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Introduction 

The goal of the science of behaviour is to master the subject of its 

study. This demands more than a merely structural description of the 

target behaviour. We need to know its controlling variables. 

Therefore, a functional approach is required. If the dependent variable 

is predicted by specifying the independent variables, and tested by 

replication, the goal has been reached.  

However, identification of controlling variables outside the 

laboratory is difficult to achieve. That is why, in clinical practice, it is 

considered next to impossible to predict the occurrence of a mental 

disorder in individual cases. Rather, statistical techniques are used on 

group data. But in the words of B.F. Skinner, “A science of behavior 

which concerns only the behavior of groups is not likely to be of help 

in our understanding of the particular case” (Skinner, 1953, pg. 19; cf 

Sidman, 1960; Hugdahl & Ost, 1981; Carver, 1978). So, repeated 

prediction of the occurrence of a mental disorder in individual cases is 

a top challenge for each scientist in the field of mental health. This 

goal seems to have been accomplished in the Netherlands in the last 

fifteen years. 

 

Analysis of successful behaviour 

The particular achievement involves a novel approach in clinical 

practice for analysing behaviour of individuals with mental disorders 

to predict the occurrence of disorder. The most striking aspect of the 
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method is that it consists of functional analyses of successful 

behaviour. (Bakker-de Pree, 1987a, 1987b, 1989, 1998). From an 

existential point of view, behaviour is successful if it effectuates a 

good state in the performer, i.e. if it contributes to survival. So, 

successful behaviour is incompatible with any type of disorder.  

The novel method consists of three parts, which we shall explain 

in this presentation. First we analyse a number of units of successful 

behaviour on a ‘molecular’ level (Bakker-de Pree, 1987a, 1998). In 

those molecular analyses we identify the controlling stimuli per unit. 

Secondly, we specify the controlling stimulus classes on a ‘molar’ 

level of analysis using a process of induction. That way the pattern of 

the controlling variables of the subject’s successful behaviour 

emerges. 

Finally, using a process of deduction we predict the occurrence of 

disorder on the basis of the specified controlling stimulus classes and 

we test these predictions repeatedly.   

 

Molecular analysis of successful behaviour: identification of the 

controlling stimuli per response  
We will start by elucidating the first part: the molecular analysis of 

successful behaviour. Our goal is to identify the controlling stimuli 

per successful behaviour unit.  

Direct identification of those controlling stimuli is impossible. In 

a therapy situation, we can not observe the subject in the natural 

environment of his daily life. Moreover, we cannot observe which 

element of the situation a individual is reacting to. The natural 

environment is a continuous, complex, multiple or compound stimulus 

presentation of material and social nature. The controlling stimuli are 

not deliberately arranged and sharply described as it is in experiments. 

So, not only the identification but also the specification of them is 

quite complicated. Besides, the stimuli concerned are for the greater 

part conditional, i.e. ‘personal’. So, direct identification of controlling 

stimuli requires knowledge of the individual’s environmental history 

(Skinner, 1953). But unlike in experiments with animals, in a clinical 

situation we have had no control over the subject’s natural 

environmental history at all (Fantino, 1998). To identify the 

controlling stimuli in daily human life, we need a special approach. 

We rely on the behaviour analytic knowledge of the functional 

relations between stimuli, responses and collateral transitions in 
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internal state. Those transitions in internal state are reported by human 

subjects as ‘feelings’ (Bakker-de Pree, 1987a). Despite the risk of 

ambiguity due to the use of verbal behaviour, we use the client’s 

reports, which we guide with procedural questioning.  

First we identify a unit of successful behaviour from the subject’s 

daily life. There is no such thing as a ‘ready-made’ behavioural unit 

(Marr, 1992; Skinner 1935, 1938). The unit we search for has to be 

tuned to the objective of our procedure, in this case the analysis of an 

action that actually contributed to a good state of the performer. 

Therefore, we have the subject delimitate the unit on the basis of  a 

transition to a better state and the “natural lines of fracture along 

which behavior and environment actually break” (Skinner, 1938, pg 

33). Since we know that successful behaviour effectuates a good state 

in the performer, we ask for a satisfying action. The subject, whom we 

take to illustrate our argument, a 38 year old woman with an affective 

disorder, mentions she baked a cake the day before.  

After identification of the behavioural unit, we search for the 

controlling stimuli. Experience has taught us that asking for the 

controlling stimuli in a direct way results in more plausible than 

accurate answers (Bakker-de Pree, 1987a), a fact that was also found 

under experimental conditions by Nisbett & Wilson (1977). Therefore, 

we make use of an unusual and novel type of questioning which we 

call Contrast Questions (Bakker-de Pree, 1987a). We ask the subject 

how she would have felt if she had refrained from the satisfying 

action, i.e. if there had been a self-imposed response restriction. The 

answer gives us information about the function of the response 

concerned. On our question the subject reports a feeling of insecurity, 

indicating a change of internal state collateral to restriction of active 

avoidance behaviour. 

  Knowing that the action concerns avoidance, we have to search for a 

contingent safety signal. As we know, the transition to a better state due 

to active avoidance behaviour is experienced as a feeling of security, 

strength or (self-)confidence. We identify the safety signal by asking for 

a response contingent environmental change, which resulted in these 

‘feelings’. The subject concerned replied that she felt safe and self-

confident at the moment she saw that her cake had really become 

something ‘special’. 

Finally, we identify the discriminative stimulus, which has set the 

occasion for the successful active avoidance response. As we all know, 
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this stimulus is called in the laboratory situation a ‘warning stimulus’. 

Once the active avoidance response is well established, it is better to 

call, from the perspective of the subject, this stimulus a guarantee 

stimulus, because it enables the individual to protect himself by effecting 

a safety signal. To identify this stimulus, we need to think of which 

particular condition must be present in a given situation in order to effect 

the safety signal concerned (in this case the ‘special cake’) by the 

particular response (in this case the ‘baking’). For example: for a special 

cake some special recipe is necessary. A ready made recipe or a self 

made recipe? We present the subject with our options for recognition. 

Denying that she had used a recipe from a cookbook, the subject 

concerned affirmed that she “naturally” created her own recipe before 

doing her shopping.  

 At this stage, all controlling stimuli of the action are identified and 

specified: the response antecedent guarantee stimulus 'own recipe’, 

which set the occasion for the response 'baking'. And the response 

contingent safety signal 'special cake '.  

 

Molar analysis of successful behaviour: specification of the 

controlling stimulus classes 

Having identified the controlling stimuli of several single responses on a 

molecular level, we have to specify - on a molar level of analysis - the 

stimulus classes, “the members of which possess some property in 

common, but otherwise differ rather freely” (Skinner, 1938, pg 34). So, 

the objective is to formulate the correspondence between 

topographically distinct stimuli. By a process of induction we combine 

analogous stimuli on the basis of common properties, as you can see in 

the next table.  

 

 

Table 1: INDUCTION OF A STIMULUS CLASS (subject A) 

 

Guarantee stimulus Response Safety signal 

Self made recipe baking special cake 

Self made design sewing extraordinary dress 

Self made scheme programming exceptional spreadsheet 

Class: 

Self made design 

Class: 

action 

Class: 

special product 
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For example, the subject mentioned,  several satisfying actions that 

resulted in one or another ‘special’ product (e.g. the special cake, an 

extraordinary dress, etc). These actions were all initiated on the basis 

of some self-made design. Therefore, the guarantee stimulus class is 

specified as 'self made design' and the safety signal class as 'special 

product'. The behaviour itself is not specified. It proves that the 

structure (topography) of the response does not discriminate the 

stimulus classes. 

Generally, we find a limited number of different stimulus classes 

for each subject. All concern active avoidance. The next table presents 

the pattern of the subject’s successful behaviour. 

 

 
Table 2: PATTERN OF SUCCESSFUL BEHAVIOUR (subject A) 

 

The pattern is different for each subject with respect to the controlling 

stimuli. But the structure proves to be the same for any person with a 

mental disorder, whose successful behaviour we have analysed. The 

analysis of successful behaviour of individuals with mental disorders 

reveals time after time particular regularities.  Active avoidance 

prevails over other functions of behaviour. Moreover, the active 

avoidance behaviour is controlled by one specific class of stimuli, 

which is related to the threat of being socially expelled. Next, 

approach and escape behaviour is weak due to extinction and passive 

avoidance.  The Theory of Dominant Active Avoidance (Bakker-de 

Pree, 1984, 1987a, 1987b, 1988, 1998) summarises these behavioural 

data. Note that the dominant active avoidance concerns successful 

behaviour, and has nothing to do with pathologic avoidance. 

 

Predicting the occurrence of disorder 

If we know the pattern of successful behaviour, we are able to predict 

unsuccessful behaviour. When there is a response restriction for the 

successful behaviour, the individual cannot preserve a good state any 

longer. Instead, a state of disorder is bound to occur. 

Guarantee stimulus class Response class Safety signal class 

1. self created design action special product 

2. disordered action ordered objects 

3. dirty object action clean object 

4. stiff person action easy person 
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To predict the occurrence of disorder, we deduce from the pattern 

of successful behaviour some environmental conditions for response 

restriction, i.e. conditions where the guarantee stimuli are absent or 

cannot effectively be responded to. We predict that the person will 

become disordered if he finds himself in a situation where those 

conditions are met. In the case of our subject, we predicted that she 

would be in a state of disorder in a situation where she: 

 
A. has made a design for a special product, but no material or enough time to create 

it (e.g. pressure of time) 

B. is alone in a clean and ordered house 

C. is alone in a dirty and messy house and hindered from cleaning up or ordering 

objects (e.g. because of some urgent task) 

D. is in the company of a stiff person(s), but hindered from loosening him/her up 

(e.g. because someone else is doing it) 

E. is in the company of a easy person, while restricted to create special things,  to clean 

or to order objects (e.g. at a cheerful party). 

 

To test these predictions, we analyse the subject 's accounts of the 

occurrence of disorder. We check if the environmental conditions, 

specified in one of these predictions, are met. For example, the subject 

concerned mentioned a situation in which she suddenly got disordered 

while preparing dinner. Analysing the situation, we found the 

following course of events. Due to a urgent business appointment, her 

husband was in a hurry, so she opened a tin of soup and took a ready-

made pizza from the freezer, although she had just started to prepare a 

‘special’ meal on the basis of a self made recipe. The environmental 

conditions as specified in prediction A., are met: ‘has made a design 

for a special product, but no material or enough time to create it.’ Not 

surprisingly, the state of disorder vanished while cleaning the kitchen 

and washing the dishes. The guarantee stimulus ‘dirty object’ 

appeared, so she could effectuate the safety signal ‘clean object’. We 

test the predictions repeatedly. Each test functions as a kind of 

‘natural’ replication. We consider the predictions confirmed if they 

prove correct in the tests without one single exception. 

 

Conclusions 
The prediction of disorder using this method to analyse successful 

behaviour has been successfully replicated in clinical practice, i.e. 

without a single failure, in more than hundred subjects suffering from 
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a mental disorder. All subjects showed dominance of the active 

avoidance function. Of course, additional, more controlled research is 

necessary. But for the moment, it can be concluded on clinical 

evidence that dominance of active avoidance in the individual’s 

pattern of behaviour in combination with response restriction causes 

disorder, as stated in the Theory of Dominant Active Avoidance 

(Bakker-de Pree, 1987a). The topography of the subject’s behaviour 

does not seem to play any role. The occurrence – not the structure- of 

disorder can be predicted from the individual-specific controlling 

stimuli of successful behaviour. In our view, these findings mean a 

great advancement in the understanding of psychiatric pathology. 

Although many theories account for mental disorders, to our 

knowledge none of them predicts when the subject concerned gets 

disordered in such detail and with such precision as the presented 

approach. Also the ‘control’ of the occurrence of disorder by 

constructional behaviour therapy techniques based on this approach– 

which lies beyond the scope of this paper- provides impressive 

confirmation. Therefore, the approach deserves further scientific 

attention.  

.  
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