit in the radical behaviorism tradition by referring to Lang's (1968)
triple response system, but that only describes three ways to measure anxiety; it is not a full,
behavioral theory of emotion.
The lack of a theory of emotion, of individual di�erences in emotion, and of how emotion

is involved in behavior disorders becomes apparent when the present article refers to
``attitudes and beliefs'' (p. 21) as though a unitary process is involved. They also say,
``Recent years have witnessed a growing interest in psychotherapy approaches which
primarily target emotions in order to bring about behavior change'' (p. 23). However, their
treatment of emotion simply accepts the concepts of traditional psychology, without analysis
into explanatory behavioral terms. That is why attitudes and beliefs are not distinguished,
even though they are di�erent behavioral processes subject to di�erent behavioral laws.
Without specifying what emotions are, how they are learned, how there are individual
di�erences in emotion, and how emotion and individual di�erences in emotion operate to
a�ect behavior, the behavior therapist is given little with which to work.
That lack of development is unnecessary, however. From the beginning PB began using

and developing the principles of classical conditioning in the context of understanding human
behavior. How human classical conditioning takes place was studied, especially through
language (Staats & Staats, 1958; Staats, Staats, & Crawford, 1962), and generalized to
clinical (Hekmat, 1973; Hekmat & Vanian, 1971) and educational (Staats & Burns, 1982;
Early, 1968) problems. Individual di�erences in emotional characteristics were investigated
(Staats & Burns, 1982; Staats, Gross, Guay, & Carlson, 1973) and how they a�ect behavior.
Based on such works PB has constructed a full theory of emotion (see Staats, 1963, 1975,
1996; Staats & Eifert, 1990) and employed that conception as the basis for theories of
depression (Staats & Heiby, 1985; Heiby, 1989), the anxiety disorders (see Eifert, Evans, &
McKendrick, 1990; Plaud & Eifert, 1998; Staats, 1972, 1975), and pain (Staats, Hekmat, &
Staats, 1996). The same behaviorism develops a theory of language (including beliefs)Ðhow
it is learned and how it functions with respect to normal and abnormal behavior. That
development includes how de®cits in the learned language repertoires (especially the emotion-
eliciting repertoire), leading to lack of social control, constitute an important part of
antisocial personality disorder (see Staats 1963, pp. 384±386; 1975, p. 263).
Nelson-Gray and Farmer in various places attempt to treat traditional clinical literature.

Their goal of integration is admirable but they, and behavior therapy generally, need a
behaviorism that provides the tools including causative theories of emotion and language.

6. The eclecticism of contemporary radical behaviorism uni®cations

Throughout the article Nelson-Gray and Farmer employ various constructs such as
``underlying psychological mechanism,'' ``maladaptive beliefs about the self,'' and ``negative
emotions,'' saying that these ``mechanisms are viewed as primary causal determinants of
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behavior'' (p. 19). Other functional analysts and contextualists also attempt to deal with
psychological concepts. But Skinner's radical behaviorism tradition, as do many behavior
analysts, rejects such concepts, considering them mentalistic. This represents an inconsistency
for an approach considered to derive from radical behaviorism. Moreover, that leaves the
Nelson-Gray and Farmer approach without a behaviorism that provides the necessary tools
and that justi®es the use of such terms.
Nelson-Gray and Farmer cite the Beck position and give examples of cognitions that are

employed to explain di�erent types of PD. But there is no attempt to explain those cognitions
in behavioral termsÐother than suggest they involve the vague rule-governed behaviorÐto
indicate how the cognitions are learned, and to indicate the principles involved in why those
cognitions a�ect the individual's behavior. Lack of that analysis yields an eclectic combination,
in methodology no di�erent than that of cognitive, cognitive behavioral, and cognitive social
learning approaches. Behavior therapy needs the power of explanatory analyses, and can have
them by using the appropriate behaviorism.

7. Behavioral assessment and traditional methods

Nelson-Gray and Farmer also follow their eclecticism into the area of assessment. For
example, they include a section on semi-structured interviews and self-report measures. These
are methods developed in traditional psychology. The latter is justi®ed in principle by a
reference to Barrios and Hartman (1986), but these authors do not provide a behavioral
analysis that indicates why self-reports can provide valuable information. Moreover, Skinner
(1969, pp. 77±78) clearly rejected self reports, saying the ``subject's statement of what he would
do . . . , his estimate . . . , his impression . . . , or his evaluation'' regarding his behavior or its
causes are ``out of the question''. He states behavior can only be studied via the experimental
analysis of behavior methods. Many radical-behaviorism-inspired behavior analysts retain
characteristics of this position and do not accept the instruments produced in traditional
psychometrics. For example, in personal exchanges on an e-mail list for behavior analysts the
PB behaviorizing of the concept of intelligence and intelligence tests has been vehemently
considered ``verboten.''
Again, there is a behaviorism that provides the necessary theoretical±empirical±

methodological bridging between behavior principles and psychometric methods and
instruments (Staats, 1996). It is important to realize that the di�erence between eclecticism and
principled theory construction is not one of esthetics. For principled theory construction is
heuristic, it suggests further empirical, methodological, theoretical, and applied developments.

8. Verbal psychotherapy and radical behaviorism derivatives

Nelson-Gray and Farmer treat topics from abnormal psychology, assessment, and clinical
treatment that includes material about verbal psychotherapy. Historically, PB ®rst introduced a
general behavioral approach to abnormal and clinical psychology (see Staats, 1963, Chap. 6±
11). Abnormal behavior was considered to involve de®cits in behavior and inappropriate
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behavior, lack of and inappropriate stimulus control of behavior, and de®cit and inappropriate
reinforcer systems (a taxonomy employed widely later, see Bandura, 1968; Goldfried &
Sprafkin, 1976; and pp. 25±26 of the Nelson-Gray and Farmer article). The important point
here is that the PB position was that these various types of behavior disorders ``should be
accessible to change through verbal means'' (Staats, 1963, p. 509) in the traditional
psychotherapy situation.
But behavior modi®ers in the 1960s, in¯uenced by radical behaviorism, became ®xated on

the direct use of reinforcement that some of us had begun in the 1950s. Traditional
psychotherapy methods were eschewed and it was necessary to break out of the radical
behaviorism dogma to accept what most clinicians doÐtalk therapyÐas a legitimate interest.
so PB elaborated its earlier position in ®rst proposing a ``language behavior therapy'' or
``cognitive behavior therapy'' (see Staats, 1972). Other behavioral psychologists contributed to
opening the way to cognitive behavior therapy in the 1970s (for example, D'Zurilla &
Goldfried, 1971; Hekmat, 1973; Hekmat & Vanian, 1971; Meichenbaum, 1977). That PB
development, as it proceeded, became eclectic, accepting radical behaviorism's basic principles
as well as a variety of cognitive concepts with which the principles are inconsistent.
Only in the 1980 s, after these other developments had made talk therapy kosher did radical

behaviorists also join in (Hamilton, 1988). That is a lag of 20 years, which was ine�ective
science for behavior therapy. And even then the functional analytic approach when it came in
considered itself to have derived from radical behaviorism (see Dougher, 1993; Dougher &
Hackbert, 1994; Hayes & Wilson, 1994; Kohlenberg & Tsai, 1994), and to be a new and better
genre. For example, Dougher (1994) rejects the concept of anxiety (as mentalistic) and
cognitive therapy that attempts to reduce anxiety. Instead, Dougher says that therapy must
``depotentiate disruptive contingencies'' (1994, p. 49), whatever that means. So Dougher, in the
pursuit of a ``radical-behaviorism-sounding'' approach, rejects a concept (anxiety) that has
been de®ned behaviorially. Rather, he introduces a concept that neither derives from or has an
empirical basis in behavioral principles. Let me suggest that this is representative of the
functional analytic and contextualism approaches to psychotherapy. Like cognitive behavioral
approaches they use a melange of inferred concepts in what represents an eclecticism that only
parades as tough behaviorism.
Nelson and Farmer avoid this exuberance, but they nevertheless employ an eclectic strategy.

The fact is the process of psychotherapy in its various facets can be analyzed. But that
demands the use of a behaviorism that has been constructed for that purpose and that includes
the necessary analytic tools, for example, a behavioral theory of language that indicates what
language is (including its emotional aspects), how language is learned and can be changed
through learning, as well as how language a�ects behavior. Skinner's Verbal behavior (1957)
does not contain those needed characteristics. The vague and disputed concept of ``rule
governed behavior'' that he later introduced did not repair these fundamental weaknesses, nor
can the work on stimulus equivalence. Psychotherapy, talk therapy, is a centrally important
process for changing individual behavior. The ®eld of behavior therapy needs a behaviorism
that provides a foundation for analyzing, researching, and using and advancing psychotherapy.
As one example, talk therapy works less well with some behavior disorders, including antisocial
personality disorder. Why constitutes an important question which only an analytic theory can
address (see Staats, 1996, pp. 325±326).
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9. Conclusion

The Nelson-Gray and Farmer article is an important contribution to the tradition of
extending a behavioral approach to understanding behavior disorders, their assessment, and
treatment. This is done in a broader manner than e�orts that base themselves monolithically
only in radical behaviorism. But, as I have illustrated using these several topics, as an exemplar
of the functional analytic tradition the paper is a model for a limited approach invested with
the structure, concepts, and principles of radical behaviorisms.
Radical behaviorism is a two level theory, like all of the second-generation behaviorisms.

The basic level consists of the animal behavior principles. The second level consists of the
application of those principles to human behavior. That is a very simple theory approach,
especially when the basic principles are simple, as has been the case when second-generation
behaviorists used only simple reinforcement principles when attempting to deal with human
behavior (see Dollard & Miller, 1950; Skinner, 1953, 1957). Unfortunately, that simplicity has
made radical behaviorism appealing and many behavior therapists have thought that knowing
a handful of those principles is su�cient underpinning.
But human behavior is complex; the simple, two-level theory of radical behaviorism will not

do the trick. Reinforcement principles are central, but emotion (and thus classical conditioning)
is equally imporatnt, as well as how emotion a�ects behavior and how classical and operant
conditioning are interrelated. So even at the basic level the theory cannot be so simple. But
that is not all. While the basic principles will su�ce for dealing with some behaviors, that is
not the case with other behaviors. The basic principles require elaboration in the study of the
learning principles that are unique to humans, as in how emotions and motor skills can be
learned through language. And this level of study must consider how humans learn complex
repertoires of behavior that determine their later experience, behavior, and learning. So
understanding human learning and behavior demands knowing about the repertoires, not just
basic principles. Moreover, a level of study must be devoted to the study of how child
development involves children learning the basic behavioral repertoires in a cumulative way.
Behavior therapists who intend to deal with children's problemsÐor with understanding the
causes of adult behavior disordersÐmust know this material. And, with these levels in hand, it
is possible to deal with a more advanced level of study, that of individual di�erences and
personality. This, in turn, provides the basis for understanding psychometric methods and
instruments in a behavioral way that is meaningful and useful for the behavior therapist.
Moreover, these several levels of study then provide a richer foundation for the abnormal
psychology level concerned with the analysis of the behavior disorders. Finally, the several
levels of development provide a conceptual framework for the theoretical, methodological,
empirical, and treatment work of the behavior therapist, including projection of new directions
of advancement. (For the full approach see Staats, 1996.)
These various levels can provide a background structure of principles, methods, concepts,

and ®ndings when behavior therapists attempt to deal with topics such as those in the Nelson-
Gray and Farmer article. I use this comment paper to indicate that behavior therapy must pay
its dues. In the beginning we built the ®eld on the basis of applying a simpli®cation of
behaviorism's basic science materials to human problems. But behavior therapy tended to
accept the simple principles and that methodological position, to busy itself with applications,
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and to add on needed cognitive elaborations for psychotherapy, but without concern with
systematic, uni®ed theory construction and the power this brings. Behavior therapy has fallen
away from concern with its connection to science. This is true also of cognitive±behavioral
orientations since they have no real connection to cognitive science. The lack of connection has
led various voices to call for theory development in behavior therapy (for example, Franks,
1998).
The behavioral tradition has much more potential power than can be achieved within a

radical-behaviorism-in¯uenced eclectic approach such as that of Nelson-Gray and Farmer. Let
me suggest that it is time for behavior therapy to make a large investment in its foundations so
that it can examine, use, adapt, and develop the behaviorism that is already much more
advanced and also can, expeditiously, without lag, open the new avenues for widespread
development that lie ahead.
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