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Traditional theories of bereavement have lead to
multiple bereavement counseling approaches for
children. Typically, we are advised to give children
time to talk, to listen to them carefully, to give
them physical comfort, and to try to offer securi-
ty. However, research reveals that this kind of lov-
ing care alone is not enough to meet children’s
needs as they face the crises of sudden trauma and
death (Dillenburger, 2001). 

Studies of the effects of traumatic death in
Northern Ireland demonstrate that a behavioral
approach to grief counseling children can do
much to help them deal with loss and separation
(c.f., Dillenburger, 1992; Dillenburger & Keenan,
1993; Dillenburger & Keenan, 1994;
Dillenburger, 1996). 

The first thing behavior analysts or grief coun-
selors using a behavioral approach do is help to
define the behaviors in question. The term behav-
ior refers to everything people do, and this includes
publicly observable behaviors as well as more pri-
vate behaviors such as feelings and thoughts.
Terms such as bereavement, trauma, and grief are
labels used to summarize a very wide range of
behaviors.

What kind of behaviors in children we can expect
after traumatic events? Here are the most com-
mon ones (Gibson, 1991):

1. Sleep disturbances that are very often seen in

the first few weeks, include reports of fear of
the dark, bad dreams, nightmares, and can
persist over many months.

2. Separation difficulties, such as talking about a
fear of being alone, clinging to adults, and
speaking of fear of losing a familiar adult.

3. Concentration difficulties can occur leading
to a deterioration in the child’s performance
at school.

4. Difficulty remembering new material as well
as the loss of former skills such as reading,
music etc. can be experienced.

5. Intrusive thoughts and repeated talking about
the incident occur, often triggered by things
that remind the child of the traumatic incident.

6. Some children become mono-syllabic and no
longer talk openly to parents or others.

7. Other children almost boast about their trau-
ma and talk much more.

8. Some children appear fearful with a height-
ened alertness to danger and risk situations.

9. Others say that they want to live each day to
the full by taking dangerous risks.

10. Children often revert to their early child-
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TThe terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, draw our attention to how a behavioral perspective can

help us work with children who face the issues associated with trauma and sudden death. The follow-

ing information comes from studies in Northern Ireland, where we know this problem sadly and well.



VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT WWW.BEHAVIOR.ORG

Living & Learning 
Effective Strategies for
Behavior Change

Board of Trustees
Chair: Howard N. Sloane, 
Cambridge Ctr for Behavioral Studies
David W. Anderson, Headsprout, Inc.
Edward L. Anderson, Philanthropist
Darrel Bostow, University of South Florida
Karen Searles Brethower, Executive Consultation, Ltd
Brenna Bry, Rutgers University
A. Charles Catania, Univ of Maryland, Baltimore County
Philip N. Chase, West Virginia University
Carl Cheney, Utah State University
Betsy J. Constantine, Cambridge Ctr for Behavioral Studies
Judith Crandall, Cambridge Center for Behavioral Studies
Aubrey Daniels, Aubrey Daniels International
Janet Ellis, University of North Texas
Judith Favell, Carlton Palms Education Center
Edward Feeney, Feeney Associates
Celia Wolk Gershenson, University of Minnesota
Gina Green, New England Center for Children
Dwight Harshbarger, The Browns Group
Philip N. Hineline, Temple University
Kent Johnson, Morningside Academy & Headsprout, Inc.
James M. Johnston, Auburn University
Henry Kaufman, Henry Kaufman & Company
Anne Kupfer, Arizona State University
Kennon A. Lattal, West Virginia University
Terrence V. Joseph Layng, Headsprout, Inc.
Robert F. Littleton, Jr., The Evergreen Center
M. Jackson Marr, Georgia Institute of Technology
Terry McSween, Quality Safety Edge
Francis Mechner, Behavioral Science Applications, Inc.
Henry Pennypacker, Univ of Florida & Mammatech Corp
Leo J. Reyna, Nova Southeastern University (Emeritus)
Deborah Shanley, Brooklyn College, City Univ of New York
Murray Sidman, New England Center for Children
John E. R. Staddon, Duke University
Greg Stikeleather, Sofinnova Ventures, Inc.
Janet Twyman, Headsprout, Inc.
Joseph Wyatt, Marshall University

2 Volume 1, Number 2 Living & Learning

THE GRIM EVENTS OF SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, BRING US FACE TO FACE WITH

trauma, death and our responsibilities as citizens and as a nation. Each of us
asks, How can I help? 

Our discipline, behavior analysis, is a powerful one. Behavior analysis is the world’s
first positive technology that is demonstrably effective in producing lasting changes in
human behavior. Our work is specific in its methods and focuses on reliably measura-
ble outcomes. We can take pride in such different successes as radical advances in the
treatment of previously thought hopeless clinical problems such as childhood autism,
and major breakthroughs in achieving workplace safety using behavioral methods. An
abundance of basic and applied research with documented measurable outcomes
speaks to the power and cost-effectiveness of behavior-based methods. And the stan-
dards, ethics and humane practices of researchers and practitioners speak to the care
and social values guiding our work.

Today we face new challenges. Our traditional, common sense approaches to the safety
and security of our communities must be challenged. Old methods must be put under
the scrutiny of new demands. As we do this we will develop new solutions.

Problem solving using behavior analytic methods is often counterintuitive when exam-
ined using the familiar criteria of common sense. Our success in international diploma-
cy is more likely to rest in our clear and unambiguous statement of positive and negative
consequences resulting from the performance of a nation, than in our negotiating skills.
Disruptive behaviors, whether from an individual or a nation, are less likely to be reduced
by understanding and sensitivity than by the contingent application of consequences
supporting the behavior we want to see occur. Children coping with loss and grief are
more likely to be helped by loving positive responses guiding them back to normal life,
not love and understanding alone. Showering children in crisis with gifts, however well
intended, may make matters worse, not better.

Using behavior analytic methods to produce the kind of positive and lasting change
described by the articles in this issue of Living & Learning is likely to mean thinking and
acting in ways that seen counter to common sense. Not an easy thing to do. But the
rewards for doing it well can be immense. Children who can cope with the unexpected
traumas of loss and death. Diplomatic practices that reduce rather than escalate violence.

These articles challenge the status quo. I hope they provoke your thinking and lead you
to action in answering the question, How can I help? 

Dwight Harshbarger, Ph.D.
Executive Director, Cambridge Center for Behavioral Studies
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hood behaviors, such as thumb-suck-
ing or bed wetting.

A good general rule for reacting to children
who have experienced trauma is to ignore
undesirable behaviors, while at the same time,
giving much attention to the desirable
behaviors they display. The exact nature of
desirable and undesirable behaviors obvi-
ously depends on the circumstances and
culture, as well as the child and his/her
parents (Ashkenazi, 1977).

More specific and practical recommenda-
tions include the following:

• Promptly communicate important personal
information to the child; don’t delay it. 

• Use plain language, keep it brief. 

• Avoid repetitive explanations as this will not
increase the child's understanding of the sit-

uation; continuous clarifications encourage
constant questions possibly leading to other
problematic attention-seeking behaviors.

• Focus attention on behaviors that help the
child deal with trauma in the long run, and
ignore those which are unhelpful. New
behaviors will probably appear, or previ-
ously infrequent behaviors become more
common. 

• Aggressive or destructive behaviors should be
stopped using a method that the child is used
to. Be consistent in your reactions, clearly
defining lines between ‘appropriate’ and
‘inappropriate’ behaviors.

• Return to normal routines as soon as possi-
ble. Do not relate to the child differently or
let him/her avoid a task or chore. Do not
change past habits of eating or sleeping.
Praise him/her more frequently than in the
past for tasks well done. 

• Do not allow the child to be showered with
presents; behave as normally as possible. 

• Express your own feelings. Protect the child
only from extreme outbursts, as these may
scare the child.

It is not the traumatic event itself that
should be emphasized but the reactions of
children and the significant adults in their
lives. Help everyone to get ‘back to normal’
as soon as possible even though this is diffi-
cult to do. But remember that even when
children engage in ‘normal’ observable
behaviors this doesn’t mean that they have
forgotten their suffering and are feeling fine. 

Changes in feelings, emotions, and
thoughts will be linked to the experiences
of children as they return to normal pat-
terns of observable behavior. Our task is to

build a social environment supporting
those changes. To identify the specific
ways we can selectively, immediately
and positively respond to support chil-
dren’s return to normal behaviors. (This
is what behavior analysts call contin-
gently and positively responding to
behavior. It involves our building and
managing a social environment that

Many people think positive reinforce-
ment is bribery.  There are three
things that typically concern them.
One is that bribery has not worked
for them.  Second, they feel they
shouldn’t reinforce something that a
person should do anyway.  Third,
bribery, if it worked, raises ethical
and moral concerns.

Probably the most common problem
many people have with reinforcement
is that they reinforce before the
desired behavior occurs.  Of course
this will most likely reinforce some-
thing you don’t want, since what you
want is not yet occurring.  An article
in the Wall Street Journal described
a newspaper publishing organization
in which morale in the newsroom was
very poor.  Management decided to
give free coffee in order to improve
the morale, only to find that at the
end of the first week, the employees
were complaining about the quality
of the coffee!

Parents frequently make this mistake:
“You can watch TV if you promise me
that you will do your homework when
that program is over.” This is a
bribe.  They are reinforcing procrasti-
nation and “making promises”—
not “doing homework.”

Do not confuse an antecedent with

a bribe.  To tell a child,  “After you
do your homework, you can watch
TV” is not bribery.  The statement is
an antecedent describing what is
expected and what the reinforcer
will be.

The second concern is often reflect-
ed by managers who say, “I shouldn’t
have to reinforce, because there are
some things my kids should do just
because they are part of this family.”
But those statements reflect a mis-
understanding of how habits are
formed.  If people are not doing
something, it is because it’s not
being reinforced.  If we want them to
do it, we must find some way to 
provide reinforcement when they do.
No one is born a hard worker or a
chore completer.

The third concern is that, in our soci-
ety, bribery implies the use of rein-
forcement to achieve the selfish, and
perhaps corrupt, ends of the donor.
Performance Management doesn’t
condone the use of reinforcement for
any illegal, unethical, immoral, or
otherwise unsavory behavior.

From Daniels, Aubrey C. (1989).
Performance Management:
Improving Quality Productivity
through Positive Reinforcement. 3rd
Edition, Revised.

By Aubrey C. Daniels

CONFUSING REINFORCEMENT AND BRIBERY

continued from page 1

Do not allow the child 
to be showered with 
presents; behave as 

normally as possible. 
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coercion with positive reinforcement as an
instrument for maintaining civilized interac-
tions among nations. Positive reinforcement,
although it does not generate the enmity and
counter-aggression that comes in the wake of
coercion, is nevertheless a contingency: it
does not mean giving everything away for
nothing. To be effective,
positive reinforcers must
be contingent on conduct
and on the circumstances
in which the conduct
takes place. Although not
coercive unless misuse
transforms it into nega-
tive reinforcement, posi-
tive reinforcement is still
behavioral control. 

Because the stakes are so
high, preliminary experi-
mentation is desirable, although diplomacy
that is based on empirical data has hardly
been a tradition anywhere. Might it make
sense for the state department to establish a
research arm that included behavior ana-
lysts and experts in scientific methodology?
These “foreign-service scientists” could ini-
tiate experimental studies, some perhaps
asking whether our accumulating knowl-

edge about behavior might be applied in
the service of international peace. 

Instead of attempting to destroy an
unfriendly government by supporting inter-
nal violence and terrorism— and in the
process, turning old friends into enemies—

might we shape cooperation and friendship?
Shaping is a tried and true behavioral proce-
dure. It involves finding some conduct that
we consider desirable and making that con-
duct more likely by providing positive rein-
forcers. The first reinforceable conduct may
be relatively unimportant but it will produce
new forms of conduct, closer to what we
eventually want. By providing reinforcers—

sometimes, changes in our own behavior—
that satisfy the needs of the other nation, the
process becomes reciprocal; both nations
gradually change the nature of their interac-
tions with each other. 

In international relationships, that means
getting together to find areas of agreement.
Disagreements are easy to identify but we
often overlook an unfriendly nation's needs
that we could satisfy without endangering
ourselves, and we fail to consider the likeli-
hood that the other nation would be willing
to go along with at least some small require-
ments of our own. A certain amount of
mutual back scratching is always possible. 

For example, pro-
viding medical
supplies in return
for minimal com-
mercial airport
privileges would
bring citizens and
government offi-
cials of each coun-
try into construc-
tive contact, would
endow former ene-
mies with the char-
acteristics of posi-

tive reinforcers, and would establish bases of
trust. Having made small progress, we might
then see what other areas of cooperation
could be found. Perhaps we could ask for the
release of some political prisoners and on our
part, provide educational opportunities for
civilian and military personnel. 

In return for friendship and cooperation, we

WWEALTHY AND POWERFUL NATIONS MIGHT FIND IT POSSIBLE TO SCALE DOWN THEIR FORCES

safely by substituting positive reinforcement for the coercion that currently passes as diplo-

macy. International coercion requires a military backup; retaliation is inevitable. We sup-

port coercive diplomacy with an ever larger military buildup, which produces a tremendous

wastage of human and material resources. That cycle could be broken by replacing 

“International terrorist activities 
are just one side effect of coercive 

pressures that have been in place for 
a long time. And, of course, terrorism
itself is a coercive technique, so it, too, 

generates countermeasures.”

Positive Reinforcement
in Diplomacy: How? 

Murray Sidman



could do more than just remove coercive
pressures. We could send farm machinery,
help to erect factories and train people to
own and operate them, provide medical sup-
plies and physicians to initiate public health
programs, and establish schools that would
help guarantee the country's self- reliance. 

Positive reinforcement for cooperation
might prove just as effective internationally
as in the individual family, bringing with it a
lessening of the tensions that coercive con-
trol only worsens. Existing data suggest that
the attempt would be worthwhile. The dis-
astrous effects of the current control tech-
niques in international diplomacy make the
attempt necessary.

International terrorist activities are just one
side effect of coercive pressures that have
been in place for a long time. And, of course,
terrorism itself is a coercive technique, so it,
too, generates countermeasures. Once set
into motion, repeating cycles of coercion
and counter-coercion are hard to interrupt.
Each side fears that any relaxation of its coer-
cive practices will leave it at the mercy of a
merciless enemy. 

Positive reinforcement, used ineptly, has
helped foster terrorism. The payment of ran-
som, whether money, prisoner exchanges,
transportation, armaments, or any other
positive return, has ensured that the taking
and killing of hostages will continue.
Responding to anguished pleas from the
families of hostages by paying ransom for the
release of one group has guaranteed that oth-
ers will later be taken. This is not a matter of
personal opinion; it is the way positive rein-
forcement works. As long as we pay terrorists
for what they do, they will be happy to keep
on obliging us with more of the same. 

Another source of strong positive reinforce-
ment that helps perpetuate terrorism is the
intense television, radio, newspaper, and
magazine coverage of every terrorist act.
Terrorists have discovered that throwing a
small stone can make a worldwide splash,
with ripples extending not only into every
council of state but into every household.
The relatively small effort involved in taking

a few hostages can bring an insignificant
group up from obscurity. Representatives of
the most powerful governments and the
most influential churches allow themselves
to be led blindfolded to rude negotiating
tables where they discuss payment with hos-
tile and contemptuous captors. The news
media place the negotiators in the world's
center stage.

Imagine the feeling of power and grandeur
in the breasts of terrorists as they see them-
selves and hear their achievements discussed
on channel after channel and page after page
of the news media. What must it mean to
people whom the world has treated with
contemptuous disregard to discover that
they have been able virtually to wipe out the
international tourist industry just by deto-
nating a couple of bombs in airports? Are
there simpler ways to make your existence
felt than by kidnapping and killing a few
defenseless individuals, or planting a time
bomb, or machine-gunning a prominent
politician or industrialist? Have the deeds of
any hero ever gained more recognition? 

It has never been possible for the news
media to report everything; editors have
always had to choose what to publish. But
the media have never developed criteria for
deciding what to report and what to leave
unsaid. Taking account of the behavioral
consequences of their practices would help
provide rational and objective bases for
such decisions. 

As far as government policy on terrorism is
concerned, the first thing to be done there,
too, is to stop the reinforcement. End all
negotiations, even “quiet diplomacy.” Stop
enhancing the prestige and power of govern-
ments that make the support of internation-

al terrorism a matter of national policy. To
use a technical term that is nevertheless apt,
terroristic activity and its support must be
extinguished, not reinforced. 

Terrorism has yielded huge returns— many
large reinforcers— and so we can expect it to
continue for a long time even if it were never
to succeed again. Also, the beginning of
extinction will bring a temporary escalation
of terroristic activity. We may be left with no
alternative but to reply to the escalation with
violence of our own. 

No one should suffer the illusion, however,
that anything permanently constructive can
be accomplished that way. Coercion has
brought a large segment of the world to a
state of economic deprivation, social
humiliation, and political repression. The
rest of the world will have to reverse its
reliance on coercive diplomacy if it is ever
to eliminate the threat of desperate count-
er-coercion. 

Adapted from Sidman, M. (1989). Coercion
and its Fallout. Boston: Authors Cooperative.
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“Another source of strong positive 
reinforcement that helps perpetuate 

terrorism is the intense television, radio,
newspaper, and magazine 

coverage of every terrorist act.” 

Dr. Murray Sidman has been a
major contributor to basic and
applied behavior analysis since
1952. The author of Tactics of
Scientific Research and
Equivalence Relations and
Behavior: A Research Story, 
Dr. Sidman has also published
over 125 scientific articles.  
A new revised edition of
Coercion & Its Fallout is 
currently available from the
behavior.org online store.
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Coercion and Its Fallout, Revised Edition (2001)
BY MURRAY SIDMAN

Do you use Coercion? No? When you have
finished this book, you are going to be very
surprised; you are going to know some things
about yourself that you never knew before.

We use coercion almost exclusively to control
each other; many find it hard to imagine any
other way. The author asks, “Does the death
penalty deter potential murderers? Is harsh
retaliation the answer to the discipline prob-
lem in our schools? Do the standard coercive

practices work?—in law enforcement, behavior therapy, education,
the family, business, the armed forces, diplomacy.”

Behavior analysis has shown that they do not work. Coercion is in
the long run self-defeating. Punishment eventually proves counter-
productive. Sidman presents a rational discussion of matters in which
emotions usually run strong. He proposes that what we have learned
in the laboratory can provide guides both for personal conduct and
public policy.

ISBN: 1-888830-01-8 (2001) 287 p. (paper)
Published by Authors Cooperative, Inc.
Price: $ 22.95

From Panic to Power: 
The Positive Use of Stress
BY JOHN J. PARRINO

In this easy-to-read book Dr. Parrino will teach
you how to manage your behavior during
stressful life events. Dr. Parrino discusses tech-
niques for identifying, monitoring, and con-
trolling stress. Drawing from the author’s suc-
cessful practice and some astonishing case his-
tories, this book is ideal for people working in

a high-pressure environment.

From the Author’s Preface:
From Panic to Power teaches you an in-depth knowledge of the com-
plex workings of your Human Response System and the empirically
derived principles of behavior that direct it to change in an adaptive
manner. It advocates an assertive strategy for coping with the prob-
lems of living. Knowledge of the results of one’s own responses and
the use of this data (feedback) is critical to effective personal func-
tioning. This book’s major objective is to help you integrate and uti-
lize at a practical level the concepts of feedback, self-regulation, and
self-control.

ISBN 0-471-05303-1 (1991) 217 p. (hardcover)
Published by Performance Management Publications
Price: $ 23.95

Bringing Out the Best in People: How to Apply the Astonishing
Power of Positive Reinforcement, New & Updated Edition 

BY AUBREY C. DANIELS

A New & Updated Edition of a Classic
Bestseller!

A powerfully positive system for gaining
maximum performance from every
employee.

What motivates people? What encourages
employees to work to their fullest potential,
not just for a short while but for the long

haul? Many managerial fads promising quick fixes have come and
gone, but none have approached the success experienced by organiza-
tions that have employed Aubrey Daniels’s groundbreaking motiva-
tional methods. Bringing Out the Best in People, New & Updated
Edition, provides the latest and best motivational methods currently
in use at such major companies as Xerox, 3M, and Kodak. Applying
scientifically based behavioral stimuli to the workplace while making
it fun at the same time, renowned behavioral psychologist and
nationally known expert and author on performance, Aubrey
Daniels, describes practical, precise, data-oriented methods to help
you implement a management system that will maximize the long-
term performance of every aspect of your company.

ISBN 0-07-01351458-0 (2000) 245 p. (hardcover)
Published by McGraw-Hill.
Price: $ 21.95

The Millennium Man
BY W. JOSEPH WYATT

Renaissance genius Leonardo da Vinci awakes
from a long sleep and finds himself in the State
of West Virginia in the year 2001. As da Vinci
discovers the marvelous advances in science and
technology, he is perplexed that people contin-
ue to seek comfort and explanation in non-
science ways such as through astrologers, psy-
chic hot lines and the like. As da Vinci discov-
ers the science of behavior analysis, so does the
reader. 

(paper) 192 p.
Published by Third Millennium Press
Price: $ 14.00

BookNotes
Recommended titles available from our online store
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carefully and specifically supports the posi-
tive changes in children’s behavior that we
want to bring about through our grief
counseling.)

Ashkenazi found that
parents and other signifi-
cant adults taking action
using the above advice
increase the likelihood
that children will be able
cope with death and trau-
matic loss.

In summary, the advice
for parents and others
who care for children
who have experienced
traumatic events looks
like this: 

• Maintain a normal point of view. Do not
make the feel child different in his/her own
eyes or in the eyes of other children. 

• Maintain everyday routines. Do not
change regular routines at home or school. 

• Be as consistent as possible in your reac-
tions to the child's behaviors. 

• Be generous with praise for tasks well done. 

B.F. Skinner (1980) once said, 'One can pic-
ture a good life by analyzing one's feelings,
but one can only achieve it by arranging
environmental contingencies' (p. 127).
Clearly, he was right, even when children
face the challenge of managing the most
traumatic, unimaginable, and devastating
events. Our challenge in grief counseling is
more than our private and personal under-
standing of the impact of grief, for ourselves
and for children. As counselors we must take
action to develop a personal social environ-
ment for children that specifically, positively
and immediately responds to their needs
and builds a behavioral pathway for a return
to normal life.
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“Help everyone 
to get ‘back to

normal’ as soon 
as possible even
though this is 

difficult to do”
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To link people solving problems to behavioral research in these areas:

• child development and effective parenting • effective clinical treatment across the life-span
• humane, outcome based teaching and learning • the quality of work life, safety and productivity

and more...

The Cambridge Center for Behavioral Studies is a 501(c)(3) organization. The Center’s work is funded by individual 
contributions, book sales, and conference proceeds.   All contributions are tax deductible to the full extent of the law. 

To support our work, you may contribute online.  Go to www.behavior.org and click on Membership.
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