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What Does It Mean to Be a Behavior Analyst?

What are the characteristics of researchers and practitioners who describe 
themselves as behavior analysts that differentiate them from individuals 
who identify with other disciplines? Behavior analysts have considered 
ways of answering that question since the earliest days of the field, and for 
good reason. Shared views about the nature of behavior as a scientific sub-
ject matter and the methods by which we investigate it greatly influence 
what the field discovers. In turn, what we learn about how behavior works 
serves as the foundation of a practical technology for changing behavior in 
everyday life. Furthermore, how we talk about behavior, study its under-
lying mechanisms, and change behavior for practical purposes serves as 
a curriculum for training new members of the field. Their careers drive 
the field’s evolution, which becomes the context for preparing still more 
behavior analysts, and so it goes. 

Over the years, some defining features of the field have emerged about 
which there is widespread agreement. Perhaps the most fundamental fea-
ture of behavior analysis is its focus on behavior as the sole subject matter 
of the science and the target of practitioner interest. Although this consen-
sus may seem both obvious and simple, it is neither. In fact, it will take 
the whole of this book to consider the nature of behavior and distinguish 
it from the implications of the everyday vocabulary about behavior that 
we unavoidably bring to the discussion. As we will see, this unwavering 
focus on behavior sets behavior analysts apart from those more interested 
in behavior as a basis for interpretations about the mental qualities sug-
gested by everyday language. 
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Behavior analysts are especially interested in operant behavior. This 
focus flows from the central role of operant behavior in an organism’s rep-
ertoire and the crucial adaptive relations between operant behavior and the 
environment. Decades of both basic and applied research have provided a 
remarkably clear picture of how operant behavior works (see, for example, 

Catania, 2013), and respect for this literature is there-
fore another key characteristic of the field. Behavior 
analysts accept this scientifically based understanding 
of operant behavior as a limiting condition on spec-
ulations about behavior. They understand that both 

general proposals about behavioral phenomena and interests in particular 
instances of behavior must be consistent with what our science has already 
established. 

Still another important area of agreement that defines this field is its 
reliance on a collection of research methods that have proven effective 
in studying non-human and human behavior under both laboratory and 
field conditions (e.g., see Johnston, Pennypacker, & Green, 2020; Sidman, 
1960). These practices emerged from early laboratory experience and are 
more similar to those of the natural sciences than to social science meth-
ods. Direct measurement of the behavior of individual participants is the 
centerpiece of this approach, and it is complemented by ways of arranging 
experimental comparisons and analyzing the resulting data that are espe-
cially effective in isolating the effects of environmental variables. Behav-
ior analyst practitioners have integrated these methods into best practice 
requirements for routine applied interventions. 

Finally, what ties these features of behavior analysis together is agree-
ment on a conceptual framework for how we talk about behavior as a 
scientific subject matter and focus of practical interests. This conceptual 
approach, which B. F. Skinner labeled radical behaviorism, grew out of an 
emerging scientific understanding of the nature and workings of operant 

behavior (Skinner, 1945). The ability to explain par-
ticular instances of behavior based on sound science 
has been vital in helping behavior analysts avoid the 
pitfalls associated with culturally invented causes of 
behavior. The defining features of radical behavior-
ism are the focus of this book and are recapitulated in 
Chapter 10.

 In sum, the field of behavior analysis is defined by a particular set of 
characteristics: a predominant focus on behavior guided by an established 
scientific literature based on methods specifically suited to the character-
istics of operant behavior and integrated with a conceptual framework 
that is consistent with these research findings (see Table P1). The history 

Operant behavior: Behavior 
that is especially susceptible to 
control by its consequences.

Radical behaviorism: The 
philosophy of the science of 
behavior analysis, which fo-
cuses on behavior as a purely 
physical phenomenon and 
avoids mentalism in all forms.
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of behavior analysis has shown that these four characteristics are powerful 
influences on the effectiveness of the field’s researchers and practitioners. 
The pervasive impact of these characteristics in one’s professional reper-
toire is what it means to be a behavior analyst.

Widespread agreement that these features are the foundation of the 
field’s effectiveness means students must acquire at least a basic mas-
tery of each of these areas. Regardless of a student’s career interests, core 
coursework should focus on how operant behavior works as revealed in 
the research literature, how behavior can most effectively be measured and 
evaluated in both research and practical contexts, and how we can talk 
about behavior in a way that is consistent with what research has already 
revealed. This book addresses the last of these topics. 

Why Do Practitioners Need to Understand Conceptual Issues?

Practitioners in physical science disciplines work at the interface of their 
science-based specialties and society. For example, physicians bring the 
fruits of basic and applied research to their patients, who are not expected 
to understand the scientific findings underlying recommended medical 
treatment. Patients’ convictions about their medical problems are often 
rooted in ignorance and misunderstanding, and part of a physician’s job 
is to explain what is actually going on and how a proposed treatment 
will help. Given the encouraging track record of the medical profession, 
patients are usually predisposed to accept their doctors’ explanations and 
recommendations. Were patients to prefer their own convictions about 
their medical issues, they would be less inclined to accept or cooperate 
with treatment regimens proposed by their doctor and might not benefit 
from available medical technology.

Applied behavior analysis (ABA) practitioners confront a similar chal-
lenge. Their job is to bring decades of basic and applied research to bear on 
behavioral problems presented by clients who are unlikely to understand 
how their problems originated and how they might be resolved. Unlike 
medical patients, however, individuals, families, and even other profes-

Table P.1
Defining Characteristics of Behavior Analysis

•  Predominant focus on behavior, especially operant behavior
•  Analysis of behavior in the context of the field’s established research literature
•  Analytical methods specifically suited to the characteristics of operant behavior 
•  Comprehensive conceptual framework consistent with research findings
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sionals facing behavioral issues are not usually predisposed to unhesitat-
ingly accept the ABA practitioner’s recommendations and their underlying 
science. Of course, the field of behavior analysis has not yet earned the 
widespread recognition and acceptance enjoyed by more mature disci-
plines such as medicine and engineering. 

Applied behavior analysts face this challenge largely because the cul-
ture provides a wealth of invented explanations how behavior works that 
are woven into our daily dialect. For example, we are used to assigning the 
causes of behavior to internal, mental processes, such as when someone 
says “I made up my mind to lose some weight.” Everyone brings these 
implicit convictions to discussions of behavioral problems, which means 
that applied behavior analysts must shoulder a burden their physician 
counterparts are largely able to avoid. ABA practitioners must convince 
their clients to accept an explanation and intervention plan that is not 
merely unfamiliar but that probably conflicts with widely held personal 
views that otherwise seem obvious and familiar. Furthermore, the fact that 
the field of behavior analysis is not yet broadly accepted as the default dis-
cipline for addressing behavioral needs means that alternative approaches 
likely to appeal to uncritical consumers are also available in the market-
place. This competition only adds to the behavior analysts’ task of selling 
their point of view and methods.

Experienced ABA practitioners are all too familiar with these circum-
stances. For example, consider an applied behavior analyst working with a 
school district to help teachers address behavioral problems with selected 
students who has been asked to assist a third-grade teacher. The student 
in question is frequently disruptive in various ways and has often been 
remanded to the school’s alternative classroom. The teacher is convinced 
that the student is frustrated by his inability to do assigned school work 
and that his acting out is a reaction to this frustration. The teacher believes 
that the disruptive behavior will therefore decrease if his academic skills 
improve but cannot find the time needed to address this child’s academic 
needs. 

After conducting a functional behavioral assessment, including observ-
ing in the classroom, the ABA practitioner develops a somewhat different 
view. She finds that although the student is weak in certain academic skills, 
these weaknesses are not so severe as to prevent him from doing assigned 
work. She also observes that the teacher frequently responds to the child 
when he is acting out but pays little attention to him when he is behaving 
appropriately. Knowing the considerable research literature regarding this 
kind of situation, the practitioner thinks that changing the reinforcement 
contingencies will result in less disruptive behavior and more academic 
behavior. She suspects that once the child is spending more time on aca-
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demic tasks, it will be much easier for the teacher to address his specific 
skill needs. 

The ABA practitioner recognizes that the teacher’s focus on frustration 
as the underlying cause for the child’s problem behavior is a misguided 
colloquial explanation. At a minimum, the challenge for the practitioner 
is to guide the teacher toward changing the contingencies associated with 
her interactions with the student. Depending on the teacher’s level of coop-
eration and interest, the practitioner may also be able to help the teacher 
appreciate the general role of operant learning in understanding student 
behavior. 

In this case, the teacher’s belief that frustration is the cause of the child’s 
disruptive behavior stems from an explanatory framework that encourages 
people to refer to an almost limitless variety of invented mental events, such 
as frustration, as causes for patterns of behavior. It is important that ABA 
practitioners understand the pitfalls of this kind of faulty reasoning and be 
able to apply a conceptual framework that offers an explanation about the 
real causes of behavior that is consistent with a science-based understand-
ing of how behavior actually works. If the ABA practitioner in this example 
instead shares the teacher’s convictions about the causal role of invented or 
fictional mental events, her efforts to reduce the child’s disruptive behavior 
might focus on ways of decreasing frustration instead of selecting proce-
dures that directly address problematic reinforcement contingencies. As we 
will see, attempting to address frustration raises some significant challenges 
and will probably not decrease disruptive behavior anyway.

In other words, it is important for ABA practitioners to understand the 
field’s conceptual framework because it avoids problems resulting from 
the mentalistic framework implicit in everyday language. This colloquial 
perspective is endlessly at odds with the way behav-
ior actually works. It attempts to explain behavior in 
ways that are not only incorrect but that suggests solu-
tions that will usually be unsuccessful. Even worse, 
these apparent solutions are often incompatible with 
interventions based on the basic and applied science 
underlying ABA technology. 

ABA practitioners must confront this conflict in their efforts to guide 
others toward successful solutions to behavioral problems. In order to be 
an effective interface between science and society, they must not only be 
able to offer a coherent science-based framework for understanding behav-
ior but skilled at persuading others to consider, if not adopt, this point of 
view as it applies to the circumstances of each case. This is an important 
competency for practitioners to master. In sum, one reason for ABA prac-
titioners to learn about the field’s conceptual framework is that it makes 

Mentalism (mentalistic):  
Attributing the causes of be-
havior to events and processes 
said to occur in a mind or inner 
domain that lacks physical 
dimensions.
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them more effective in working with clients, families, and other profes-
sionals. 

Another reason for practitioners to master this material is that it helps 
ensure consistency between the field’s science and the resulting technol-
ogy. Maintaining close relations among basic research, applied research, 
and service delivery areas of the field is a long-standing concern in behav-
ior analysis (for example, see Moore & Cooper, 2003). A shared way of 
looking at behavior as both a scientific subject matter and a focus of prac-
tical interventions is an important means of maintaining shared influences 
among otherwise diverse interests within the field. It is the glue that binds 
together the different elements of the discipline. 

The risk is that over time the evolution of ABA practice might be influ-
enced less by the findings of basic and applied research and their associ-
ated measurement and evaluation methods and more by outside influences 
such as the demands of the marketplace. There are many ways this could 
happen. Basic researchers might fail to appreciate the fundamental behav-
ioral questions implicated in daily practice. Applied researchers might be 
tempted by interventions that gradually drift away from a foundation in 
the basic research literature. Practitioners might be inadequately trained in 
the findings of basic research or in well-established measurement and eval-
uation methods. They might even be seduced by the financial demands of 
clinical practice and diverge from best practice standards. 

A further, particularly worrisome concern is that practitioners might 
succumb to the familiarity of everyday language and abandon much of the 
field’s conceptual orientation. This kind of backsliding can be difficult to 
resist. After all, practitioners must retain their professional dialect and its 
underlying philosophy while communicating effectively with clients and 
other professionals in ordinary dialect, which is so often an impediment 
to understanding the real causes of behavior. Other professionals face a 
similar challenge. For example, physicians talk with each other about their 
cases using a technical vocabulary that must be put aside when talking 
with patients and families. The challenge faced by ABA practitioners is 
even greater, however, because their professional vocabulary involves 
more than just some technical terms. It is based on a fundamentally differ-
ent conception of behavior and its causes than is implicit in everyday lan-
guage. Furthermore, ABA practitioners continue to speak this colloquial 
language under non-professional circumstances. It is obviously counter-
productive to speak in this technical dialect when ordering a meal at a 
restaurant or chatting with friends, for example. 

The only way to be sure that ABA practitioners continue to approach 
behavioral problems with the full power of the field’s conceptual frame-
work is to make sure that they are especially well-trained in this area and 
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have acquired a deep appreciation of its importance to their effectiveness. 
Their training must “vaccinate” them against the seductions of the familiar 
and comfortable dialect that otherwise surrounds them. This book offers 
them a means of beginning to acquire this mastery and appreciation.

What This Book Will Do

This book presents an argument. The essence of the argument explains 
why it is important for ABA practitioners to talk about behavior in a way 
that is fully consistent with what the science of behavior has revealed 
about its nature. Laying out this argument involves describing this spe-
cialized dialect and its rationale (Hineline, 1980). Part of the rationale is 
based on the characteristics of behavior and their implications for how we 
describe and explain it. However, learning this dialect is also justified by 
the many problems presented by everyday language, which is for every-
one the default way of talking about behavior. As a 
result, much of the book’s discussion focuses on how 
we all learn to talk about behavior from our families 
and other verbal communities and how that compli-
cates coming to terms with a science-based under-
standing of behavior. 

At times, the intellectual challenge posed by this argument may seem 
much like learning to speak a foreign language, which requires assimilat-
ing many new words and linguistic constructions that can replace those we 
already know. The task is actually even more difficult, however. Putting 
aside matters of syntax, if we already know French and are trying to learn 
to speak German, there are usually a words or phrases in German that 
more or less substitute for most French words or expressions. In learning 

Table P.2
Reasons Why ABA Practitioners Need to Understand Conceptual Issues

•  ABA practitioners work at the interface of their science-based profession and the 
culture and must know how to interpret culturally defined behavioral issues in a 
professional context

•  Prepares them for identifying and avoiding problems stemming from the mentalistic 
framework implicit in everyday dialect

•  Helps them guide others to focus on environmentally-based causes for behavior
•  Encourages consistent approach to behavior shared by the field’s science and its 

technology
•  Helps practitioners maintain a science-based understanding of behavior in spite of 

the temptations of familiar and comfortable everyday dialect

Verbal community: A social 
environment that teaches and 
maintains verbal contingencies 
for its members.
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this new way of talking about behavior, however, there are few such sim-
ple substitutions. Instead, the vocabulary of ordinary talk contains many 
terms and phrases for which there is no straightforward translation into 
our technical behavioral dialect and often no justification for even mak-
ing the effort. In fact, we will see that everyday references to behavior 
and countless implied human qualities is overflowing with meanings and 
implications that are not supported by scientific evidence.

The analogy to learning a foreign language is weak for another reason as 
well. Learning to talk about behavior in a way that is consistent with what 
our science has revealed–and without allowing the implications of every-
day language to intrude–requires acknowledging the fact that talking about 
behavior is itself behavior. Although this might seem obvious, we will see 
that viewing verbal behavior as fundamentally the same kind of phenom-
enon as other kinds of behavior (such as driving a car or eating a cheese-
burger) has some disconcerting consequences for how we approach it. 

For example, when we talk about behavior, such talk, as with other 
behavior, is the result of a learning history. This means that our everyday 

convictions—our verbal behavior—about how behav-
ior works come from how we have learned to talk about 
behavior and must therefore be explained in terms of 
our learning history. This view contrasts with the more 
familiar colloquial assumption that verbal behavior, 
unlike most other behavior, originates in our mind and 
therefore allows explanation in a mental rather than a 
physical or environmental framework. 

In sum, the challenge of learning to replace our everyday way of talking 
about behavior with a professional dialect is not so much a matter of learn-
ing a different vocabulary as it is understanding how a science-based per-
spective is fundamentally different from commonly accepted views. Unlike 
the task of learning a foreign language, we cannot use the familiar vernacu-
lar as a foundation for understanding this new dialect. In other words, this 
is truly a journey to places where only behavior analysts dare to go.

If all this makes your head hurt, rest assured that as one chapter leads to 
another, everything will fall into place and you will feel better. Generations 
of behavior analysts before you have made the same journey and discov-
ered the excitement of discovering a cohesive conceptual framework for 
talking about behavior that is free of the burden of colloquial fictions and 
their distractions. The revelations of a science-based dialect about behavior 
are so pivotal, so broadly valuable, so personally meaningful, that senior 
behavior analysts can relate the story of their own epiphany as if it occurred 
just the other day. 

Learning history: The accu-
mulated effects of contingen-
cies between an organism’s 
responses and their environ-
mental consequences.  See 
ontogeny.
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Given that this book is one big argument, its style is explicitly persua-
sive. Because the discussion is as much about our own behavior as it is 
about the behavior of others, the writing is personal and informal. This is 
not the kind of material that can be mastered merely by studying a care-
fully outlined exposition and a list of key points at the end of each chapter. 
After all, this is a story of how we can talk about behavior in terms of sci-
entifically revealed characteristics rather than cultural traditions. There are 
far too many issues, details, and implications to wrestle to the ground for 
a traditional textbook treatment. Every point unavoidably raises questions 
and issues that require reflection and discussion. As a result, each chapter’s 
content should be viewed as a prompt for enthusiastic dialog, and not just 
in the classroom. This is the kind of material that you need to think about 
as you are driving to a practicum assignment or the grocery store and to 
argue about with your peers over some brews on a Friday night. 

In other words, what happens in class is only the beginning of figuring 
out what this all means. Yes, this is what teachers always say about a course 
of study. In this case, however, the task of discovering all of the ways in 
which our colloquial dialect has infected our understanding of behavior is 
more daunting than it might seem. As well, your ability to exercise your 
new technical vocabulary will initially be modest. (Actually, you are going 
to be pretty lousy at it at first.) The right interpretations and phrases will 
not come easily. This book will only show you the way, not leave you with 
mastery. After all, you have had decades of exposure to everyday parlance. 
Learning a distinctive and intellectually challenging dialect based on a fun-
damentally different perspective about the nature and causes of behavior 
will take continuing effort over time and well beyond the confines of a 
single course. 

What This Book Will Not Do

This book is primarily written for applied behavior analysts, particularly 
those who work in some capacity as practitioners and especially for stu-
dents planning careers delivering ABA services. In choosing what to cover 
and how to approach each topic, I have favored the interests of profes-
sionals who deliver behavior change services, whether as clinicians or in 
supervisory or administrative capacities, over those of more diverse read-
erships. 

Given this focus, the book does not delve deeply into some topics that 
might be appropriate for more comprehensive instructional objectives. 
For instance, it does not review the distinctions among various versions 
of behaviorism, nor does it pursue the many connections with philosophi-
cal traditions. These are important topics for an in-depth command of this 
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material, but leaving them aside will not prevent practitioners from deal-
ing effectively with the conceptual issues that routinely arise in applied 
settings. The text also does not succumb to the temptation to probe all of 
the implications of each topic, which are seriously complex and would 
lead too far away from more central interests. Nor does it substantially 
engage the considerable literature in this area that has developed over the 
years, although it will point interested readers in the right direction. Even 
though these omissions may seem significant, they will not interfere with 
acquiring a coherent, faithful, and useful understanding of the conceptual 
framework of the field of behavior analysis.

In spite of this limited agenda, this book does not attempt to reduce 
its subject matter to a set of simple rules that might guide an ABA prac-
titioner’s reactions to different types of conceptual challenges. Such rules 
would be ineffective in any case. Being able to identify and respond appro-
priately to conceptual issues raised by everyday discourse requires a more 
substantial level of understanding than mere guidelines. Practitioners 
must be able to integrate the features of this framework into a coherent and 
well-rounded world view that can be directed toward the needs of widely 
varied circumstances. 

Furthermore, this picture must be sufficiently broad and deep to accom-
modate all conceptual challenges in an internally consistent manner. In 
fact, one of the most notable features of the field’s conceptual framework 
is that it is both comprehensive and internally consistent. It addresses any 
and all conceptual issues posed by the characteristics of behavior our sci-
ence has revealed and the conflicting assumptions embedded in everyday 
language. Importantly, it does this without exceptions, that is, without vio-
lating the core features of its conceptual positions. 

Describing the essential features of this conceptual system, but without 
probing its full complexity, has required countless decisions about what 
to include and thereby exclude. My choices may bother most instructors 
at one point or another. After all, each will have acquired his or her com-
mand of this material from other sources and can argue why certain topics 
or points should have been included or even left behind. Having avoided 
some issues that are interesting to me and arguably important in some 
ways, I share this frustration. My overriding criterion for what material to 
cover, however, was based on the goal of describing a coherent conceptual 
perspective that would be not less but not much more than ABA practi-
tioners need to know in order to effectively deal with such issues in their 
daily work. If every topic and implication was fully pursued and every 
possible confusion was avoided with their own discussions, this would be 
a different book for a different audience—and a much longer volume at 
that.
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A further challenge in writing this book was to discuss the conceptual 
matters of primary interest without fully considering their origins in the 
underlying science. It was also tempting to digress from the conceptual 
agenda into discussion of related research and practical techniques. It is 
not that such detours might not be useful, but at what point would these 
otherwise interesting distractions interfere with the book’s primary objec-
tives? If discussions sometimes fail to go as far as you might like in pur-
suing thought-provoking implications, I certainly sympathize with your 
disappointment. However, the goal of this book is necessarily modest—to 
present practitioners with a limited treatment of the conceptual foundation 
of behavior analysis without crafting a treatment that requires more time 
than a semester offers.

In spite of these limitations, or perhaps because of them, the result of 
my choices is a book that will be useful not just for ABA practitioners but 
for any readers who need something less than advanced training in this 
area. This book presents the heart of the conceptual framework that under-
lies behavior analysis. It explains the key elements of this perspective read-
ers can retain as a coherent point of view ready for practical use. However, 
it avoids expanding each topic to the point that the goal of comprehension 
is burdened by the difficulty of remembering. The aim is to explain how to 
talk about behavior in a certain way, not to present material that will soon 
be forgotten.

Becoming Bilingual

You should complete this book with a rudimentary command of a new way 
of talking about behavior that represents an understanding of certain con-
ceptual issues. With continued effort, you should grow increasingly skilled 
at switching between professional and vernacular dialects, depending on 
the audience. In a discussion with the parents of a child with autism, for 
example, colloquial dialect will usually be appropriate, even though you 
are aware of its embedded misunderstandings about the child’s behavior. 
However, your familiarity with these confusions will allow you to judge 
how to encourage the parents to appreciate the role of the environment in 
understanding how to address their child’s needs. On the other hand, in 
discussing the case with a supervisor trained in behavior analysis, the pro-
fessional dialect will be more appropriate, thereby avoiding misleading ref-
erences and focusing on relevant issues. The objective in any conversation 
is to be effective, which requires accommodating the listener’s repertoire. 

Of course, colloquial dialect is always preferred in talking with family, 
friends, and everyone else who is not trained in behavior analysis, if only 
because attempts to speak technically in everyday situations are likely to 
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limit your social life. Scientific dialects are always laborious and awkward 
for ordinary conversations. After all, they evolved under contingencies 
encouraging clarity and precision, not convenience. In other words, as 
with anyone who is bilingual, different verbal repertoires are maintained 
by different audiences. It is not as if the objective is for you to speak and 
write only in professional language or to fully replace one dialect with the 
other. 

In fact, even conversations with other behavior analysts tend to involve 
a certain amount of professional slang as a way of simplifying discussion 
among participants who already share the same point of view. Technically 
correct phrasings often purchase precision at the cost of wordiness. There 
is no need for conversations among colleagues to sound like everyone is 
reading from a textbook. As a practical matter, some sloppiness in technical 
language may be acceptable as long as it stops short of hiding conceptual 
misunderstandings that would otherwise be avoided with more careful 
language. Nevertheless, you should be able to use your professional dia-
lect appropriately as needed in conversations with professional peers. This 
includes being ready, if your bluff is called, to replace everyday words and 
phrases with more precise language that shows understanding and appre-
ciation for the underlying conceptual issues.

So, What Is All This Fuss About?

With all this vague reference to conceptual issues and scientific versus 
everyday dialects, you should be pretty curious about the reasons for all 
the fuss. What I have emphasized so far is that this material is really dif-
ferent from what you are used to and really important as well. How dif-
ferent? Well, you are going to be asked to question quite a lot of things 
concerning your own behavior and the behavior of others that you have 
never before thought about. You are going to discover that much of what 
you and everyone else have been taught about the causes of behavior is a 
sham. You are going to be surprised at the pervasiveness of the problem 
and how powerfully it misdirects us. You are going to wonder again and 
again how it is that people fail to figure this stuff out, forgetting that you 
failed to do so as well. And you are going to get used to being the only one 
in the room who gets it.

On the up side, you are going to be excited by your new-found freedom 
from mentalism. Does “excited” seem too strong a word? Well, the satisfac-
tion you get from having a way of interpreting instances of behavior that 
avoids even a hint of mentalism while being consistent with sound science 
is going to be pretty powerful. Even if you think of yourself as a “nuts and 
bolts” kind of practitioner who is not into philosophical niceties, you will 



preface • xxvii

realize that this is going to be a big part of what you have to offer. And as 
with all who have gone before you, you will discover that this conceptual 
framework is also a big part of your respect for the field of behavior analy-
sis and for yourself as a member of it. 

But Before We Get Started...

Have you ever taken a foreign language course in which the teacher 
announces on the first day of class that she is going to speak only the new 
language in class? And that you have to follow suit? You probably joined 
your classmates in a collective groan.

You will be relieved to know that such an approach is not an option in 
writing a book like this. It is probably impossible, and certainly undesir-
able, to introduce readers to radical behaviorism and all of the attendant 
issues without writing in more or less plain everyday dialect. This means 
that in order to present ideas and argue points in a clear and convincing 
way, I often use everyday terms and phrases that may themselves be prob-
lematic. This apparent inconsistency only emphasizes the observation that 
mentalism is inextricably embedded in everyday language. In any event, 
the mentalistic allusions of ordinary English should not distract you from 
the primary focus of what you are reading. You will quickly come to appre-
ciate the necessity of everyday phrasing in discussing the material with 
your classmates. The key is to make sure that your inclusion of everyday 
words and phrases in otherwise technical discussions is based on conve-
nience, not failure to recognize mentalism and its challenges.

With that, let us begin.

SUPPLEMENTARY WEBSITE READING

P1  What makes a behavior analyst? 




