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Functional differences of behavior in everyday life:  

the prominent place of active avoidance 
1
 

 

Janna D. van Delden – van der Wolf 
2
 

 

 

 To analyze the particular stimuli controlling human responses in 

everyday life one has to go back to basics. I will show you how an 

extrapolation of conditioning principles established in the laboratory 

permits us to distinguish the functionally different forms of daily human 

conduct. Like the experimenter in his laboratory we are interested in 

adequate, adaptive behavior. Our analyses differ from those of the 

experimenter in that they do not bear upon how this behavior is learned 

but on behavior that is well established. Well-established adequate daily 

behavior is the behavior through which humans maintain their well-

being. Our perspective is that of the laboratory animal, pigeon or rat, that 

is continuously busy to remain in an optimal state by reacting to 

whatever comes on its way. This is what humans too are occupied with 

for all of their lives: to maintain their well being in the interaction with 

the environment. I will discuss three functionally different forms of 

behavior, approach behavior, escape  behavior and active avoidance 

behavior, and two forms of refraining from action due to extinction and 

passive avoidance. As I will show you each of these forms of behavior 

contributes in its own specific way to the well-being of its performer. 

 

Approach behavior 

Approach behavior intensifies the contact with an attractive stimulus. 

Its contribution to well-being is enrichment. A response to an 

attractive stimulus results in a state humans report as ‘enjoyment’ or 

‘pleasure’. The following example will illustrate this. In the last few 
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years the Dutch author J.J. Voskuil has published a novel consisting of 

six volumes. These books had an almost addictive effect on a great 

many people including myself. When in a bookstore around the time a 

new volume was expected to appear, my eyes would search the 

department of recently published books. The purchased copy in my 

pocket would fill me with enjoyment.  

Extinction 

Extinction is refraining from reacting to stimuli that used to control ones 

behavior. Its contribution to one’s well-being is to save energy. 

Extinction comes about when reinforcement stays away. For example 

since my favorite violinist is no longer a member of a certain string 

quartet, the concerts of this quartet have lost their attraction for me. 

Announcements of the concerts no longer prompt my action. Time and 

energy are left to do something else. 

 

Escape behavior 

Escape behavior diminishes the contact with an aversive stimulus. The 

contribution of escape behavior to one’s well-being is liberation. For 

example a new shoe that pinches my foot will make me take action to 

free myself of it, at least temporarily. The shoe on the floor next to my 

foot results in a feeling of relief. 

 

Passive avoidance  

The contribution to well-being of passive avoidance is protection 

against a deterioration of ones state. For example the announcement 

on radio or TV of an enormous traffic jam can make me abandon my 

plan to make a certain visit or trip by car. A confrontation with an 

aversive stimulus having to do with ‘heavy traffic’ does not occur.  

 

Active avoidance 

Up to now I have mentioned four different contributions to one’s well-

being: enjoyment by approach behavior, relief by escape behavior, 

saving of energy by extinction, and protection against a deterioration 

of ones state by passive avoidance. The output is a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for the indispensable feeling that life is worth 

living. In maintaining one’s well being satisfaction plays a leading 

role. Let me illustrate what type of satisfaction I am referring to. Last 
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week, for example, I got everything ready in my guestroom for friends 

of mine from abroad who had announced their visit. My efforts 

resulted in a tidy room and a feeling of satisfaction. The result made 

me even turn around to see once more the becoming product of my 

action. Here is another instance. At our weekly meeting my colleagues 

and myself had been searching for a while for a solution to some 

practical problem. Suddenly I got an idea that I put forward. My 

suggestion was welcomed as an excellent way out, which left me with 

an unmistakable feeling of satisfaction. And you must have a feeling 

of satisfaction when you see your research is progressing or when you 

have achieved a good result in the form of a publication. Satisfaction 

is of utmost importance to one’s well-being, to feeling all right as a 

person.  

 How do human beings provide themselves with this indispensable 

feeling? The state of well-being that individuals report as “satisfaction” 

is the product of their well established active avoidance behavior. As 

you all know active avoidance behavior prevents the occurrence of 

harmful events. So the contribution of active avoidance to one’s well-

being is protection. A simple example is taking an umbrella with you 

when it looks like rain. The umbrella in your briefcase guarantees that 

you will not get wet. But there is more to carrying on in life than to just 

protect yourself against physical harm. For their well being human 

individuals need to  safeguard their place in the world. This means that 

one has to make sure not to be disqualified or overlooked as a person. 

Active avoidance of this harmful event amounts to securing your own 

right to exist.  

 Of the different forms of behavior well established active avoidance 

is the behavior that feels the most familiar and self-evident to oneself. It 

is one’s own style of living. That is why, if I would ask you to report 

three actions of yourself from the recent days that resulted in a feeling of 

satisfaction, it might take you some time to recall them. Not because 

everything you did was unsuccessful , but just because of the familiarity 

of the various instances of your current active avoidance behavior. It’s 

the behavior individuals manifest themselves with in their most 

characteristic way.  

 A few words now about the specific character of a discriminative 

stimulus for active avoidance behavior. In the experimental context this 

stimulus is usually referred to as a “warning signal”. We prefer to use 
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the term “guarantee stimulus”. Because once the active avoidance 

behavior is well established the warning aspect of this discriminative 

stimulus will disappear behind the aspect of a “chance” of effecting a 

safety signal. The threatening quality of the guarantee stimulus is only 

felt when one is restrained in performing an active avoidance response. 

The following example may apply for some of you. You have promised 

to give a phone call to a friend of yours at a certain moment. When 

starting up your cell phone, unfortunately it appears to be out of order. 

Being refrained from keeping your promise will make you feel 

uncomfortable – exactly the opposite of the feeling of satisfaction a 

smooth running of things might have given you. In favorable 

circumstances, i.e. when there are no obstacles to respond to a guarantee 

stimulus, the appearance of this stimulus has the character of a chance, 

of an opportunity to justify your right to exist. The guarantee stimulus 

then resembles a discriminative stimulus for approach behavior. For 

example, when walking in the street in the city where you live, you see a 

tourist laboriously bent over a city map. Such a circumstance can feel 

like a welcome occasion. If indeed by your action you can change this 

tourist, stuck in a foreign city, into a person happily continuing his way, 

your action will result in a feeling of satisfaction, at least for some of 

you. 

 I hasten to say that giving examples is simplifying matters a lot. In 

the first place because no example whatever will apply for everyone. 

The range of stimuli controlling someone’s successful behavior is 

strictly personal. Secondly, responding or not to a particular stimulus at 

a given moment depends on its salience in the situation. So, if one day 

you will help the poor tourist to find his way, the next day you will not 

even notice him because you are involved in something else, for 

example to catch your train. 

 

Conclusion 

So much for an overview of functional differences in human behavior 

based on specific contributions to the well-being of an individual. In 

these differences we see the reflection of conditioning principles 

established in the laboratory by research with animals. A prominent 

place was reserved for active avoidance behavior. I have stressed its vital 

importance for turning the multiple challenges of everyday life to one’s 

profit.  
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Investigating the function of human everyday behavior 
3
 

 

Bart E.E. Bruins 
4
 

 

 

Janna van Delden just told you about functionally different kinds 

of human everyday behavior, like buying a novel of your favorite 

author, removing a pinching shoe, cleaning up the guestroom or taking 

an umbrella along when it looks like rain. How can we find out the 

function of those ordinary daily actions of which human life generally 

consists? For example, baking a cake. Should this act be regarded 

approach behavior? Or perhaps escape or active avoidance?  

To analyze the function of human everyday behavior, we have to 

solve some methodological problems. In this presentation I will 

explain some of them and show you a method which has already 

proven its workability. 

Like the experimenter in the laboratory the behavior analyst in 

natural environments searches for the controlling stimuli of the target 

behavior. But despite this common goal, the circumstances in which 

the latter collects and analyzes his data differ widely.  

1. A first difference concerns the nature of the target behavior. In 
the laboratory the target behavior is prescribed by the 

experimental design. The variance of its topography is 

restricted by the apparatus. For example: although a rat can 

press a lever in different ways, they all have to result in the 

movement of the lever until the switch is activated to release 

the reinforcing stimulus. In a natural environment the target 

behavior cannot be restricted. The variance of the target 

behavior is therefore very wide. It comprises all conduct that 

contributes to the subject’s sense of well-being.  

2. A second difference regards the nature of the stimuli. A 
laboratory is an artificial and deliberately simplified 
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environment. For the sake of experimental lucidity, the 

controlling stimuli are clear-cut and can be described 

unambiguously. In the experimental design the experimenter 

defines all controlling stimuli beforehand. Conversely, the 

stimuli in a natural environment are usually complex and 

compound and therefore difficult to define. The behavior 

analyst cannot know the controlling stimuli before he starts his 

analysis, because he has no opportunity to arrange or even 

observe the subject’s environmental history. 

3. Another difference concerns the nature of the data. The 
experimenter’s point of departure are the stimuli. His objective 

is to record the impact of systematic stimulus variations on the 

subject’s behavioral stream. Consequently his data are 

behavioral. The behavior analyst in natural environments, 

however, cannot systematically vary the subject’s environment 

in order to detect the effect on the behavior. His point of 

departure must be the behavioral side. After identifying the 

target behavior, his objective is to detect its stimulus control. 

So, his data are stimuli.  

4. The collection of the data is different too. In the laboratory the 
data are collected historically. They are recorded over time, for 

example by a cumulative record. Those data reflect the 

conditioning process: the history of the way the environment 

gains control over the subject’s behavior. The collection of 

data ceases as soon as there is behavioral stability, i.e. when 

the behavior is well established. On the other hand, the analyst 

of human everyday behavior cannot study the process of 

conditioning. Since he does not witness the subject’s daily life, 

he is unable to record the history of reinforcement. The data 

which are accessible for analysis, concern the present result of 

former conditioning. To distinguish order in this data, his 

focus has to be on well established, i.e. relatively stable 

behavior. So, behavior analysis in natural environments starts 

where behavior analysis in the laboratory ends. 

5. The last difference I would like to mention is the way the 
function of the behavior can be determined. In the laboratory, 

the function of the target behavior is easy to determine and 

usually no issue. The function is given and can be inferred 
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directly from the contingencies applied. Conversely, in a 

natural environment the function of the behavior cannot be 

inferred directly from the nature of the environment. The 

topography of the behavior provides no clues either. 

Topographically identical behavior can have different 

functions in different situations due to dissimilarities in 

stimulus control. The investigation of the function of human 

everyday behavior requires a special approach. 

 

In the Netherlands, we therefore use a special interview technique 

called Contrast Questioning (Bakker – Pree, 1987). This technique 

involves the use of the innate capacity of human beings of ‘seeing in 

the absence of the thing seen’, as Skinner put it (Skinner, 1974). We 

rely on the fact that humans are able to give an eyewitness report of 

their experiences through extensive cultural training and a shared 

verbal history. In this method, we confine ourselves to well 

established adaptive behavior. We select an unit of behavior that 

actually resulted in a better state. Let us say, the  subject’s act of 

baking a cake. The core of the method is this: we ask the subject to 

report what would have happened if he had refrained from the action. 

We ask “What would have happened if - without any reason- you had 

not baked that cake at that moment?” To answer, the subject has to 

picture the consequence of  an – unspecified- response restriction. It 

requires no fantasy, just the act of recalling the experienced 

consequences of response restrictions in similar situations. The answer 

to this question reveals the function of the response. All we have to do 

is use our behavior-analytic knowledge of the contingencies of 

reinforcement in the different types of functional relations and their 

effect on the state of the individual.  

When the subject answers: “In that case I wouldn’t have had that 

delicious cake”, we hear that some attractive environmental change 

would have failed to occur. So, the action was controlled by an 

attractive stimulus. Now we know that the function of the behavior 

was ‘approach’ and the special contribution to the well-being of the 

subject ‘enrichment’. When on the other hand the subject reports: 

“Then I would have been obliged to go on watching that boring TV 

show with my husband”, we hear that something aversive would have 

continued. In that case the action was controlled by an aversive 
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stimulus. So, the function of the behavior was ‘escape’ and the 

contribution to the subject’s well-being ‘liberation’. However, when 

the subject answers: “In that case, I would not have had anything for 

tea. What would my guests have thought of that!”, we hear that 

something attractive would have failed to occur and consequently, 

something aversive would have happened in that situation. Here the 

behavior was controlled by a safety signal, an attractive stimulus 

signaling the staying away of an aversive event. Thus, the function of 

the response was ‘active avoidance’ and the effect on the well-being 

‘protection’. 

So far the description of the method of analysis. My conclusions 

are as follows: 

1. By using the method of Contrast Questioning we can analyze 
the function of any kind of human everyday behavior as long 

as it was adaptive, well established and recent enough to be 

remembered vividly. By solely collecting data on ‘successful’ 

behavior, we ensure that it concerns behavior that was actually 

reinforced in that situation. This way, both antecedent and 

consequent stimulus control are accessible for analysis. The 

specific type of stimulus control reveals the function and 

determines the specific contribution to the subject’s well-

being. 

2. We have noticed that our method has strong discriminative 
power. This is especially true where the difference between 

approach behavior and active avoidance is concerned. In 

human everyday behavior there seems to be little difference 

between for example baking a delicious cake as approach 

behavior or baking that cake as active avoidance. The 

topography of the behavior is the same. Both produce the same 

environmental change: the delicious cake. And in both cases, 

this consequent stimulus is welcomed by the subject. The 

behavior is positively motivated. Only in case the active 

avoidance response is recently acquired, the subject perceives 

clearly the perilous, risky character of this behavior. During 

the conditioning process, the subject clearly feels the threat of 

an impending stimulus. During the conditioning process the 

protecting quality of the safety signal is prevalent. However, if 

the active avoidance behavior is well established, the safety 
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signal is experienced as a particularly pleasant and satisfying 

event. Only by analyzing the consequences of refraining from 

the behavior concerned, the functional differences in stimulus 

control are unmistakably revealed. The failing of the 

occurrence of a categorial, attractive stimulus is experienced as 

‘a pity’, but the failing of the appearance of a safety signal is 

experienced as ‘unsafe’. 

3. Furthermore, repeated Contrast Questioning on different target 
behavior reveals the subject’s prevailing pattern of behavior. 

From a functional perspective this pattern seems relatively 

stable. This is not surprising, since conditioning restricts 

behavioral variation. Once behavior is ‘selected in’, it has to be 

‘selected out’, i.e. proved to be detrimental before is 

disappears from the repertoire. We have found that active 

avoidance prevails in human everyday behavior. The data give 

strong evidence that avoidance behavior is by far the most 

important way individuals look after themselves in an ever 

changing world.  
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What do we wo about maladaptive behavior? 

 

Hendrik Vlamings 
5
 

 

 

Adaptive behavior promotes a person’s well being. Maladaptive 

behavior, on the other hand, is detrimental to a person’s well being. 

That is why clients want to get rid off maladaptive behaviors like 

panic attacks, phobias, depression etc. My presentation is about the 

practical value of behavior analysis of adaptive behavior in dealing 

with maladaptive behavior.  

I will illustrate this with the case of Tom, who is 32 years old, 

married with a son aged seven. He works as a manager in an 

organization. Tom suffers from panic attacks. He had his first attack at 

work. Since then it has been getting worse. Finally, he visits his 

family doctor, who diagnoses ‘burn out’ and refers him to our institute 

for behavior therapy.  

To understand Tom’s panic attacks we have to analyze his 

adaptive behavior, particularly that part dealing with satisfaction, 

which is his active avoidance behavior. Active avoidance behavior 

prevents social disqualification from taking place. Satisfaction comes 

when a safety signal appears. Contrast Questioning (Bakker – de Pree, 

1987) about various situations of Tom’s recent daily adaptive 

behavior provides the following data: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Regional Institute for Outpatient Mental Health Care Midden-Holland (RIAGG 
Midden-Holland), GOUDA, the Netherlands. hendrik.vlamings@hetnet.nl 



6TH INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS ON BEHAVIORISM AND THE SCIENCES OF BEHAVIOR 
  

 12 

Guarantee       •••• Behavior   →→→→ Safety         ≠≠≠≠  Prevented 

Stimulus                    Signal    Disqualification 

 

Struggling    advising  staff member  useless 

Staff member     goes on 

 

Need for  writing   useful          useless 

Information      information 

 

Broken lock  repairing  working lock  useless 

 

Vegetables         cooking   full meal   useless 

Semi-fresh 

 

Ill-sighted  buying         grandpa goes on  useless 

Grandfather  larger screen with computing 

+pc 

 

asthmatic son sporting        blush on   useless   

                    on son’s face 

 

Table 1: Data of Contrast Questioning Tom’s adaptive behavior 

 

For instance: Tom reports having been very satisfied after helping one 

of his staff members unravel a legal problem. When asked during 

Contrast Questioning what would have happened if he had not helped 

his staff member in unraveling that problem at that moment, he replied 

that he would have risked disqualification; the fact that his staff 

member could continue his work, delivered the safety signal against 

the disqualification. Or the time when he had written an information 

brochure. He had been especially satisfied about the way it was 

written: in plain words, and with useful information. Or the time that 

he had cooked a meal using the vegetables in the refrigerator which 

were almost their best-before dates. He had managed to compose a 

full meal out of that. Or the time when on his own initiative he had 

bought a larger computer screen for his grandfather whose sight was 

becoming poor. Now he could go on using the computer.   
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From these and other data on moments of successful behavior in 

Tom’s life, a pattern of behavior regulation can be derived (Bakker-de 

Pree, 1987). This is done by combining analogous stimuli to classes 

on the basis of common properties: 

 

 

Guarantee   •••• Behavior →→→→ Safety         ≠≠≠≠        Disqualification 

Stimulus  Class   Signal          Class 

Class             Class    

 

 

Problematic        action                 usable advice           useless 

situation 

 

Task               action    usable result        useless 

 

Apparent       action    comfort         useless 

Need 

 

Broken stuff      action    working stuff        useless 

 

Table 2: Pattern of regulation of Tom’s adaptive behavior 

 

What can we conclude from such a pattern? The patterns of 

behavior regulation of clients with disregulation – like Tom’s -show a 

dominance of active avoidance behavior. That means that their way of 

living is being dominated by protection against one particular, client-

specific, kind of social disqualification. So, in Tom’s case, the 

disqualification: “useless”. 

The adaptive behavior is controlled by a specific set of guarantee 

stimuli and safety signals referring to that specific kind of social 

disqualification. These are the beacons for a satisfying, worthwhile 

way of living. 

Because of the dominance of active avoidance behavior approach 

and escape behavior is restricted. This one-sidedness in a pattern 

means that a client can maintain his position –and excel at the same 

time- exclusively in circumstances providing respondable guarantee-
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stimuli. However, disregulation will occur if a person finds himself in 

a situation with no guarantee-stimuli. 

That is what happened to Tom. He works for a non-profit 

organization concerned with people who are dependent on the social 

services. Until a year ago his main activity was advising clients on 

financial and legal problems. His work also included writing 

brochures, organizing meetings to inform the public and setting up 

courses on how to manage your budget. In fact, through the years he 

had created his own work himself because he had seen the need for it. 

Tom enjoyed his work. He found it very satisfying. It made him feel 

all right as a person. Things change drastically, however, when his 

employer, who values his work, asks him to become manager of the 

department that is about to be expanded. Tom is very honored with 

this promotion. At first he throws himself into setting up an 

organizational structure for his department and the training of his 

staff. However, once the department was running smoothly, he 

becomes tense. Only when for instance he can advise a staff member 

who has a problem or when he is writing a new information folder he 

feels all right again but these occasions have become sparse. During 

meetings with his fellow-coordinators, he feels ill at ease. He doesn’t 

manage to contribute to the conversations on the organization’s 

policies  because his colleagues are often quicker than he is. He begins 

to feel increasingly insecure, especially when his manager without 

good reasons pushes a report aside Tom has written on his request. 

One day at a meeting with his fellow-coordinators he is seized by a 

panic attack with hyperventilation and has to leave the meeting 

prematurely. From then on he tries to avoid those meetings as much as 

he can but he feels tense all the time about what could happen. In fact, 

it is getting worse. 

With a model of the regulation of Tom’s adaptive behavior, the 

presence and absence of his panic attacks can be explained and 

predicted in detail. So we understand that he can maintain in a way 

that satisfies him, and without having panic attacks, in situations 

where guarantee-stimuli are present. For instance when advising a 

staff member with a problem or when buying a larger pc-screen for his 

visually impaired grandfather, and –more general- during that period 

when he was involved in advising work on a daily basis. And it is no 

mystery, either, that he became disordered during the meeting with his 
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colleagues. Although the situation offered a guarantee stimulus –

making a useful contribution-, it was not respondable because the 

others were quicker off the mark. Or when he had written a report on 

his employer’s request, which was subsequently pushed aside. Here he 

had responded a guarantee stimulus but the safety signal didn’t 

appear. Besides, it happened in his new work situation as a manager 

where guarantee stimuli were already sparse, in particular once his 

department was running smoothly and his staff members no longer 

needed his support. 

What do we do about maladaptive behavior? So, to get rid off 

maladaptive behavior it is essential for clients to have something to do 

in situations with no guarantee stimuli for active avoidance behavior. 

Because there is nothing wrong with their habitual pattern of behavior, 

a treatment program should aim at widening the scope of the adaptive 

repertoire by the development of functionally different adaptive 

behavior. This is done by the procedure called Free Differentiation. 

We have several techniques for that which I won’t describe in detail 

now but its objective is to make operative attractive and aversive 

stimuli alongside the guarantee stimuli. The guarantee stimuli are left 

undisturbed in this procedure, of course, because of the importance of 

these stimuli in safeguarding a person’s well being. In this way the 

therapist makes sure that a client has more strings to his bow.  

What are the results? Tom  described some results, for instance, 

when talking about a situation on his work. Once, when arrived at 

work, a meeting with his employer turned out to have been delayed, 

because he was held up in a traffic jam. So, Tom went to see a 

colleague and talked about a movie he had seen the other night. Or 

that situation when he had been camping with his son. He sat alone in 

front of his tent, while his son was playing with other children 

somewhere else on the camping site. There was not much to do for 

him. Offering to help his neighbors who turned out to be bunglers in 

pitching their tent was no alternative, because others were already 

giving them a hand. So, because no guarantee stimuli were within 

reach, he had been reading  his son’s Donald Duck magazines. 

In this way making attractive and aversive stimuli operative 

enhances a client’s freedom of movement. Consequently, his panic 

attacks have lost their function and disappear without direct attack. 

This program of treatment is not a training program aimed at learning 
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new skills. We don’t teach clients how to behave nor do we convince 

them that they should behave in an adaptive way. The occurrence of 

disregulation is not caused by a lack of skills, but by a lack of 

respondable stimuli in a given situation. So the therapist’s work is 

confined to making operative other stimuli for adaptive behavior in 

addition to guarantee-stimuli in the therapy sessions. For the rest he 

trusts the natural reinforcers will do their job in a client’s everyday 

life. 
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Improving people’s quality of life and productivity 

 

Paul Andreoli
6
 & Liesbeth Baas

7
     

 

 

  Safe traffic speed is one of those societal interests that authorities 

try to influence by a number of different manipulations. We are all 

familiar with road signs that indicate which maximum speed is 

allowed, familiar with bill-boards that try to convince us of the 

dangers op driving to fast and familiar with all kinds of speed ramps 

that force us to reduce our speed in order to pass through safe and 

comfortable.  

Talking about traffic speed I do realize that when I was a student I 

had a different notion of what could be considered as a sensible traffic 

speed than I have now as a dedicated parent: apparently the judgment 

of important others controlled my traffic behavior in a different 

way.The effectiveness of the liability of reducing speed as indicated 

by road signs heavily depends on the availability of a sanction if 

drivers ignore these road signs and so the effectiveness of speed ramps 

depends on how unattractive the consequences will be if we pass them 

through to fast. The persuasiveness of bill-boards is doubted if not 

combined with other measures to influence people’s traffic behavior, 

because being persuaded by powerful arguments does not 

automatically results in actual behavior. During the day a bill-board 

warning for crossing schoolchildren probably will appeal on my 

interests of feeling myself a responsible parent and should be 

effective, but at night a bill-board warning for permanent speed 

checks will have a stronger influence.  

  Regulating people’s behavior can be done by putting someone 

under an obligation, by making  things attractive or unattractive, by 

convincing people and by arranging things so that it fits someone’s 

personal interests (Vlamings, 2001). The latter is important because it 

counts on people’s innate ability to look after their own well-being 

and its natural reinforcement, and makes target behavior less 
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dependant of contrived reinforcement, necessarily when making use 

of obligations or making things attractive. As you can see from the 

examples above which strategy or mix of strategies should be chosen 

depends on the nature of the target behavior, the situation, the 

circumstances and personal characteristics. Influencing individual 

behavior is made-to-measure. Improving and maintaining quality of 

life is a personal matter indeed, but also a social concern. As regards 

productivity and working with personal satisfaction, these are of great 

concern of business organizations, but also of importance for the 

individual employee. So there is always a fusion of interests.  

  In this presentation I will give two examples of what kind of 

arrangements in someone’s actual environment can be set up by others 

aiming to influence quality of live and productivity.In the first 

example staff of a psychiatric hospital tried to improve the quality of 

life of Jim. Jim, a young man who suffers from schizophrenia, is 

chronic psychotic and has a great need of being on his own. He suffers 

most from negative symptoms; he has difficulty of coming into action 

and is spending a lot of his time lying on his bed. By this surviving he 

keeps psychotic deterioration out, but he is hardly looking after 

himself in his actual surroundings by improving or safeguarding his 

well-being. Yet he is so familiar with this minimal maintaining 

himself, that he experiences interference of staff to get him into action 

as a threat, a disruption of his fragile balance. Before his admission he 

lived with his parents and worked at a sheltered workshop in the 

vegetable garden. There he was able to do the things to be done on his 

way and he did it with personal satisfaction. His parents and case-

manager at that time did manage to get him to the workshop under the 

condition that if he did not, he couldn’t stay at home. They also used 

an argument based on day tot day culture: every adult goes to work or 

is involved with housekeeping duties. So in the past a mix of 

strategies sustained Jim’s working activities: the obligation sanctioned 

by the necessity to live somewhere else in case of not going to the 

workshop, convincing arguments about cultural evidence and enabling 

to experience personal benefits from working in the vegetable garden. 

In Jim’s case benefits like enjoying the garden work, being able to 

arrange the work to do according to his personal considerations and 

feeling worthwhile as a person.     
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The ward where Jim stays at the moment functions as a safety net for 

patients who are not able, or are to vulnerable, to participate in 

contract-based, demanding treatment programs. So a strategy based on 

obligation is not possible because the lack of suitable sanctions. 

Because working at the sheltered workshop was still an option staff 

decided to choose a different mix of strategies.                     .                                 

 The strategy focused on experiencing emotional benefit could be 

maintained because his gardening work was controlled by natural 

reinforcement. In order to get him in that situation his case manager 

decided to make going to the workshop more attractive by offering 

Jim to work on half-time during three days a week, bringing him to 

the workshop by car and making Jim responsible for the weekly 

schedule (Which days? Working during the morning or afternoon?). 

He also decided to add some more convincing arguments like: 

‘research has shown that work improve the quality of life of people 

with psychiatric vulnerabilities, so it’s our professional responsibility 

and duty to explore with you which circumstances in this field can 

contribute to your personal well-being’. Such an argument offers a 

certain counterbalance against appeals on autonomy that can put staff 

out of action. This new mix of strategies offered staff more room for 

negotiation and made it possible to break out of the impasse.         

 In Jim’s case productivity was not an issue, working at the 

sheltered workshop functions as a suitable opportunity to safeguard 

his emotional well-being and to improve his quality of life. It is 

obvious from this example that control by natural reinforcement alone 

was not strong enough to put Jim into action, but at the other hand it 

made clear that control by natural reinforcement plays an important 

role in stabilizing a solid functioning repertoire. This counts for all 

people and is an innate ability to help us maintaining ourselves 

successfully. It is worth to notice that ‘others’ can’t control natural 

reinforcement: it is up to Jim to experience if working at the workshop 

improves his well-being. It is a staff target to get him in suitable 

environments.                                                                                        

 In  the following example I like to consider in more detail how the 

ability to safeguard one’s own well-being and organizational targets 

on productivity are fusing in work situations. In particular how this 

fusion can be regulated in a profitable way. In contemporary economy 

influencing productivity is a mayor issue. Salary, bonuses and 
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penalties, fringe benefits and other examples of contrived 

reinforcement are well-known instruments to improve productivity. 

But there are also strategies like facilitating professional development, 

training, instruction, protocols, monitoring of the production process, 

output control etc.                                                                              

 The field of Human Resource Management tries to reveal how 

personal capacities, like knowledge, experience, skills and attitude can 

be matched with targets of productivity. We are all familiar now with 

personal development plans, teambuilding, self-directing teams and 

delegation of responsibility as important tools to make use of 

individual talents in favor of productivity.                                  

 Every Human Resource Manager is persuaded of the importance 

of personal satisfaction in the work situation. Managerial efforts to 

achieve this are focused on improving the working conditions in 

general and to solve problems that have a negative influence on the 

personal satisfaction of an individual employee. In the latter case 

coaching is the catchword, but this coaching focuses on behavior 

failure and impotence of the employee. Coaching of individual 

successful behavior is underexposed in most business units and work 

organizations. Coaching of individual successful behavior in relation 

to productivity means realizing a good match between personal 

benefits and the desired productivity results. This has not to be done 

by thinking out with your employee what he has to do, but by 

reflection on recent successful actions. How this worked out will be 

explained in an example of an organization that is specialized in out-

patient care. This organization recently started with coaching of 

successful behavior: every employee was offered a yearly coaching 

cycle of five individual coaching sessions of 45 minutes in a five week 

period. The team leader was trained in this type of coaching. The 

employee was invited to say what he wants to say, while the team 

leader was trained to take notice of what has been said, but not to go 

more deeply in every subject of discussion. By this he tried to create 

room for standing still at recent successful behavior. With questions 

like: ‘Can you get into your mind a recent situation in which you were 

satisfied with what you have done?’ and ‘To what extent did this 

professional action suited your professional targets?’ the team leader 

invited the employee to tell in detail what did happen. Standing still at 

successful functioning strengthens the power of personal cues for the 
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behavior under concern without reinforcing interference by the team 

leader. At the other hand the team leader learns what circumstances 

the individual employee needs in order to function successfully. 

 Employees are very enthusiastic of this type of coaching. 

Absenteeism downsized and team leaders have seen more self-

confidence: they have noticed that employees are making more 

decisions on their own. Self-direction and self-testing to concrete 

standards are important skills when matching the ability to safeguard 

one’s well-being to productivity targets.                   .                                               

 Coaching of successful professional behavior enables the manager 

to control how professional skills are developed. It is important to 

notice that strongly protocol-led productivity diminish possibilities for 

arranging things so that it fits personal benefits and productivity 

standards. There is some tension between recent fads like ‘best 

practices strategies’ and ‘quality systems’ because these targets tend 

to outline in detail what to do and so are limiting the possibilities for 

developing personal strategies.                                                          

 My mission-statement in this presentation is that the process of 

how subjects learn to look after themselves in an ever-changing world 

offers a source of inspiration for the development of new management 

styles based on a balance between personal and organizational 

interests! 
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Discussion 

 

Beata J. Bakker – de Pree, discussant 
8
 

 

 

  Behavior analysis of maladaptive human behavior is well-known 

practice since the rise of behavior therapy a good forty years ago. Its 

purpose is clear. When something ought to be done about other 

people’s behavior, as usually is the case with maladaptive behavior, 

reliable data on its controlling variables are needed. So, behavior 

analysis of maladaptive human behavior makes sense.  

However, the focus of the current symposium is on behavior 

analysis of adaptive human behavior, even when dealing with 

maladaptive behavior. Janna van Delden presented a variety of 

examples to demonstrate  the dynamics of our adaptive everyday 

behavior. For that, she took the stand of the behaving person, - 

sometimes literally! – by defining ‘reinforcement’ in terms of its 

beneficial effect on one’s well-being. She explained how different 

types of reinforcement are at work in adaptive human everyday 

behavior , each type having its own contribution to the individual’s 

state. She also made it very clear that our adaptive behavior is in fact 

what we ourselves would call successful behavior. Successful at 

keeping our well-being up to the mark. 

Subsequently, Bart Bruins told us how behavior analysis of other 

people’s successful behavior can be done , despite its intricacies. He 

presented the method called ‘Contrast-Questioning’ as a feasible 

procedure to collect reliable data on human behavior. Furthermore, he 

explained how Contrast-Questioning has the potentiality to reveal 

prevailing patterns of reinforcement-contingencies in someone’s 

repertoire of successful behavior. 

I think that the examples as provided in both presentations, are 

quite recognizable to most of us. However, I don’t  think that any of 

us ever takes the time to detect the controlling variables of one’s own 

successful behavior. Well, why should we? As long as we draw 

benefit from our behavior, which particularly is the case with 

successful behavior, who cares?  
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So, what is the point of decoding  adaptive human behavior into 

conditioning paradigms? I would like to present some discussable 

answers on that.  

The analysis of adaptive behavior clearly points to: conditioning 

as the dynamic of individual survival. Conditioning is not only about 

one’s behavior being under the control of environmental stimuli, but 

basically it is a matter of how individuals are getting control of their 

well-being. That holds for both humans and animals. It shows up in 

both natural and experimental circumstances, if indeed we are keen on 

it. 

Let us, for instance, take a look at a simple experimental 

procedure, involving food pellets, a lever and a rat as subject. The 

target behavior is lever pressing, to be reinforced with food. Well, we 

are all familiar with that kind of arrangements and the forthcoming 

learning processes leading to steady state performances on the lever. 

We also know that this type of arrangement succeeds only if the 

bodyweight of the rat is below average.  

Now, let us shift our attention to what the rat is working on 

throughout the experiment. The answer is clear: the rat is learning how 

to bring about improvement of its physical state in the given 

circumstances. As a result of that, the animal develops a pattern of 

lever pressing according to the operative schedule of reinforcement. 

Actually, for the animal, it is an instance of successful behavior. The 

experimenter will agree on that, be it on different grounds! For, the 

experimenters target is the rats behavior, whereas the rats target is its 

physical state, alias its survival. Two sides of the same medal called 

’conditioning’, a golden medal, indeed! 

However,  conditioning is not a very popular concept. Outside the 

laboratory, the mere word ‘conditioning’ often triggers comments as 

‘determinism’, ‘no freedom’, ‘no responsibility’, etcetera, representing 

negative feelings particularly about its presumed applicability to 

humans.  

Perhaps it is high time to show the other side of the medal. For, 

people should enjoy to be conditionable! Because it enables them to 

do something about their own happiness, including a state of well-

being and contentment. Conditionability guarantees behavioral 

flexibility, for ‘variation and selection’. The analysis of adaptive 

human everyday behavior may help to keep the ontogenetic 
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significance of conditioning alive. That is not only important for 

conceptual reasons but also of value for practical purposes. There’s no 

need for me to go into that.  

Instead, I would like to turn to other qualities of the analysis of 

adaptive human behavior. Particularly, it’s potential relevancy to 

theoretical matters, which actually belong to the domain of the 

experimental analysis of behavior. Let us take, for instance, the issue 

on: what is the reinforcer of active avoidance behavior. That is a 

recurrent issue, last year taken up again in JEAB in discussion format, 

inspired by an excellent leading article written by James Dinsmoor 

(2001). The gist of the matter can be summarized into two questions. 

The first is: Is avoidance behavior negatively reinforced (that is: by 

some kind of continued absence of shock) or positively reinforced 

(that is: by some kind of safety signals). The other question is: what 

does the actual reinforcing stimulus look like? I’ll go into both 

questions one by one.  

As to the first question, some experimenters hold to the continued 

primacy of negative reinforcement, while others favor a two-factor 

explanation of the avoidance conditioning process, indicating safety 

signals as the ultimate reinforcers of avoidance behavior. Let’s 

compare that with what our presenters told us about successful human 

avoidance behavior.  

Janna van Delden stated that our everyday active avoidance 

behavior looks like approach behavior, because both yield 

corresponding feelings. ‘Satisfaction’ has more in common with 

‘pleasure’ and ‘enjoyment’, than with ‘relief’. Since feelings may be 

used as cues to stimulus operations, we may conclude that human 

active avoidance behavior is sustained by positive reinforcement. 

Traces of its negative origin do show up only if our actual 

performance is hindered, like it is done artificially in the procedure 

Contrast Questioning. So, the analysis of successful human avoidance 

behavior supports the two-factor theory including the ultimate 

primacy of safety signals. 

Let us pass on to the next question, dealing with which kind of 

stimuli are signaling our safety. Nowadays, the experimental field 

gives us a choice between: contingent environmental stimuli and, or 

interoceptive feedback stimuli, generated by the avoidance behavior 

itself. 
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Detailed analysis of adaptive human avoidance behavior shows 

that external safety signals are crucial to getting ease of mind. Bart 

Bruins made that very clear when he told us about what it does to 

people when such safety signals fail to appear. If that happens, people 

are not just ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘disappointed’, but actually do feel 

themselves a failure, a misfit. 

Another thing the analysis of human behavior brings out, is, that 

safety signals are straightforward external products of successful 

avoidance behavior. Hendrik Vlamings gave us the examples on that, 

when explaining the controlling stimuli of the successful behavior of 

his client Tom. So, active avoidance behavior is a matter of automatic 

reinforcement, indeed. 

On the other hand, adaptive human avoidance behavior does not 

give any evidence to reinforcement of the intrinsic sort. In the first 

place because there is no need to look for that when you have such 

clear-cut data on pertinent external stimuli. Moreover, it’s too unlikely 

that internal feedback stimuli really are reinforcers of their own 

source. For, where would that leave us with ‘variation and selection’ ?  

All theoretical matters in behavior analysis require experimental 

research in the first place. However, some of the issues could take 

advantage of feedback from the analysis of  adaptive human behavior. 

This also applies to modern issues, like the “molar versus molecular” 

debate. Quite recently, JEAB published an extensive theoretical article 

on this subject, written by William Baum (2002). The title is: “From 

molecular to molar, a paradigm shift in behavior analysis”, suggesting 

that it is high time for choosing! The point at issue is: our concept of 

behavior. A molar view is based on the concept of aggregated and 

extended patterns of behavior. This implies:  thinking of behavior  in 

terms of ‘activities’ and recognizing that activities take up time. 

Whereas the older, that is a molecular view on behavior is based on an 

atomism of discrete events at moments in time. 

The analysis of human behavior, as presented to you today, aims 

at functional differences in successful everyday behavior. The 

question is whether this approach to behavior analysis adheres to a 

molecular or a molar view of behavior. Janna van Delden, our first 

presenter, showed us various samples of her everyday behavior, like 

‘buying a book’, ‘tidying up a room’, ‘participating in a group 

discussion at work’.  
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Obviously she, and presumably all of us, see those behaviors as ‘time 

taking activities’. However, for illustrating the functional features of 

successful behavior, she took to a molecular view on behavior. She 

didn’t tell us about her ‘buying books’ but about ‘buying a particular 

book at a moment in time’ , ‘tidying a particular room at a moment in 

time’ and ‘a particular intervention she made at a moment in time’. 

When Hendrik Vlamings informed us on his client Tom, he also 

showed both a molar and a molecular interest in his client’s behavior. 

To describe Tom’s life Hendrik Vlamings told us about how Tom 

spends his time at work, at home and elsewhere, all in terms of his 

activities at those places. On the other hand, when it came to 

analyzing Tom’s successful behavior, Hendrik Vlamings asked Tom 

to recall discrete instances of those behaviors. Apparently, Tom and 

presumably most clients, are quite able to do so. 

It might be that molar and molecular views serve different 

purposes in behavior analysis. The molar approach starts from what 

subjects do and how much time is spent on different activities. 

Whereas the molecular approach is interested in why subjects do, 

whatever they do. Molar paradigms seem to deal with actual behavior 

as molecular ones are focused on its controlling stimuli. As such, the 

analysis of adaptive human behavior as proposed to you today, favors 

the molecular paradigm. 

The adaptivity of human everyday behavior may be defined in 

two ways. The first refers to whether one’s behavior contributes to 

one’s well being. The second definition refers to whether one’s 

behavior meets certain social requirements. Both ‘adaptivities’ are 

shaped by reinforcement, be it of a different nature. 

Paul Andreoli, our last speaker, explained how social adaptivity as 

regulated by contrived reinforcement and personal well being as 

controlled by natural reinforcers could be connected in different social 

settings. When we take a look at the actual interventions Paul 

Andreoli described to us, it becomes clear that his approach drives at 

fusing people’s personal need of well being and the environmental 

need of productivity. That is done by mutual adjustment of aims and 

claims. It is based on joining forces of contrived and natural 

reinforcement.               
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