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BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Experimental Science, Education, Therapy

1. Core Definition

Behavior Analysis stands as a distinct and comprehensive school within the discipline of

psychology, fundamentally committed to the scientific study of behavior. It is defined not merely by

its subject matter--behavior--but by the rigorous application of the principles derived from

Behaviorism, encompassing its foundational theory, precise methodology, and underlying

philosophy. The core objective of Behavior Analysis is to understand, predict, and ultimately

influence behavior by analyzing its functional relationship with the environment. Unlike conceptual

approaches that may rely on internal, unobservable mental constructs to explain action, Behavior

Analysis treats behavior itself as the primary subject matter under investigation, arguing that

environmental variables (antecedents and consequences) are the critical determinants of behavior

patterns. This scientific perspective demands a focus on measurable and observable events,

establishing a framework built on empirical data and experimental verification. The practice of

Behavior Analysis is inherently functional, meaning it seeks to determine the 'function' or purpose a

behavior serves for the individual, rather than simply describing its form or topography.

This conceptual framework divides into three interconnected yet distinct branches: the

Experimental Analysis of Behavior (EAB), which focuses on fundamental research; Applied

Behavior Analysis (ABA), which applies these findings to socially significant issues; and the

Conceptual Analysis of Behavior (also known as radical behaviorism or the philosophy of science),

which addresses the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of the entire field. Together, these

branches form a unified, natural science approach to understanding the actions of living

organisms. The term "behavior analysis" signifies a commitment to the rigorous, data-driven

methodology pioneered by B.F. Skinner and his predecessors, emphasizing that behavior is a

dynamic process of interaction between the organism and its current and historical environment,

rather than a mere internal manifestation of thought or feeling.

2. Foundational Philosophy: Behaviorism

Behavior Analysis is philosophically grounded in **Behaviorism**, specifically the variant known as

**Radical Behaviorism**, championed by B.F. Skinner. This philosophical stance dictates the entire

scope and methodology of the field, asserting that all behavior--including private events such as

thoughts, emotions, and sensations--can be analyzed using the same natural science principles

applied to observable actions. Radical Behaviorism differs significantly from earlier methodological

behaviorism, which tended to exclude private events entirely from scientific study. Skinner argued

that private events are simply behaviors occurring on a smaller scale or within the individual's skin,
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and while access to them is limited, they are still physical events caused by environmental stimuli

and subject to the laws of learning. This inclusion is critical because it allows Behavior Analysis to

offer a comprehensive, non-dualistic account of the human experience, avoiding reliance on

mentalistic explanations that cannot be empirically verified.

The core tenet derived from this philosophy is determinism: the idea that behavior is determined by

a complex interplay of genetic endowment and environmental history. This view rejects the notion

of autonomous or uncaused behavior, proposing instead that by systematically manipulating

environmental variables, changes in behavior can be reliably produced and predicted. This

philosophical commitment ensures that behavior analysts seek environmental explanations for

phenomena, rather than attributing behavior to internal causes (such as "willpower," "drive," or

"personality traits") that often prove circular or scientifically unproductive. By establishing this

strong theoretical foundation, Behavior Analysis positions itself as a natural science seeking

general principles of behavior that transcend specific species or settings.

3. The Three Pillars of Behavior Analysis

The discipline of Behavior Analysis is structured around three interdependent domains, often

referred to as the three pillars, which ensure a continuous flow of information from basic research

to practical application and philosophical review. The foundation is the **Experimental Analysis of

Behavior (EAB)**, which focuses on discovering fundamental principles through tightly controlled

laboratory experiments, typically involving non-human subjects, to isolate variables and establish

cause-and-effect relationships regarding basic behavioral processes like reinforcement,

punishment, and stimulus control. The findings generated by EAB are the bedrock upon which the

entire discipline rests.

The second pillar is **Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)**, which constitutes the professional

practice of the science. ABA utilizes the principles derived from EAB to address socially significant

behaviors in real-world settings. This involves defining behaviors operationally, collecting objective

data, conducting functional assessments (determining why a behavior occurs), and implementing

evidence-based interventions to improve human functioning. ABA is characterized by its

commitment to practical outcomes that enhance the quality of life for individuals and communities.

The third pillar, **Conceptual Analysis of Behavior**, involves the theoretical and philosophical

exploration of the science. This domain addresses overarching questions, examines the logical

consistency of behavioral principles, and integrates the findings of EAB and ABA into a cohesive,

non-dualistic philosophy of science. Conceptual analysis is responsible for maintaining the

theoretical integrity of the field, ensuring that both research and application remain true to the

principles of radical behaviorism and its scientific methodology.
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4. Methodology: Experimental Analysis of Behavior (EAB)

The methodology of Behavior Analysis is characterized by its rigorous, inductive, and intensive

approach, primarily exemplified by the Experimental Analysis of Behavior (EAB). EAB emphasizes

controlled, laboratory investigations, often utilizing the **single-subject research design** (also

known as within-subject design). Unlike large-group statistics that focus on average performance,

EAB focuses on demonstrating functional control over the behavior of individual subjects, allowing

for precise determination of how environmental changes affect specific responses. The key

measurement in EAB is the rate of response, meticulously recorded over time in controlled

environments such as the operant chamber (Skinner Box).

Central to EAB is the establishment of the laws of **operant conditioning**, which detail how

consequences modify future behavior, and **respondent (Pavlovian) conditioning**, which

describes how stimuli acquire the capacity to elicit responses. Key experimental principles

discovered through EAB include: reinforcement (increasing the likelihood of a behavior through

consequences), punishment (decreasing the likelihood of a behavior through consequences),

extinction (withholding reinforcement leading to a decrease in behavior), and stimulus control

(where a behavior occurs reliably in the presence of specific antecedent stimuli, known as

discriminative stimuli). These empirical findings provide the technological tools used by applied

behavior analysts.

5. Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) represents the clinical and practical extension of Behavior

Analysis, focusing on the systematic application of behavioral principles to effect measurable

improvement in socially important behavior. The defining characteristics of ABA, as outlined in the

seminal 1968 paper by Baer, Wolf, and Risley, include being: Applied (focusing on socially

relevant behavior), Behavioral (focusing on observable and measurable behavior), Analytic

(demonstrating a functional relationship between intervention and behavior), Technological

(procedures are clearly described and replicable), Conceptually Systematic (procedures are

linked to fundamental behavioral principles), Effective (procedures produce practically significant

change), and demonstrating **Generality** (changes endure across time and settings).

ABA is widely recognized for its significant success in treating developmental disabilities,

particularly Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), where early intensive behavioral intervention has

been shown to produce substantial gains in cognitive, communication, and social skills. However,

the scope of ABA extends far beyond clinical settings. It is also applied in areas such as

organizational behavior management (OBM), behavioral pharmacology, behavioral medicine,

sports psychology, and education (often referred to as Precision Teaching or Direct Instruction).

The success of ABA relies heavily on **functional assessment**, a method used to identify the
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environmental variables (antecedent and consequence events) that maintain problematic behavior,

ensuring that interventions target the function of the behavior rather than merely suppressing its

form.

6. Key Concepts and Components

Behavior Analysis utilizes a highly specific and technical vocabulary to describe behavioral

phenomena precisely. Understanding these concepts is essential to grasping the analytical

approach.

The Three-Term Contingency (A-B-C): This is the foundational unit of analysis in operant

behavior, describing the relationship between an Antecedent (the environmental stimulus

preceding the behavior), the Behavior or response, and the Consequence (the environmental

event following the behavior). Analyzing the A-B-C relationship allows behavior analysts to identify

the factors controlling a particular action.

Reinforcement and Punishment: These are defined functionally based on their effect on future

behavior. **Reinforcement** always increases the future probability of the behavior it follows,

whether positive (adding a stimulus) or negative (removing an aversive stimulus). **Punishment**

always decreases the future probability of the behavior it follows, similarly categorized as positive

or negative.

Functional Relation: This is the core goal of experimental analysis. A functional relation exists

when a change in the independent variable (the environmental manipulation) reliably produces a

change in the dependent variable (the measured behavior). Demonstrating this relation is crucial

for establishing causality in behavior modification.

Verbal Behavior: A specialized concept introduced by B.F. Skinner, Verbal Behavior analyzes

language as learned behavior subject to the same operant principles as non-verbal actions,

defined by the relationship between the speaker's response and the social consequence mediated

by a listener. Key verbal operants include the mand (a request), the tact (a label or naming), and

the intraverbal (a conversational response).

7. Historical Context and Evolution

The roots of Behavior Analysis trace back to early experimental psychology and the work of

scientists like Ivan Pavlov (classical conditioning) and Edward Thorndike (Law of Effect). However,

the formal establishment of Behavior Analysis as a unified field began with the work of B.F. Skinner

starting in the 1930s. Skinner systematically refined the methodology of operant conditioning,

arguing that behavior is selected by its consequences, a process analogous to natural selection.

The publication of his seminal works, including The Behavior of Organisms (1938) and Science
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and Human Behavior (1953), laid the comprehensive groundwork for EAB and radical behaviorism.

The field saw a crucial expansion in the 1960s with the rise of the functional application of

behavioral principles to social problems, marking the birth of ABA. Key academic journals, notably

the Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior (JEAB, founded 1958) and the Journal of

Applied Behavior Analysis (JABA, founded 1968), solidified the discipline's scientific identity. While

the broader psychological community experienced the "cognitive revolution" in the mid-20th

century, Behavior Analysis maintained its non-mentalistic, environmental focus, evolving its

research to incorporate increasingly complex human behavior, including private events, rule-

governed behavior, and complex stimulus equivalence phenomena. Modern advances include

Relational Frame Theory (RFT), which offers a behavioral account of language and cognition, and

the development of sophisticated organizational and performance management systems.

8. Significance and Impact

The significance of Behavior Analysis lies in its offering of a coherent, unified, and empirically

validated approach to understanding the actions of organisms. It provides a powerful technology

for positive behavior change across diverse populations and settings. The commitment to

**objective measurement** and **experimental control** ensures that interventions are evidence-

based, leading to accountability and transparency in practice. Its primary impact is perhaps most

visible in the treatment of challenging behavior and the development of communication and life

skills for individuals with developmental disabilities, where ABA is recognized globally as the

standard of care.

Furthermore, Behavior Analysis has deeply influenced pedagogical practices through methods like

Direct Instruction and Programmed Instruction, demonstrating effectiveness in optimizing learning

environments. In the corporate sector, Organizational Behavior Management (OBM) uses

behavioral principles to improve employee performance, safety, and productivity. By grounding the

study of human and animal action in the principles of natural science, Behavior Analysis provides a

framework that avoids speculative or cultural explanations, allowing for reproducible and

predictable outcomes, thus maintaining its relevance as a core scientific discipline.

9. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its empirical success, Behavior Analysis, particularly its philosophical foundation (radical

behaviorism) and applied forms (ABA), faces several persistent debates and criticisms. Historically,

the main critique stems from the **cognitive revolution**, arguing that Behavior Analysis fails to

adequately account for complex, internal mental processes such as creativity, language

generation, and problem-solving, dismissing them as mere byproducts of environmental

conditioning. Behavior analysts counter this by proposing that concepts like "thought" and
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"cognition" are themselves forms of behavior--specifically, private verbal behavior--which can be

analyzed functionally.

In the applied domain, ABA has sometimes faced ethical scrutiny, particularly concerning historical

practices involving aversive control or overly rigid, compliance-focused training methods, especially

within autism treatment contexts. Modern ethical guidelines and professional standards (such as

those established by the Behavior Analyst Certification Board) mandate the minimization of

restrictive procedures, emphasize positive reinforcement, and prioritize client assent and dignity.

Furthermore, some critics argue that ABA focuses too heavily on external control, potentially

undermining intrinsic motivation or genuine autonomy. Behavior analysts respond that the goal of

effective intervention is to build behavioral repertoires that maximize individual choice and self-

management, effectively transferring control from the therapist to the individual.

10. Further Reading

Behavior Analysis (Wikipedia)

Behaviorism (Wikipedia)

Applied Behavior Analysis (Wikipedia)

Association for Behavior Analysis International (ABAI)
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