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Chapter 19  The Practical Control of Behavior

Although it is not always fashionable to say so, it is nevertheless a fact that we are constantly engaged in controlling behavior, our own as well as that of other organisms.  We hear much discourse today about freedom.  The implica​tion is that certain agencies in our society exercise too much control, or that their methods of control are undesirable and are not generally contributing to the best interests of those controlled.  Freedom, however, does not mean that a response cannot be predicted or controlled.  It means, rather, that the controlling agencies are employing methods of con​trol by using positive reinforcement instead of those methods that involve threats and force and generate consequences that are aversive to the controlled individuals.1  The techniques of control such as threats and force are not the most efficient methods known to man, when judged in terms of their lasting effects.  Governments and social in​stitutions, including the church, as well as single in​dividuals have frequently applied punishment because the immediate effects can readily be observed and the methods are simple to apply.  Without more appropriate knowledge of the effects of control by punishment, these ancient methods persist and are applied by the stubborn minded and those who get their reinforcements from witnessing the suffering of others. 

The problem of whether or not behavior can be controlled is likewise apparent.  As more is learned about the problems involving control, the answers become clearer.  Because we lack anything like adequate knowl​edge about the causes of an individual's behavior, we are inclined to think that behavior goes uncontrolled.  Or since much human conduct is multi-caused, the effects do not seem so clearly related to what knowledge we have of the causes.  As we are able to gain more adequate knowledge about the environmental variables affecting behavior, as well as the lawful changes in behavior which do occur when these variables are manipulated, the problems of control are more easily managed.

For many years Skinner has been intensely concerned with the matter of control.  The following comments of his are worth noting:

We are all controlled by the world in which we live, and part of that world has been and will be controlled by men.  The question is this: Are we to be controlled by accident, by tyrants, or by ourselves in effective cultural design?

The danger of the misuse of power is probably greater than ever.  It is not allayed by disguising the facts.  We cannot make wise decisions if we con​tinue to pretend that human behavior is not controlled, or if we refuse to engage in control when valuable results might be forthcoming.  Such measures weaken only ourselves, leaving strength of science in others.  The first step in a defense against tyranny is the fullest possible exposure of controlling techniques....

It is no time for self-deception, emotional indulgence, or the assumption of attitudes which are no longer useful.  Man is facing a difficult test.  He must keep his head now, and he must start again-or look way back.2
Psychologists are sometimes misunderstood in regard to their aim of control.  Indeed, there are some schools of psychology that would deny this primary aim.  They may say that they are concerned with altering behavior but not controlling it.  But in the final analysis, if they have altered it– for example, by means of therapy as discussed in the last chapter– have they not used themselves as agencies of control?  Before a psychologist– or anyone else, for that matter– is going to engage in control, he must first learn what the basic laws of behavior are.  This is best achieved through appropriate experimentation in the laboratory, which has been going on for a long time and is continuing through basic research.  We hope we have discussed the most significant of these researches in the previous chapters.  After research comes the application of the principles to human endeavors.  In particular, the newer forms of psychotherapy, discussed in Chapter 18, are applying these principles toward removing unfortunate symptoms that will enable a person to better cope with his environment.

The critics of this approach, of course, bring up the matter of ethics.  Psychologists will be in control of what?  Man's betterment or destruc​tion?  A practicing psychologist such as a therapist must operate under an appropriate code of ethics so that for the most part this use of control will be to man's advantage in not only creating a better person but a better society in which to live, as well as equipping the individual personality with a new set of behaviors that will enable him 'to live better in that society.

SELF-CONTROL

If we are going to involve ourselves in the control of others in our environment, what about ourselves on our own behavior?  The services of a good therapist are not always available to operate in changing our ways.  What can we, ourselves do, if anything, to modify our own be​havior?  Goldiamond3 has suggested two kinds of procedures for the development of self-control:  (1) The first involves instructing the sub​ject who wishes to engage in self-control in setting up procedures that change his environment and will bring his behavior under appro​priate control.  We must be ever mindful that even though we are en​gaging in self-control, it is not a matter of our own "free will" to do or not do certain things.  Regardless of the kind of control, we are always under environmental control.  In self-control we reorder the environ​mental stimuli.  In other forms of control, either other people or the environment itself are the agencies of control.  (2) The second procedure is to train the person in the functional analysis of behavior (which is what we have been attempting to do throughout most of this book).  We then ask them to determine for themselves the procedures that should be applied-- that is, knowing the principles for yourself and pick the ones you wish to use for self-control.

Goldiamond cities the case of a married couple who complained of inadequate sexual contacts.  Both attributed the inadequacy to the husband.  After some discussion it was learned that both were extremely neat and clean.  The wife visited the beauty shop every week and the husband the barber every other week.  It was decided to make these visits contingent on their own nightly "appointments" with each other.  In the event that the appointments were not kept, the visits to the beauty parlor and barber were not allowed and could be resumed only when the appointments were kept.  The results were effective, as both kept their appointments, at least for the time of the study.

Suppose one wishes to go on a diet-a real exercise in self-control.  By arranging the stimuli properly, he can determine that eating can occur only at a specific time and place.  One should determine the ultimate aversive consequences of overweight and spell them out: danger of heart disease, unattractive physique, tight clothes, etc.  One might arrange the stimuli so that behavior incompatible to eating will occur, such as reading a newspaper or making a telephone call.  Severe dieting is aver​sive; "crash diets" usually do not work.  Therefore, a proper diet should be eaten with a regimented plan for slow weight loss (perhaps one pound a week).  One should also determine the exact caloric content of all foods he eats and keep records to guarantee that he does not go over the caloric content of foods eaten in a given day.4
The crucial matter in self-control, as we have mentioned earlier, is to realize that we are under the control of the stimuli in our environ2ment, whether they be people or things.  We have already learned countless dis​criminations and we are under the control of these discriminative stimuli; we have already learned what to avoid and what stimuli reinforce us.  Knowing these things, what we must do is to arrange them (the stimuli) so that behavior either occurs or does not occur.  To develop better study habits, we should eliminate from our study situation those distracting stimuli that may in themselves be reinforcing but interfere with studying.  If your roommate distracts you, even though you enjoy talking with him, remove yourself and your books to a remote corner of the library where the likelihood of encountering other people you might like to talk to becomes a remote possibility.  Bring only the books and paper you need for a given study period.

A woman decided she was doing too much "cussing." She decided that each time she emitted a "cuss" word, she would take a dollar from the weekly allowance her husband gave her and place it in a safe place such as a piggy bank.  At the end of each month, instead of spending the money on herself, she gave it to a worthwhile charitable organization.  After a few months the "cussing" behavior had literally ceased.

Basically, we have learned that we respond in the presence of dis​criminative stimuli (SDs) because we have been reinforced in some way in the past.  If we can eliminate these discriminative stimuli, then it is impossible to respond to them.  One way to give up smoking is not to buy, carry, or have around any cigarettes.  However, as any reformed smoker will tell you, this is not an easy task.  Smoking is associated with a great number of other stimuli besides cigarettes.  We smoke when other people are around us who also smoke, after a meal, while having a cup of coffee or a drink.  Simply not buying cigarettes may not be enough because there are always other people around who carry cigarettes.

TECHNIQUES OF CONTROL

1.  Aversive Control.  Although we might wish it were otherwise, a good bit of our behavior is under the control of aversive or noxious stimuli.  We have already discussed three basic techniques of aversive control: escape, avoidance, and punishment.  Let us see how these aver​sive conditions apply in our everyday lives.

Escape and Avoidance.  We have already noted that we put on our sun​glasses to escape from the bright rays of the sun, or kick off a shoe that pinches to escape from the pain that it produces.  One may also avoid the sun by remaining in the shade, or the pain of shoe pinching by buying a pair of shoes that do not pinch.  Unfortunately government, law, and education still use a great deal of these kinds of control.  Does one pay his income taxes because he approves of reckless spending, graft, waste, special interests, or the support of unpopular wars?  Not likely.  We do so to avoid being fined or even being put behind bars.  We obey the traffic laws to avoid getting a ticket.  Students attend classes, read their assignments, and study for exams, not always because such behavior is positively reinforcing.  Some teachers are dull and some subject matter uninteresting.  Thus we do these things to avoid being dropped from a course, or failing it.  Countless rules and regulations are set upon students.  The rules are obeyed to avoid being punished.  In the past the Church exerted a good bit of aversive control.  One attended services, led the pure life, and obeyed the dictates of the clergy to avoid the possibility of eternal damnation.  Many people today do not take hell, fire, and brimstone threats very seriously, and to this extent the Church has lost its control.

Skinner has suggested that in one sense, freedom amounts to a condition in which one has been able to escape or avoid the aversive stimuli from his environment.  We are not autonomous men with a free mind or will. 

Over the centuries, in erratic ways, men have constructed a world in which they are relatively free of many kinds of threatening or harmful stimuli-- extremes of temperature, sources of infection, hard labor, danger, and even those minor aversive stimuli called discomfort.5
Escape and avoidance play a much more important role in the struggle for freedom when the aversive conditions are generated by other people.  Other people can be aversive without so to speak, trying: they can be rude, dangerous, contagious or annoying, and one escapes from them or avoids them accordingly.6
The techniques of the old slave driver were effective.  So long as a man worked, he escaped the whip.  A child may behave properly to escape from a nagging parent, or if he continues to behave well, he will avoid further nagging.  One can run away from home, drop out of school, defect from the army, or even drop out of a culture, as in the case of the hobo, the hermit, or the hippie.7  Thus, the control is in the hands of those who have the power to present or withhold the aversive stimuli.

One of the great disadvantages of this kind of control is the possi​bility of reprisal.  We may aggress against those who annoy us.  A child may stand up to his parents.  A multitude may overthrow a government, as in revolutions when the controlling agencies have been too aversive.  Further, students may vandalize a school, or a dropout may attempt to destroy a culture.

2.
Punishment.  Punishment has certainly been one of the most popular means of control because one can see the immediate effects in suppressing behavior which in the eyes of the punisher is undesirable.  As we have already noted, if the punishment is strong enough, the behavior being punished may remain suppressed, at least for a while.  So punishment may work if it is continuously applied to eliminate certain ongoing behavior.  However, in many cases the effects of punishment are merely temporary, and if the behavior is positively reinforcing, when the punish​ment is ceased, the behavior will return to its full strength.  So the effect of punishment results only in annoyance or harm to the organism.  Also, there are a number of disadvantages to punishment.  As we have just mentioned, it may only work temporarily.  Of course, if punishment suppresses behavior until alternate or conflicting behaviors are estab​lished, these behaviors will interfere with the recovery of the punished response. 

Other unfortunate consequences of punishment involve emotional side reactions in the form of anxiety and aggression.  Mental hospitals and therapists' offices are filled with people who have been subjected to various forms of punishment.  The juvenile delinquent and the mentally ill have at least one thing in common.  Their past conditioning histories may have been filled with aversive stimulation, including threats or physically harmful stimuli which they can neither escape nor avoid.

In Skinner's Walden Two-- a novel about a Utopian community in which the more appropriate techniques of behavioral engineering are being applied-- Framer, the founder of the fictitious community, speaks as follows regarding punishment

"It's temporarily effective, that's the worst of it.  That explains several thousand years of bloodshed.  Even nature has been fooled.  We 'instinc​tively' punish a person who doesn't behave as we like-- we spank him if he's a child or strike him if he's a man.  A nice distinction!  The immediate effect of the blow teaches us to strike again.  Retribution and revenge are the most natural things on earth.  But in the long run the man we strike is no less likely to repeat his act."

"But he won't repeat it if we hit him hard enough," said Castle.

"He'll still tend to repeat it.  He'll want to repeat it.  We haven't really altered his potential behavior at all.  That's the pity of it.  If he doesn't repeat it in our presence, he will in the presence of someone else.  Or it will be repeated in the disguise of a neurotic symptom.  If we hit him hard enough, we clear a little place for ourselves in the wilderness of civilization but we make the rest of the wilderness still more terrible."

Although the circumstances under which these words were spoken are fictional, their significance for control is not.  Governments who use force, sadistic parents, or frustrated authoritarians are only a few examples.  However, governments that persistently use it do not last.  The recurrent or eventual overthrow of these agencies illustrates the hostility engendered by the punished.  On the individual level, delin​quent personalities who have been brought up under conditions of chronic punishment commonly exhibit rebellion against authority, faulty family relationships, unfortunate economic conditions, or disorganized communities are frequently the offending stimuli.

With regard to avoiding punishment on a personal level, Skinner has the following to say:

One may avoid occasions in which punishable behavior is likely to occur.  A person who has been punished for drunkenness may "put temptation behind him" by staying away from places where he is likely to drink much: a student who has been punished for not studying may avoid situations in which he is distracted from his work.  Still another strategy is to change the environment so that behavior is less likely to be punished.  We reduce natural punishing contingencies when we repair a broken stairway so that we are less likely to fall and we weaken punitive social contingencies by associating with more tolerant friends.9
3.  Emotional Conditioning.  Emotional conditioning involves operant and respondent behavior.  One example is seen in the pep talk to a team before going on the field or by cheerleaders who arouse the crowds at the appropriate times when the team needs their support.  We can generate hostility toward the enemy by showing pictures of their atrocities or telling of their maltreatment of our loved ones.  We persuade people to vote our way by telling them the good things the candidate will do or has done.  We may bring our sweetheart candy or send her roses, or we can give a good customer an elaborate Christmas gift.  Emotional conditioning is involved in many of our present-day advertising which associates a product with a “pretty girl” or symbols of pleasure including springtime and sex, relaxation, social position, prestige, or acceptance.

Commercial agencies at Christmastime, for example, apply all sorts of conditioned emotionally arousing stimuli to elicit the emotions of joy or happiness-- Christmas trees lighted and decorated, Santa Clauses, reindeer, brightly colored candles, and so forth-- all of which are intended to get people in the Christmas buying spirit for the giving and receiving of gifts.

Techniques of propaganda also employ emotional conditioning-- the instilling of prejudices, the hate campaigns, and the highly emotional speeches.  The appeal of the emotional rather than the rational is by no means ineffective in gaining control.  Whether or not these methods are the ones to be condoned is not the real question.  The fact that they are effective is more to the point.

In some cases the application of emotional stimuli has to be done with some degree of subtlety.  If one is too obvious or too ostentatious in the giving of a gift to arouse a positive disposition, the effect may be lost, and the recipient may suspect ulterior motives.

4.  Deprivation and Satiation.  The manipulation of primary as well as conditioned reinforcers in such a way as to deprive or satiate an organism has been known as long as man has had a recorded history.  Armies have starved out their enemies, and whole nations have acquiesced to their opponents, not merely because the physical force of the opposition was greater, but because a constant engagement in war deprived them of all the necessities of survival.  To cut off the lines of supply has been a basic military tactic. 

Some business organizations today make use of the operation in various ways to control the behavior of their employees as well as their customers.  Take the example of a young executive in a large American firm "on his way up."  He is encouraged by his company to belong to expensive and fashionable country clubs, to send his children to the "right" schools, to live in a "good" neighborhood, and to drive a sleek automobile.  Although his company may help in paying some of the bills, it encourages a way of life that is commonly known as "living beyond one's means."  The man is constantly in a state of monetary deprivation.  Yet these "good things in life" are very positively reinforcing.  He can​not quit his job for risk of further and more intense deprivation, since he may find it difficult to find another job that pays as well.  As William Whyte points out in The Organization Man,10 the employee becomes bound to the company in numerous ways.  His career, social life, family life, and indeed almost his entire existence, become centered around the company's control.  At a more individual level, if one wishes to make another man susceptible to a bribe, arrange the contingencies, if pos​sible, so that he is in a state of deprivation (monetary) which the bribe will alleviate.

Likewise, some advertising appeals are aimed at degrees of depriva​tion.  They set up reinforcers (usually conditioned) as appeals for goods a person either does not have or cannot afford.  This is often called "creating a need" in order to sell the product.  What child would prefer a bland and rather tasteless breakfast cereal (even though sugar and spices could be added) when he could have "sugar, crispy crunchies."  If you don't drive a "Zugar" automobile, you will be deprived of the social status (conditioned reinforcers) you may desire.

Frequently, automobile manufacturers these days appeal to economy (lack of deprivation).  The little "Blitz" gets 30 miles to a gallon, costs less to buy and run.  The technique relieves a person from a state of economic deprivation which he would find himself in if he bought the larger, more powerful automobile.

We have already mentioned the effects of food deprivation or satia​tion in the control of responding.  If we wish to break the candy-eating "habit," we might "stuff him with candy until it comes out of his ears."  Along the same lines, a few studies, mentioned earlier, indicated that satiation can be one way of breaking the cigarette smoking habit:  “Continue to smoke until your mouth burns up."

We may control our drinking behavior at a cocktail party by eating several peanut butter sandwiches and drinking several glasses of milk beforehand.  On the other hand, we may feed our guests salty hors d'oeuvres, potato chips, and pretzels in order to increase the amount of highballs they will consume.  If they "had a good time" and reciprocate we have been reinforced by having a successful party. 

5.  Drugs.  Recent psychological literature is filled with studies illustrating the effects of drugs on behavior.  The various tranquilizers have become one of the most popular medications prescribed today because of their effects in alleviating anxiety.  The businessman facing the pressures of a tough sales convention, and the harassed housewife overcome by the frustrations of raising a family, are both able to control either their aggression or anxiety by taking a tranquilizer.  Likewise when we "ply a man with liquor" so that he will give us his business or let slip with some guarded information, we are applying drug control.  Because of the dangers, control of alcohol, the “Noble Experiment” of the twenties and early thirties-- better known as prohibition-- was enacted.  Because of unfortunate consequences in which criminals profited, the "experiment" failed.  There were of course  many other reasons.  Some colleges forbid the use of alcohol by students and faculty or restrict its consumption to those places and circumstances that will be less dangerous to the individuals involved.

The frequent use of illicit drugs such as marijuana, "speed," and even heroin, has become a serious problem-- particularly for the younger members of our society.  People use these drugs because they find the "high" reinforcing.  There is no question that these drugs alter behavior in one way or another.  When one becomes addicted to such drugs as morphine or heroin-- the so-called "hard" drugs-- he will do just about anything for a "fix."
Drugs like chlorpromazine and reserpine have been effective in controlling the aggressive behavior of mentally disturbed people, both inside and outside mental hospitals.  Drugs such as lithium reduce the manic behavior in manic excitement.  We are told that the days of the closed ward, padded cells, and straightjackets are in the past.  These methods of physical restraint have been replaced by the more modern methods of drug control.

Skinner11 has suggested that we are now entering the age of chemical control by drugs and that in the not too distant future the emotional and motivational conditions of normal daily life may be maintained in any desired state through drugs.  It is possible, through stimulants, to increase the frequency of responding, and through tranquilizers and depressants to reduce the same response rate.

6.  Extinction.  Often, one of the problems involved in control is to weaken or eliminate responses.  We already mentioned punishment as one possibility.  But punishment may not necessarily eliminate the be​havior, and frequently leads to unfortunate consequences-- not only for the individual who is punished, but also for the environment as well.  The reader will recall that extinction involves the withholding of a posi​tive reinforcer, either primary or conditioned, following a given re​sponse.  In the case of responses that have been conditioned to high strength, the process may be a very slow one.  In human responding such generalized reinforcers as attention and approval are common, not only for our verbal behavior, but for other kinds as well.  In many cases we wish to eliminate undesirable behavior that has been maintained by these reinforcers.  Perhaps the most simple way is to ignore these be​haviors and the person making them.  If one finds a particular person rather boring, one possibility is not to listen to him, for listening amounts at least to paying attention.  Some people behave in irritating and obnoxious ways.  Sometimes we find it easier to tell him to "shut up," but this basically is punishment and may not be effective.  Instead of listening or paying attention to these undesirable behaviors, one might leave the room or pick up a newspaper or magazine and read it.

The temper tantrums or unnecessary crying of children, or even adults, are reinforced by those people who give in, thus reinforcing the behavior.  If a child throws a temper tantrum and is merely left alone to continue his tantrums, the behavior will eventually die out, and the probability of the next tantrum is lessened.  The parent who simply ignores this will find out that the child sooner or later will abandon this device to get his way.  Some women have developed the technique of "turning on the tears" in order to get what they want (we might call this operant crying).  The softhearted husband easily gives in because he simply cannot stand to see his wife cry.  However, if he would refuse to give in to her tears and let his wife cry it out, she soon would find crying an ineffective way to control her husband.  Likewise, the "cry baby" has been too frequently reinforced for his crying behavior.

Our discussion has centered mainly on withholding conditioned reinforcers in human conduct because so much of our behavior is main​tained by them.  However, the process of extinction, as we have learned, operates also for primary reinforcers.  The author recalls as a child going to a Saturday matinee with another boy and his father.  For some reason or other the boy threw a tantrum and behaved in a most obnoxious way.  As a result, his father bought both of us double-decker ice cream cones.  The obvious method should have been to withhold the ice cream cones, for in giving them, the obnoxious behavior was strengthened.  Incidentally, the boy did not turn out very well.  As an adult he has become a rather irresponsible psychopath.  At the moment, he has been through seven divorces.

7.  Positive Reinforcement.  Our studies throughout this book have supported the principle that through the appropriate use of positive reinforcement we can control behavior that will not lead to unfortunate consequences.  The proper use of reinforcement cannot only act for the better interests of the individual but for the whole society as well.  Positive reinforcement is the most effective technique we have for the practical control of behavior.  Through the selective reinforcement of a desired response or of approximations to it, we can shape out the best in all of us.  We decide on the behavior we wish strengthened and reinforce it.  Positive reinforcement does not lead to anxiety or hostility.  What we refer to as the emotions of joy, happiness, or even love, refer to the presentation of some forms of positive reinforcement.  Skinner has suggested that when we make a value judgment by calling so thing good or bad, it is to classify it in terms of its reinforcing effects.

This is not to say that positive reinforcement is always good for the person.  When we pay off the blackmailer, we are only encouraging to blackmail again, or when we give in to the bully, we are only strengthening his bullying behavior.  The fact is that positive reinforcement does work, and our behavioral engineers tell us that positive reinforcement is the most effective tool of control that we have.

It costs us nothing to give a word of praise or approval for a job well done.

In Walden Two, Fraser, after having explained to one of the community's visitors the unfortunate effects of punishment, goes on to explain how positive reinforcement can be used:

"Now that we know how positive reinforcement works and why neg​ative doesn't," he said at last, "we can be more deliberate and hence more successful in our cultural design.  We can achieve a sort of control under which the controlled, though they are following a code more scrupulously than was the case under the old system, nevertheless feel free.  They are doing what they want to do, not what they are forced to do.  That's the source of the tremendous power of positive reinforcement.  There's no restraint and no revolt.  By a careful cultural design, we control not the final behavior, but the inclination to behave-- the motives, the desires and the wishes."

Concerning the problem of freedom, Fraser goes on to say:

"The question is:  Can men live in freedom and peace?  And the answer is:

Yes, if we can build a social structure which will satisfy the needs of every​one and in which everyone will want to observe the supporting code.  But so far this has been achieved only in Walden Two.  Despite your ruthless accusa​tion to the contrary, Mr. Castle, this is the freest place on earth.  And it is free precisely because we make no use of force or threat of force.  Every bit of our research, from the nursery through the psychological management of our adult membership is directed toward that end-- to exploit every alternative to forcible control.  By skillful planning, by a wise choice of techniques, we increase the feeling of freedom.13
By the appropriate use of positive reinforcement, either through withholding it in order to extinguish the “wrong” responses, or by selectively applying it to strengthen the "right" responses, we can go a long way in achieving the kind of control-- including freedom that Skinner speaks of in Walden Two.

In the past 30 years we have seen the science of psychology develop along lines that have discovered the principles which govern human conduct.  We have been able to learn many of the basic laws of behavior and the conditions in the environment that affect that behavior.  By manipulating these independent (environmental) variables, it is possible to develop a way of life in which man can be free and happy.

All behavior as we can now discern it, is composed of variations on a few basic themes.  For the first time in mankind's saga, these themes are open to all who wish to see them in the steady light of science, rather than by the rare illuminations of intuitive minds.  We are on the frontier of an enormous power; the power to manipulate our own behavior scientifically, deliberately, rationally.  How this power will be used-- whether for good or ill-- no one of us can tell.  Certain it is that whatever use is made of it will be determined by the character of the persons using it.  But character itself is open to a science of behavior.  We need to hasten and train a generation of men of good will.  How this is to be done may be mankind's last desper​ate question of all.  Without a science of psychology, no answer is possible; but psychology, while offering the methods, cannot ensure their use.  It is to the latter that we finally commend our readers.14
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