
Constructional Behavior Analysis Archives   2002/2  

© Stichting Constructionele Gedragsanalyse / Constructional Behavior Analysis Foundation/ www.cga.nl 
 

1 

 

Behaviour analysis and clinical practice.
1
 

 

Bart E.E. Bruins 
2
 &  Elbert P. van der Meijde 

3
 

 

 

The core of behaviour therapy is to improve the state of a client by 

behavioural change. Sometimes the therapist aims to reduce 

maladaptive behaviour such as compulsions. Sometimes the therapist 

tries to extend adaptive behaviour, for instance social skills. In order 

to achieve behavioural change therapists base themselves on the 

assumption that most behaviour, adaptive or maladaptive, is learned. 

If behaviour is learned, they are able to change it by learning the client 

other behaviour. This assumption is no mere speculation. It is based 

on a huge amount of systematic research on conditioning processes. In 

the beginning, conditioning processes were studied solely from a 

behaviour analytic perspective, i.e. they were studied in relation to 

observable environmental and behavioural variables. From the onset, 

behaviour therapy has used this knowledge in order to develop 

effective tools for behavioural change. But gradually, the behaviour 

analytic viewpoint has been abandoned in behaviour therapy or at 

least it has been combined with other approaches. Nowadays, it has 

become customary to explain behaviour from a cognitive perspective. 

Conditioning processes are not just described in relation to 

environmental and behavioural variables, but interpreted in terms of 

mental processes, e.g. cognitions and models of information 

processing. Consequently, behaviour analysis has become a neglected 

approach in behaviour therapy. 

In this symposium, we shall argue that this is regrettable.  

Behaviour analysis can provide the behaviour therapist with both a 

powerful theoretical and a practical framework for behavioural 
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change. This presentation is meant as a short introduction to this 

symposium. We will elucidate some features of the approach and 

discuss some differences from cognitive explanations of behaviour. 

We will conclude the presentation by explaining why behaviour 

analysis not only offers powerful explanations, but practical tools for 

the clinical practice as well.  

What is the essence of the theoretical framework that behaviour 

analysis offers to understand behaviour? Behaviour analysis is the 

science of behaviour. It explores the conduct of organisms, not as an 

isolated phenomenon, but in its context. Behaviour analysis studies 

the individual in interaction with his environment. The great 

behaviour analyst and behaviourist B.F. Skinner described the goal of 

behaviour analysis as to demonstrate that behaviour is a lawful and 

orderly function of an organism's environment. (Skinner, 1953). So, 

the basic fact in behaviour analysis is an observed functional relation 

between environment and behaviour.  

To determine those functional relations, behaviour analysts use a 

methodology which resembles that of the natural sciences. It is based on  

single subject designs. Behaviour is studied on the level of the 

individual. In a typical behaviour analytic experiment, some aspect of 

the environment (the stimulus) is manipulated, and then its effect on the 

subject’s ongoing behaviour is observed. After that, the experiment is 

replicated with another subject or with the same subject in another trial. 

If the observations show a stable regularity in successive experiments, 

or, to be more precise: when manipulation of the stimulus is reliably 

accompanied by a certain response, one can conclude that there is a 

functional relation between both variables (Sidman, 1960; Zuriff, 1985). 

In this respect, the methodology of behaviour analysis differs widely 

from that of statistical significance testing which is common in 

contemporary psychology. Here, an experiment with a group of subjects 

is usually performed uniquely, a so-called group design. Lawfulness in 

the data is demonstrated by determining statistically significant pre and 

post trial differences in behaviour on the level of the whole group of 

subjects. So, this method reveals something about average behaviour, 

while behaviour analysis reveals something about individual behaviour. 

Let’s compare the behaviour analytic method with an example of 

analysis in everyday life. Suppose you have got a new computer game, 

but do not have a manual. What will you do? You will probably start 
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pressing the keys on the keyboard systematically and observe what 

happens on the computer screen. The observed relation between key and 

screen operation is a functional relation. A functional relation reveals 

something about an environmental input (the key) and the resulting 

behavioural output (what happens on the screen). A functional relation 

does not reveal anything about the structural connection between those 

variables. You do not know how the stimulus effects the behaviour. In 

terms of the computer example: to determine systematically the relation 

between keys and screen images does not disclose what happens inside 

the computer. In other words, the structural relation between key and 

screen remains unknown. However, does it matter? And, do you mind? 

The answer is most likely to be ‘no’, because with the knowledge of the 

functional relations between keys and screen images, you are able to 

play the game without any problem. So, knowledge of electronic 

processes inside the computer is not a prerequisite for using a computer. 

Few of us will know anything about chip technology. Yet, we can all 

operate a word processor. In the same way we need no knowledge of 

neural processes to operate on the behaviour of our client. Nor do we 

need a model of a client’s cognitive functioning in order to effectively 

change behaviour. Knowledge of the functional relations between 

stimuli and responses is sufficient. It offers a direct entry to change the 

client’s behaviour. 

However, the functional relation between environment and 

behaviour does not imply that the environment causes the behaviour 

mechanically, like a force causes the movement of a body. Behaviour 

analysts even reject this kind of mechanistic explanation (Chiesa, 1992; 

Moxley, 1992). They see functional relations as a correlation between 

variables. A functional relation means that a certain environmental 

change (a stimulus) is reliably followed by a change of behaviour (the 

response). A functional relation has to be described in observable and 

manipulable terms in order to become a tool for behavioural change. 

Therapists can only operate on the real world. Fortunately, both 

variables in behaviour analysis, behaviour and environment can be 

described in observable terms because they are part of the physical 

world. Therefore, behaviour analysis avoids referring to unobservable, 

hypothetical entities, which intermediate between environment and 

behaviour, like mental processes and cognitions. So, one can say that 

behaviour analysis concerns the universe of the real (physical) world and 
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not the universe of the mind. In this way, behaviour analysis has become 

a science independent of psychology. In the last part of his life, Skinner 

(1974) called the experimental analysis of behavior even “a rapidly 

advancing branch of biology” (pg 231). 

The use of theory in behaviour analysis reflects this connection with 

the natural sciences. Behaviour analytic research is not theory driven 

(Sidman, 1960; Skinner, 1950). Behaviour analytic theory just 

summarizes by a process of induction the observed data on a higher 

level. So, in behaviour analysis theory consists of a condensed 

description of research observations and concludes the research process. 

This descriptive and inductive use of theory contrasts widely with the 

hypothetic-deductive use of theory in other approaches. There, the 

research is often theory driven. Theory is the point of departure of the 

research process and can be considered as a hypothesis or assumption in 

advance that is to be tested by deduction of observable predictions.  

We have spoken of the theoretical framework of behaviour analysis 

aimed at understanding adaptive or maladaptive behaviour. But there is 

more to behaviour analysis than merely a theoretical framework. It 

provides the behaviour therapist with powerful practical tools as well. 

The knowledge that a certain environmental stimulus, verbal or 

nonverbal, effects a certain response from a client, provides the therapist 

with a kind of manual for behavioural change. Those environmental 

stimuli are part of the real world which client and therapist share. So, 

essentially they are directly accessible and can be used systematically 

and methodically. Moreover, if the therapist is focused on the controlling 

stimuli of the target behaviour, he protects himself against being 

distracted by redundant information about intermediating structural 

processes. Although it may be interesting to know the relation between 

neural processes and behaviour or to devise models of cognitive 

functioning, to change a client’s behaviour all behaviour therapists 

finally have to deal directly with the behaviour itself by providing the 

client with verbal or nonverbal stimuli. So, direct knowledge of those 

controlling stimuli by analysing functional relations between 

environment and behaviour is a very practical tool. It may even be more 

than that: we think it is a prerequisite for effective behavioural change in 

clinical practice. 
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