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In this paper I will demonstrate how behavior therapy reduces 

symptoms in practice. I will do that by describing a case study. I will 

conclude my presentation by considering some aspects of this case 

that are characteristic for this kind of therapy. But let’s start now with 

the case. 

Robin is a 23-year-old student at a college for physical education. 

He is single and lives by himself. He is referred by his family doctor 

for therapy because of depressive symptoms. Former medical 

treatment with antidepressiva hasn’t brought any lasting improvement.  

In the first session with the therapist he tells that he has suffered 

from depressive symptoms for a very long time, but that these 

depressive episodes are now occurring at much shorter intervals and 

with greater intensity. He often feels apathetic and doesn’t get 

anything done. At college he is often absent from classes. As a result 

he is behind with his study and now runs the risk of having to leave 

college prematurely. He feels best –or maybe he should say: he feels 

‘less bad’ - when he is with friends watching videos or making fun 

while playing cards and drinking beer with them, or when he is in the 

discotheques in the weekend. But once home again he reverts to the 

same apathy as before. 

My colleague, Peter Wieringa, explained how in a behavior 

therapy symptoms are reduced, not by attacking the symptoms 

themselves but by restoring the pattern of behavior regulation. He also 

described the different techniques for restoring the behavior 

regulation, which have in common that they focus, each in their own 

way, on the client’s successful behavior. These techniques all consist 

of systemized questions about the client’s everyday life over the last 
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few days. Questions like: “Do you remember that situation?” “Can  

you describe what you were doing then?” Were you satisfied doing 

that?” or “Did it contribute to your sense of well-being when you 

were doing that?” All these techniques have the same function: the 

questions bring the situation to mind again. By looking back the client 

sees the discriminative stimuli for his behavior in that situation. 

Therefore it is important that the client focus as long as possible on a 

situation.  

This is also what the therapist makes him do.  In response to the 

question how things have been going that week, Robin describes not 

just depressive moments but also moments when he had felt a little bit 

better. The therapist let him dwell on these symptom-free moments. 

For instance when he repaired a leaking tap in his bathroom and then 

went on to clean the whole bathroom. Or the situation in which he 

prepared himself a decent meal after clearing up the kitchen. In other 

words: things he did that contributed to his sense of well-being. 

  These were in contrast with a situation he also mentions, when he 

had been to the movies with friends. He had some drinks afterwards 

and made a lot of fun in a bar. Though it had also been a situation in 

which he had no symptoms, nothing he did had made him feel OK as 

a person. Which was in contrast to an evening he describes in another 

therapy session, when he had invited a girlfriend to go to the movies 

with him in order to get her into a better mood. This indeed turned out 

to be the case. It had refreshed her, he noticed with great satisfaction. 

Gradually, in the course of the first months of therapy, Robin 

reports fewer symptoms and more and more things he has been doing 

which make him feel OK as a person. For example: the renovation of 

his small apartment by painting the walls, resuming his physical 

training by cycling to school twice a week (a distance of 40 miles 

back and forth) or the little birthday present he had bought for a friend 

which was exactly right, as he had expected. 

After six months of therapy his mental state improves substantially 

when he becomes a student teacher for three months as part of his 

training. This takes place at a school for children with behavioral and 

learning difficulties. In his weekly sessions with his therapist he 

describes with great enthusiasm lots of moments of feeling OK as a 

person while working with these children. Robin prepares his courses 
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thoroughly and makes sure he has a varied teaching package on offer, 

which fits the individual needs and possibilities of each child.  

Because he is focused on doing things that contribute to his sense 

of well-being Robin is no longer engaging in things that don’t bring 

him much. So he is no longer constantly going out until sunset. He 

leaves when he has had enough. He also stops his complicated 

relationship with his girlfriend Rita. Her constant need for his 

attention and caresses without her giving any sign of feeling good 

because of it had become increasingly aversive to him. One day he is 

with friends making plans for a vacation. He suggests that instead of 

just laying on the beach sunbathing all day, they might also make a 

walking tour through the area for a couple of days. Because of the 

approval of some of his friends he sees there is a need and offers to 

work out some plans.  

In addition to his studies Robin has a sideline job as a postman. 

One day he sees an ad in the papers in which a person is wanted for a 

couple of hours a week to look after children after school. He decides 

to apply and gets the job because of his earlier experience from the 

time he was a student teacher and his ideas about how realize this job. 

Though the job pays less well and is much more tiring, he decides to 

take it because he sees chances to do things in a more satisfying way 

for himself.  

  Though college still isn’t the place to be, as far as the theoretical 

part of this training is concerned, he is also more focused now on 

choosing the right courses. For instance: Although a rather talented 

sportsman, he now no longer takes part in practical training with 

teachers who are only interested in physical performance. He chooses 

teachers from whom he can learn about the teaching profession itself. 

At this very moment, Robin has ended the therapy because he is 

feeling OK and hasn’t suffered from symptoms for a couple of months 

now. Robin describes himself as a person who is no longer ruled by 

his complaints, but as someone who is capable of safeguarding his 

own well-being by making his own contribution to it.   

I would like to conclude this presentation by discussing some 

aspects which are characteristic for this kind of therapy. 

Firstly, to restore the behavior regulation the therapist searches for 

things Robin has been doing during symptom-free moments. Not all 

of Robin’s activities during those symptom-free moments are labeled 



VLAMINGS 

 4 

by him as contributing to his sense of well-being. For instance: in the 

situation where he goes to the movies with friends and has lots of fun 

drinking with them afterwards in a bar. It is the amusement the 

situation offers that makes him feel better. The situation itself does not 

contain opportunities for him to do things that make him feel alright as 

a person. However, such opportunities do appear in the situation 

where he goes to the movies with a girlfriend. To his great satisfaction 

he succeeds in bringing her in a better mood. In other words: there is a 

difference between functioning because the environment makes you 

feel alright and functioning because of your own action. 

  Secondly, one effect of using the techniques for restoring the 

behavior regulation is a change in the influence of stimuli. Clients 

become more aware of what is really worthwhile for them and they 

stop doing things that don’t give them any satisfaction. We have seen 

several examples in this case:  

- Robin becomes a person who is looking after children after 

school instead of being a postman,  

- he proposes to do some hiking during the vacation instead of 

sunbathing on the beach all day, and  

-  he ends his complicated relationship with his girlfriend. 

  Thirdly, Robin’s mental state improves substantially when he 

becomes a trainee teacher. As a result, he finds himself in a situation 

in which there are many chances for him to do things which could 

make him feel worthwhile as a person. This proves again that a person 

is dependent on the circumstances to improve his sense of well-being. 

On the other hand, by his improved focus –as the result of therapy- 

Robin can make this teaching practice a success for himself. So, in the 

end, the natural reinforcers have done their job. 
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