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Introduction 

!   I’m inspired by the work that behavior analysts do.  

!   Huge opportunity, privilege, to improve the lives of the 
people we work with.  
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Introduction 

!   I fell in love with the ideas at the core of behavior analysis – 
with it’s fundamental assumptions about the world.  

!   1) We don’t blame people for their problems – problems 
aren’t things inside of people (“don’t blame the victim”) 

!   2) Behavior occurs in and is influenced by contexts – and, if 
you want to understand it, you have to understand the 
context in which it occurs.  

3 

Introduction 

!   These ideas aren’t just things we say as behavior analysts – 
at least I hope.  

!   They are at the heart of everything we do.  

!   Really understanding these ideas – having them influence 
your work – requires a strong exposure and commitment to 
behavioral theory.  
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Introduction 

!   The thing is these ideas, these assumptions, are pretty 
different from how the rest of the world speaks.  

!   And, we live in that same world. 

!   My point is, well, we are probably all at risk for falling into 
mentalism…into victim blaming….into overlooking the 
context.  

!   I see this all the time – in my experience nobody is entirely 
immune.  
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Introduction 

!   At the same time, it seems like theory is probably an 
underemphasized area, especially in ABA training 
programs, professional development, and more. 
!   I’ve even heard people say it doesn’t matter!  

!   Theory and philosophy are seen as things that are distinct 
from practice.  
!   Maybe people haven’t done a good enough job talking directly 

to practitioners about behavioral theory….  

!   ......but if this is what keeps us from being mentalists. 
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!   ….from helping people as best we can.  

!   …….from avoiding victim blaming. 

!   ………from examining the context more thoroughly… 

!   ………..just my bias, but maybe we should talk about it 
more.  
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Outline 

!   1) Distinguish between contingencies and contexts  

!   2) Practice 

!   3) Research 

!   4) Revisiting our assumptions  
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1 - Contingencies and Contexts 

!   Most behavior analysts are familiar with the term 
contingency.  

!   We know that it is important that reinforcers be delivered 
contingent on a particular behavior, for example.  

!   And, we assume that contingencies influence challenging 
behavior.  

!   An experimental functional analysis, for example, 
emphasizes the manipulation of contingencies.  
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 

!   Contingencies emphasize consequences.  

!   Of course, yes, antecedent stimuli matter, but, 
consequences are assumed to be most influential.  
!   SDs occasion behavior because of their relationship to 

consequences. 
!   MOs alter the value of consequences, and increase behavior 

that has been reinforced by those consequences.   

!   This is consistent with Skinner’s more general operant 
approach (1953, 1974).  
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 

!   The contingency has been very helpful – very valuable idea 
in the analysis of behavior.  

!   It has shifted the focus away from the individual (i.e., 
reduced victim blaming), and… 

!   Contributes to an understanding of how the context 
influences behavior.  

!   Remember, these are two of my favorite Behavior Analytic 
ideas…. 
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 

!   Contingencies have helped us focus…. 

!   Look no further than detailed skill acquisition programs  
!   (I am still blown away by some of the carefully designed 

instruction I see behavior analysts do!) 

!   Or the tremendous impact the FA model has had on 
challenging behavior! 
!   This is a pretty big deal!  
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 

!   Given all of this, it isn’t surprising that contingencies are at 
the center of all that we do in behavior analysis.  

!   Some consider contingencies to be the subject-matter of 
our science….”we study operants”… 

!   Many of us probably remember when we really got it – 
“yeah, everything has a reinforcer!” Cool! “Everything is a 
contingency!” 
!   “If it’s happening there must be a reinforcer!”  
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 

!   Still, contingencies aren’t things that we study.  

!   Contingencies are descriptions of things that we study – 
descriptions of patterns.  

!   They are constructs (e.g., Fryling & Hayes, 2009; Hayes, 
Adams, & Dixon, 1997). 

!   Too often we confuse our descriptions of what we study 
with our subject-matter more generally (e.g., Kantor, 1957; 
Smith, 2007).  

!   This misguides us and can cause confusion.  
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 

!   We are interested in studying behavior-environment functional 
relations….interactions.  
! Interbehaviorists use the word interbehavior to emphasize this 

interaction (Kantor, 1958).   

!   Added to this – these interactions don’t exist on their own.  

!   That is, functions are part of a situation or context. 
!   Or “fields” (Kantor, 1958).  

!   The context is much more broad than a contingency….it refers to 
the full range of factors that influence behavior – including both 
historical and situational factors. 

!   The context is really about the richness of behavior. 
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 

!   While most probably agree that the context is important, at 
the same time the contingency is clearly at the forefront of 
much of our work.  

!   We sometimes even only search for particular types of 
contingencies and reinforcers!  
!   (as when you hear a behavior analyst talk about the “4 

functions” – attention, escape…)  

!   This puts us at risk for overlooking the context….the heart 
of the situation.  
!   At best, we risk only getting a small part of it… 
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1 – Contingencies and Contexts 
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!   If you focus on the contingency from the outset…. 

!   …..and not the context,  

!   ……you might overlook things.  

!   These things could be pretty important.  
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!   I realize this may sound like theoretical babble.  L 

!   It might seem irrelevant to you.  

!   I’ll give you some examples of applied situations where I see 
these issues come up.  
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2 - Practice 

!   Mitch is a client you are working with. He engages in 
challenging behavior.  

!   You’re a good behavior analyst.  

!   You do an FBA.  

!   Indirect assessments….Observations. 

!   And even a functional analysis.  
!   You must be a very cool behavior analyst! 
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2 – Practice  

!    You determine Mitch’s challenging behavior is maintained 
by attention, especially the Nanny’s attention.  

!   Good intervention ideas?  

!   FCT – Teach Mitch to ask for attention in an appropriate way.  

!   Extinction – Withhold attention when Mitch engages in 
challenging behavior.  

!   Maybe NCR – Give Mitch attention on a time-based 
schedule.  
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2 - Practice 

!   This will probably result in the behavior decreasing…. 

!   But is our goal really just to get the behavior to 
decrease….?? 

!   We know that behavior can decrease for a variety of reasons 
– some of which include “band-aid” type interventions (See 
Hanley’s work).  

!   You found an attention function – you found a contingency.  

!   But contingencies are part of a context.  
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2 – Practice 
!   What if Mitch lives a pretty boring life?  

!   Maybe there’s a general lack of stimulation in Mitch’s life.  

!   What about Mitch’s friends? Does he have any?  

!   Maybe Mitch doesn’t need FCT, Extinction, or even NCR. 
Maybe Mitch needs to make friends. Develop a life.  
!   Social skills, friends, community involvement may be function-

based interventions.  

!   Important to think about the entire context…what’s Mitch’s 
life like? 
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2 - Practice 

!   What about Mitch 2.0 – he throws objects at school.  

!   You determine, through your amazing behavior analytic 
skills, that its escape maintained.  

!   You did several analyses to confirm this is THE function.  

!   Being a good behavior analyst, you again recommend 
things like FCT, NCR (just an example antecedent), 
Extinction 

!   The behavior goes down…. 
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2 - Practice 

!   Again – think of the context.  

!   Why is the context aversive?   

!   Has a detailed skills assessment been conducted?  

!   Maybe tutoring is needed.  

!   Maybe reconsider component skills.  

!   Maybe someone makes fun of Mitch in certain classes… 
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2 - Practice 

!   Maybe FCT and EE and NCR don’t really get at the issue.  

!   These interventions may not address the problematic 
aspects of this context.  
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2 - Practice 

!   Parent training and the train and train more model (Fryling, 
2014).  

!   “They just don’t get it” 

!   “They refuse to comply”  

!   Again, think about the context. 
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2 - Practice 

!   One obvious factor you might notice is the amount of stress 
that some parents of children with disabilities face in their 
day to day lives.  

!   Add to that a behavior consultant asking them to master 
the implementation of a behavior plan… 
!   Maybe even one that involves extinction bursts! 

!   Maybe a function-based intervention would be to pursue a 
respite program of some sort – and maybe this would really 
get at the context. The actual issue.  
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2 - Practice 

!   Each of these examples highlight how a narrow focus on 
contingencies alone, without thinking about the context, 
may lead to less than effective interventions. 

!   These are just some quick examples…..I hear them all the 
time. Maybe I should start to make a list. 

!   Important to remember that contingencies, while 
exceptionally useful constructs, are not to be confused with 
the context.  
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Quick note:  

!   Notice how a conceptual issue – like the definition of the 
subject-matter, has large implications for how we go about 
solving problems in the real world.  

!   Does theoretical mumbo jumbo matter?  

!   The resounding YES seems to slap me across the face almost 
everyday.  

31 

!   Appreciating the context has implications for interpreting 
research as well….. 
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3 - Research 

!   Over the last several years I have been conducting applied 
research with graduate students.  

!   While this has been interesting itself, it has highlighted 
several conceptual issues…  

!   I wonder…  
!   1) Why do things work with us when they don’t work in the 

research literature? 
!   2) Why don’t things work with us when they do work in the 

research literature? 
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3 - Research 

!   The example of “picky eating”.  

!   As many of you know, children with autism spectrum 
disorder are at an increased risk for developing feeding 
problems relative to typically developing children (Volkert 
& Vaz, 2010).  

!   In our work with children with ASD we are frequently 
confronted with food selectivity as a target behavior….  
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3) Research 

!   Much of the research that has been done in this area has 
been conducted in clinic based settings.  

!   One thing that this research has shown over and over is that 
the use of extinction procedures is often required (e.g., non-
removal of the spoon; Piazza, 2008). 

!   That is, extinguishing escape/avoidance behavior is helpful 
towards improving both acceptance and consumption of 
target foods.   
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The basic contingency 
analysis… 

Non-Preferred 
Food NO!  No Non-

Preferred Food 

36 



5/4/16	

7	

3 - Research 

!   This is good news – but it isn’t always easy to implement this 
intervention in the “real world” (Bachmeyer, 2009).  

!   Treatment integrity failures may actually worsen problem 
behavior – and could actually be dangerous (e.g., choking).  

!   Antecedent interventions may be especially useful 
(Bachmeyer, 2009; Seubert et al. 2014).  

!   But antecedent interventions are just the sort of 
interventions that don’t always work in the research 
literature, though (e.g., Dawson et al., 2003; Reed et al., 
2004).  
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So what?  

!   Sometimes they do work…. 

!   And sometimes they don’t…. 

!   Where to go from here?  
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3) Research 

!   Consideration of this requires thinking about our subject-
matter more deliberately.  

!   What exactly are we studying when we are studying 
behavior?  

!   What exactly are we studying when we study interventions?  

!   Contingency constructs give us some tools, but, they don’t 
tell us everything…. 

!   A consideration of contingencies doesn’t seem to answer 
my two questions…. 
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????????? 

!  Again, I wonder…  
!  1) Why do things work with us when 

they don’t work in the research 
literature? 

!  2) Why don’t things work with us when 
they do work in the research literature? 
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3) Research 

!   Remember à Contingencies aren’t things – they are 
descriptions of things…(careful not to confuse the two; 
Kantor, 1957) 

!   Contingencies also don’t cause things to happen (Hayes, 
Adams, & Dixon, 1997). They are descriptions of patterns.  

! Interbehavioral psychologists place emphasis on the 
psychological event (Kantor, 1958), the context or field.  
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3) Research 

!   As an event, each participant in the event has equal status – 
that is, there isn’t a part of the psychological event that is 
more or less important than any other part.  

!   As such, we wouldn’t place emphasis on certain features of 
the event over others…..like consequences. 
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3) Research 

!   Just to make sure we are all on the same page…. 

!   Maybe we place too much emphasis on consequences…. 

!   This is because contingency constructs have led us to 
emphasize the reinforcer – and, emphasizing this is better 
than going mentalistic.  

!   Lots of good has come from it…. 

!   But, it doesn’t answer my questions…. 

43 

3) Research 

!   Emphasizing the context leads to questions about….. 

!   Therapist-client relationship…e.g., the “good therapist” effect 

!   Pre-requisite skills 

!   Intensity of the behavior or presence of other behaviors 

!   Therapist role – who is implementing intervention and what other 
roles do they have?  

!   Distractions in the environment…the setting more broadly… 

!   Integrity failures and various dynamic histories with integrity 
failures….. 

!   Setting conditions (sleep, diet, allergies)….The list could go on…. 
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4) Summing Up 

!   We do really good work.  

!   I often wonder if there is something else I should do – and 
it’s always behavior analysis.  

!   I love the ideas of behavior analysis….. 

!   And I love them because they are so incredibly helpful.  
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4) Summing Up 

!   Thinking about the context more – and remembering to 
keep our eye on the context, may help us to do even better 
work.  

!   Thank you.  

!   Mitch Fryling, CSULA, Mitchell.Fryling2@calstatela.edu  
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