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Introduction  

In ordinary life the concept of personality is a feasible concept in respect 

of providing for suitable answers to questions concerning someone
'
s 

lifestyle. In psychology many theories of personality have been 

constructed in order to understand and to explain individual differences. 

Subsequently, lots of instruments have been developed to measure 

personality traits. The value of those instruments lies mainly in 

economizing the disclosure of hidden determinants of human behavior.  

But apart from that, they have contributed to the scientific status of the 

concept of personality. 

  Behavior analysts have scrutinized the scientific value of personality 

traits rightly by pointing out the difference between description and 

explanation of behavior. Furthermore, behavior analysis did offer a more 

promising way to understand human behavior, namely by collecting data 

on the behavior itself in relation to environmental factors. However, up 

to now behavior analysis missed out on the challenge to present an 

alternative to the concept of personality. Because of their usual focus on 

circumscribed target behaviors, behavior analysts are bound to give the 

impression of regarding human beings as mere compilations of single 

behaviors. 

  It is true, several behaviorists have refuted this suggestion explicitly 

as Skinner of course, who from the very beginning has drawn attention 

to the continuity of behavior (Skinner, 1938, 1953). And to mention 

some others, as Schoenfeld who emphasized one of the basic truths of 

life as follows: "an organism is a whole, an integrated system, all of 

whose parts and processes are interrelated and co-function" (Schoenfeld, 

1971).  
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Goldiamond's constructional approach argues for a comparable view 

(Goldiamond, 1974) as also does the work of Timberlake on behavior 

regulation (Timberlake, 1984). Nevertheless behavior analysts so far 

have failed to give an applicable idea of how to deal with characterizing 

a person in general. The adverse effect of this omission shows up 

particularly in the areas of applied behavior analysis. Behavior therapists 

for instance, gradually came to the conclusion that conditioning theories 

were of limited value in clinical practice, particularly with regard to 

dealing with obviously important variables as a client's personality and 

the attitude of the therapist. Consequently, in clinical practice the 

formerly promising behavior analysis is getting mixed up with – and 

sometimes overgrown by - cognitive and psycho-dynamic concepts. So I 

think it is time to show that the workability of behavior analysis 

stretches far beyond the realm of splitting up organisms into target-

behaviors only. 

  The purpose of this paper is to propose a new method for behavior 

analysis of the individual as an integrated system. Furthermore, the 

feasibility of this method and its useful value will he illustrated by its 

application in clinical practice. 

  

Behavior Analysis of individual differences 

Generally speaking people differ in their manner of life. The 

behavioristic approach to study these individual differences implies 

analyzing behavioral differences. This can be done by comparing 

people's overall behavior repertoires. Thereby individual differences are 

formulated in terms of the kind of activities people engage in, which 

makes it possible to classify someone as, for instance a reader a 'party 

freak', a 'worker' and so forth. 

  However, the essential information on individual differences does 

not lie in what people are doing or not doing, but in why they are 

behaving as they do. Behavior analysis replies to this question by 

looking for the controlling stimuli. Therefore, when someone's life in 

general is the target, behavior analysis has to concentrate on the 

controlling stimuli of his overall behavior repertoire. So, by behavior 

analysis individual differences manifest themselves in differences with 

respect to controlling stimuli. In other words: the features of the stimuli 

controlling someone's overall behavior reveal his individuality.  
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In his respect behavior analysis provides for an alternative concept with 

respect to individual differences. I call this alternative the concept of the  

‘overall prevailing stimuli’. 

  The major advantage of this concept is its being operational. In fact 

it is not just a concept but a set of data. So, instead of assessing 

someone's individuality by derivation from one or another test, the 

collected data on his overall prevailing stimuli describe him directly. 

However, the next question is how to collect these presumably important 

data. 

  

Assessment of overall prevailing stimuli 

 The assessment of someone's overall prevailing stimuli begins with 

analyzing his behavior in various circumstances of everyday life. In 

order to get data on both the content of the controlling stimuli and their 

positive or negative quality, I developed an interview technique 

according to the principles of the constructional approach as proposed 

by Goldiamond. This means that the focus is on circumstances the 

person concerned did manage to his own satisfaction. So the first thing I 

ask him is: "can you tell me something you did the other day and which 

passed off rather satisfactorily?" Suppose he comes up with his visit to 

an exposition of pictures recently. My next question to him is a so-called 

'contrast question' which is as follows. "What would have happened if 

you had not gone visiting that exposition at the time?"     Theoretically 

there are three different answers to this question, referring to the 

reinforcement contingencies of approach, escape and avoidance 

behavior respectively. When for instance his reply is: "well, nothing 

would have happened, but I would have missed the pleasure of enjoying 

those pictures",
 
it can be concluded that his visiting the exposition was 

under control of positive stimuli, that is: the pictures. On the other hand 

when his answer is: "if I had not gone to the exposition at that time, the 

boring conversation with my friend would have gone on infinitely", his 

behavior certainly was escape behavior, that is under control of aversive 

stimuli, in this case the conversation with the friend. However, visiting 

the exposition is an example of active avoidance behavior when his 

reply to the contrast question runs for instance as follows: "if I had no 

gone visiting the exposition at that time well, I would have given the 

impression of being a rather uneducated person". 
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 In this case a probable appearance of the negative judgement 

'uneducated' has been prevented by paying a visit to the exposition. 

  It will be evident that lots of contrast questions have to be put to the 

person concerned in order to get a proper survey of his controlling 

stimuli. From that survey the features of a person's overall prevailing 

stimuli will manifest themselves eventually. To illustrate one and the 

other, I shall turn now to the results of applying this technique in therapy 

practice. 

 Applying the concept of overall prevailing stimuli in therapy        

In clinical practice the contrast question technique is feasible only if 

the person concerned is able to distinguish rather satisfactory 

moments in his life. Fortunately, most clients - at least in outpatient 

practice - turn out to be quite capable in this respect. For a client the 

satisfactory part of life is defined by the relative absence of his 

symptoms or problems. Using the contrast questioning technique on 

many clients with divergent problems, I came to the conclusion that 

the overall prevailing stimuli of this people have certain common 

features. These common features can be summarized as follows.  

  This people's life is dominated by the avoidance of social rejection 

in the nature of one specific abject judgement, which in respect of 

content differs per client. This means that in the life of one client 

everything turns on avoiding the risk of being judged as for instance a 

jerk, while for another client everything turns on avoiding the risk of 

being judged as for instance a pathetic person. These features come to 

light in behavior analysis.                                                                  

 In the case of Jane, a 46th year old and married woman for 

instance, the reply she usually comes up with on contrast questions 

runs as "if I had not done it, I would have been considered as narrow-

minded, a mere nobody". Since contrast questions deal with 

satisfactorily passed behavior only, one can assume that the mentioned 

behavior actually did produce safety-signals referring to continued 

absence of the slashing judgement. The content of the safety-signals 

can be revealed by asking the client: "what in the actual circumstances 

reassured you that this (for instance: narrow minded) could not been 

thought about you?” 
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 Jane's replies to this question reveal the following kinds of safety-

signals: other people's gratefulness, when Jane meets their requests, or 

when someone’s spirits are rising as a result of Jane's intervention, or 

the emergence of a suitable solution (to either other people's problems 

or problems concerning both Jane and someone else) thanks to Jane's 

efforts, or someone's attention caught by Jane's contribution to a 

conversation or discussion.          

 Since these safety-signals are the most important rein forcers in 

her life, Jane spends her time mainly engaged in behavior, which 

yields them. However, this implies that the circumstances have to 

provide for opportunities to do so. Therefore Jane's wellbeing also 

depends on the presence of someone else's request, low spirit, 

problem, presumed wish or interest. It will be evident that Jane is both 

very keen on observing those occasions and is very sensitive to them 

since they are indispensable discriminative stimuli.  

  Summarizing the features of Jane's life in behavior analytic terms, 

it can be said that avoidance of being considered as 'narrow minded' 

dominates her life, the overall prevailing stimuli being: other people's 

requests, problems, wishes, interests, low spirit and joint problems on 

one side and on the other side - that is response dependent – suitable 

solutions and gratefulness, rising spirits or attention from someone 

else. 

  In therapy practice the data on a client's overall prevailing stimuli 

are very useful for both designing treatment and managing the 

therapist-client interaction. Both areas of application will be 

considered presently. 

 Designing treatment           

Presumably, the fact that someone's life is dominated by one particular 

class of stimuli, implies that all behavior controlled by stimuli outside 

this class will be suppressed. This means for Jane or instance, that she 

shall refrain from responding to stimuli other than those referring to 

continued absence of being judged as narrow minded. For if she 

should respond to them she would risk the slashing judgement which 

is the very thing she has to avoid. So the stimulus class 'narrow 

minded' does in fact control both active and passive avoidance.  

Because of it's suppressive impact, the slashing judgement a client has 

to avoid, is called his 'invalidating stimulus'.      
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 One and another leads to the following conclusion. When 

someone's life is under control of an invalidating stimulus, he is quite 

able to manage and even excel in doing so if the circumstances 

provide for his overall prevailing stimuli. On the other hand, when the 

latter are not available he will be at a complete loss. From 

experimental evidence on flooding for instance, it is known that any 

restriction on particularly avoidance behavior has the immediate effect 

of behavioral disregulation allied to sheer panic (Bolles, 1972; 

Mineka, 1979; Stampfl & Levis, 1973). So his occurrence of a client's 

distress, which is considered to be the foundation of his problems, is 

predictable from the data on his overall prevailing stimuli. Thanks to 

the fact that the latter are formulated in terms of observable events the 

validity of this prediction can be tested by collecting new data on both 

problematic and non-problematic parts of the client's current life.   

  The proposed elaboration of the constructional approach wakes 

data on overall prevailing stimuli a diagnostic tool, which is 

appropriate to both well defined symptoms and vague problems. 

Moreover, by diagnosing a client's problems as a consequence of the 

features of his successful behavior, the design for treatment changes 

accordingly. To say it more precise: when the occurrence of distress 

and forthcoming problems is due to the fact that the range of overall 

prevailing stimuli is too narrow to cover all circumstances of everyday 

life, treatment should focus on widening this range. So the aim of 

treatment is preventing the occurrence of distress by increasing the 

reach of a client's overall prevailing stimuli. This means briefly: 

making other stimuli operative. How this can be done is quite another 

story, which does not fit into the scope of this paper. I will only 

mention one aspect concerning the selection of stimuli to be made 

operative. One possibility is to stay within reach of the invalidating 

stimulus. This means increasing the already successful avoidance 

repertoire. The alternative possibility is to increase the impact of 

stimuli not-referring to the invalidating stimulus. This means 

increasing hitherto suppressed approach and escape behavior and 

therefore it implies learning to take the risk of confrontation with the 

invalidating stimulus. Although this alternative approach takes more 

effort and time, it provides for more guarantee on long lasting effects.  
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 Managing a therapy                

However apart from the chosen direction, all treatment involves 

getting the client to cooperate in the proposed learning procedures. In 

managing a therapy the therapist firstly has to deal with the question 

how to approach his client to get the appropriate cooperation. In this 

respect the data on a client's overall prevailing stimuli come in handy. 

For these data indicate when a client comes into action in relation to 

other people, that is: these data indicate his discriminative stimuli for 

cooperation. In the case of Jane for instance, these are other people's 

requests, problems, wishes and interests. So, looking for how to 

approach Jane to guarantee her proper cooperation, the therapist has to 

shape his behavior according to Jane's discriminative stimuli.  

Whatever his therapeutic demands are, as long as the therapist 

presents them in the form of his own request, wish, interest or 

problem, Jane will be able to cooperate properly.  

  Successful management of the therapy, particularly the interaction 

between therapist and client, depends largely upon the flexibility of 

the therapist in adjusting his behavior to the operative stimuli of his 

client. This has nothing to do with therapeutic attitudes like empathy, 

warmth, permissiveness and so forth, unless of course these concepts 

are operationalized in behavioral phenomena.  

  In the case of Jane this task for the therapist is relatively easy, but 

sometimes it is quite difficult to interweave a client's effective stimuli 

and therapeutic demands. For instance in the case of John who in 

relation to other people only responds to extensively documented and 

complicated problems.  

  This means that ordinary and simple requests from someone else 

do not belong to his overall prevailing stimuli. So John's therapist has 

to find a preferably concise way to present his demands in the form of 

well-documented and complicated problems, in order to enable John 

to cooperate. It is obvious that it will take some effort and creativity to 

find and perform the proper approach to John. So in this respect there 

are easy and difficult clients. 

 Conclusion 
Surveying the workability of the data on a person's overall prevailing 

stimuli in therapy practice the following can be concluded.  



BAKKER – DE  PREE 

 8 

  In the first place, these data provide for a suitable explanation of a 

client's disregulation. Secondly, the same data offer new designs for 

behavioral treatment. And last but not least one can rely on these data 

in creating a therapeutic relation which optimizes a client's profits 

from treatment. Presumably, the useful value of the proposed behavior 

analytic alternative to the concept of personality is not restricted to 

clinical applications only. Other areas of applied psychology could 

also use behavior analysis of human life to their advantage.  

  Nevertheless its time-consuming procedure of collecting the 

relevant data, behavior analysis seems to be quite capable to challenge 

comparison with other approaches, even when dealing with concepts 

as personality. 
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