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Behavior analysis in clinical practice usually concerns the so-called 

'maladaptive' behavior the client -or patient- is complaining about. 

Consequently, behavior therapy usually aims at revealing the 

symptom evoking stimuli and thereupon eliminating the maladaptive 

behavior. However, behavior analysis has more to offer to therapy-

practice. 

  In 1974 Goldiamond made a plea for a constructional approach, 

emphasizing the fact that people do function as integrated systems. He 

argued that a therapist would do better to consider the problematic 

part of a client's life as being connected to the whole of this client's 

way of living, instead of occupying himself with the problematic part 

separately. Therefore, behavior analysis in a constructional approach 

should also include the unproblematic part or rather the successful part 

of a client's life to explain the existence of a problematic part.  

  A constructional approach differs considerably from a symptom-

focused approach as regards to both the assessment and the treatment 

of neurotic problems. As regards to assessment a constructional 

approach is rather concerned about the question why a client does 

have problems at all, than interested in the particular manifestation of 

his problems. Consequently, a constructional behavior therapy refrains 

from attacking the problematic -maladaptive- behavior directly, but 

rather aims at the extension of successful behavior by which the 

problematic behavior will become superfluous and subsequently will 

fade away.               

 In my opinion the advantage of a constructional approach in 

clinical practice applies particularly to complex cases characterized 
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by, for instance: vague complaints like 'general feelings of unbearable 

discomfort' or combinations of various symptoms, 

or extremely fluctuating complaints. Working on constructional lines 

with a variety of clients, as I have done for many years, I came to the 

formulation of a theory on neurotic disorder, which applies to all sorts 

of symptoms.  

  Presently I will explain this theory and elucidate its application. 

The essence of this theory is the idea that the problematic part of a 

client's life is the reverse of his successful part. As the title of this 

paper already suggests: neurotic disorders are considered to be due to 

the absence stimuli. The importance of these wanting stimuli can only 

be revealed by behavior analysis of a client's successful behavior. 

Therefore, I will turn to discuss the specific features of the successful 

behavior of neurotic clients firstly.  

  The features of the successful behavior of neurotic clients are for 

one thing the dominance of active avoidance responses and for 

another the prevailing importance of one particular class of aversive 

social stimuli. The result of these two features combined is the 

following. A client is mostly engaged in behavior warranting the 

continued absence of the particular aversive social stimulus. Besides, 

he will refrain from actions not guaranteeing this effect because he 

does not risk the potential appearance of this aversive stimulus. In 

other words: behavior controlled by any other stimulus than the 

particular aversive social one, is suppressed.  

  Because of its being avoided both actively and passively we call 

this particular aversive stimulus: invalidating. An invalidating 

stimulus is defined as a strongly aversive social stimulus which will 

be avoided at any price. Invalidating stimuli invariably are negative 

judgements passed by other people on the client concerned. However, 

the specific kind of judgement differs per client. Consequently, each 

individual client has his own specific invalidating stimulus which has 

to be avoided at any price and therefore controls the whole of his life. 

To illustrate this point I will give you some details on the successful 

behavior of John, who entered into therapy suffering from a variety of  

(psycho-) somatic symptoms. John is a 35-year old married man, 

living with his wife and their two children. He works at an office for 

improvement of housing conditions as adviser on economization of 
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energy-consumption. He loves his work but the increasing recurrence 

of his complaints force him to stay at home rather frequently. 

However, being at work belongs to the unproblematic part of his life.  

  Behavior analysis of his successful behavior -that is his behavior 

when he has no complaints- reveals the following. John is usually 

busy to provide people around him with well-considered answers to 

their questions and usable solutions to their problems. On the other 

hand he also renders his services in a more practical sense by for 

instance doing odd jobs at home or with friends, mending broken 

things at home and correcting other people's faults and errors at work. 

John neither knows nor cares whether the people concerned 

appreciatehis help or interferences, that is whether they judge him as a 

nice  person or not. The only thing counting with John is whether 

his  contribution is useful under the circumstances even regardless of 

its  being actually utilized. Besides, we hardly see John engaging in 

behavior reinforced by stimuli other than -what I call- 'certificates of 

utility'. For instance he never starts reading a book or magazine when 

it offers distraction or amusement only. However, when reading 

provides for increasing John's chances to prove himself being useful 

later on, he will do it right enough. The same applies to going out to 

meet friends, entering into conversations, responding to the appeal of 

another person while being busy, leaving off his occupations and so 

on. 

  In case of John, producing certificates of utility is an absolute 

necessity in life because only these do warrant a continued absence of 

him being judged as an unemployable person. The prevailing 

importance of avoiding this particular social stimulus is due to the fact 

that according to John, 'being judged as unemployable/useless' is the 

same as being totally rejected. In other words: certificates of utility 

whether in the form of usable advices and solved problems or 

manifested by accomplished tasks, corrected faults, and mended 

utensils, do function as safety signals protecting John against social 

rejection. 

  Summarizing the features of John's successful behavior we 

conclude that active avoidance of the invalidating stimulus 

‘unemployable/ useless’ dominates his life. As I said before: the kind 

of the invalidating stimulus differs per client.      

 This implies both differences between clients in the nature of 
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necessary safety signals and thereupon differences in their successful 

behavior-repertoires. To illustrate this point I will also present some 

details on the case of Mary, an unmarried woman in her thirties, who 

is living on her own and working part-time at a travel-agency. Mary 

suffers from depressive moods including loss of appetite and 

sleeplessness. Behavior analysis of Mary's successful behavior reveals 

that 'being judged as a dull person' is her invalidating stimulus. This 

means that Mary's successful repertoire consists of behavior producing 

certificates against ‘dull’. Therefore, Mary leads a hectic life, full of 

eccentric happenings and lacking almost any regularity. At work she 

is at her best when confronted with complicated requests from 

customers, requiring inventive and uncommon solutions. Unlike John, 

Mary does not care whether her doings result in something useful. 

However, the only thing counting with Mary is whether her 

contribution warrants a continued absence of being judged as dull. 

Consequently, Mary mostly engages in behavior effecting either other  

people's amusement and surprise or their admiration and respect for 

her. In other words: any effected cheerful or admiring reaction from 

her company functions as a safety signal protecting Mary against 

social rejection.  

  Though John and Mary differ considerably as regards to their way 

of living, both their behavior is under control of one specific 

invalidating stimulus. These features of a client's way of living define 

the situations within his reach, that is: the unproblematic part of his 

life. As regards to John such situations should provide for either tasks 

or odd jobs to be done, or other people in need of some sort of help. 

  The tasks and jobs to be done and other people's needs, problems 

or faults and errors, do warn John that his invalidating stimulus 'being 

judged as useless' will be forthcoming unless he comes into action to 

accomplish the work or to offer help. On the other hand one could say 

that the occurrence of the things to be done and so on does not only 

warn him but at the same time guarantee John's chances of getting 

safety signals -that is certificates of utility- if he comes into action. 

For that reason I prefer to call these opportunities guarantee-stimuli. 

Mary's guarantee-stimuli for getting safety signals warranting the 

continued absence of her invalidating stimulus ‘dull’, are either 

eccentric invitations or complicated requests to be answered or 

company as such.          
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 Summarizing we could say that when active avoidance of an 

invalidating stimulus dominates one's life, the manageability of a 

situation depends on the presence of answerable guarantee-stimuli. 

Both John and Mary and otherwise all other clients, can be expected 

to having shaped their circumstances of life accordingly. But the 

question remains what will happen to the client concerned when he 

nevertheless lands in situations not providing for his particular brand 

of guarantee-stimuli or when responding to these is handicapped 

situationally. The answer to this question can be derived from the 

characteristics of his successful behavior quite easily. In the first place 

we know that active avoidance of the invalidating stimulus is 

practically the only behavior a client is getting engaged in, since all 

other behavior happens to be suppressed by passive avoidance of the 

same invalidating stimulus. Secondly we know from experimental 

evidence on flooding for instance, that any restriction on particularly 

active avoidance responses has the immediate effect of behavioral 

disregulation allied to sheer panic. Putting these arguments together 

the answer to our question is: if answerable guarantee-stimuli are 

wanting some sort of panic state is bound to occur. This panic state 

due to the absence of particular stimuli lays the foundation of the 

development and persistence of neurotic symptoms. This explanation 

makes it possible to specify and predict the problematic situations in a 

client's life from the characteristics of the unproblematic ones. In case 

of John for instance, we predict him getting disordered as soon as he is 

left alone without any task or job at his hand or when people around 

him are paying their own way and John's contribution is not really 

needed, ór when John is not permitted to do anything. The same sort 

of predictions can be made as regards to Mary. Her symptoms will 

occur as soon as she is on her own without immediate prospects of 

any eccentric happening, or when she is confronted with ordinary 

questions or ordinary outings with ordinary people. Mary is also 

bound to get into problem when she is forced to keep in the 

background on any occasion. Since these predictions are formulated in 

terms of situational variables, they can be tested with the help of 

detailed reports on the when and where a client's symptoms occurred. 

  The presented theory on the dominance of active avoidance 

(Bakker-de Pree, 1984, 1987) does not predict the particular kind of a 

client's symptoms.However, in clinical practice one does not need so 
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because right  from the start the client himself informs us as to that.  

  Explaining the cause of neurotic disorder in terms of wanting  

stimuli offers also new directions for treatment. Because the  

prevailing importance of only one particular class of aversive stimuli 

in a client's life is held responsible for both his successful behavior 

and the risk of getting into disorder, the best remedy will be to 

increase the importance of other stimuli. When one's behavior is under 

control of a variety of stimuli, the absence of one particular class -

even if this is an important one- would not put him at a loss because 

there will always be other available stimuli to turn to in everyday 

situations. 

  Suppose for instance in case of John we enhance the impact of 

stimuli referring to distraction and amusement. By that we allow him 

to engage in behavior producing distraction or amusement. As a result 

we may expect him to do so when the situation does not provide for 

making himself useful. There is no reason to aim at eliminating the 

formerly dominating but successful avoidance behaviors, but there is 

every reason to extend a client's range of operative stimuli outside 

those concerning his invalidating stimulus.  

  The time-limit of this session does not permit me to go into how 

this kind of assessment and treatment is actually been done in therapy 

practice. However, I hope to have given you the general idea of how 

behavior analysis of a client's successful behavior offers both a 

feasible device for assessment in clinical practice and subsequently a 

general design for treatment. 
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