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METHODS FOR HELPING YOURSELF

✦ Management by antecedent: controlling your response by 
controlling what precedes it.

✦ Management by consequence: changing responses by controlling 
what follows them.

✦ Cognitive tools: modifying thoughts to modify behaviors, feelings, 
and other thoughts.

✦ Affective tools: changing emotions directly, possibly changing 
behaviors and thoughts as well.



	 This part introduces specific techniques for changing be-
haviors, thoughts, and feelings. Many of  the techniques are 
supported not only by theories that say they should work, but 
by clinical experiments that show they work for most people. 
Of  course, a technique will work only if  implemented proper-
ly—which is what this part of  the book teaches you.
	 Each technique is a different "tool" you'll want to learn 
so you'll be ready to start whatever self-management project 
you choose. I've grouped these techniques of  self-
management into four categories:
1. Management by antecedent: Controlling your response by 

controlling what precedes it.
2. Management by consequence: Changing responses by 

changing what follows them.
3. Cognitive techniques: Modifying thoughts to modify be-

haviors, feelings, and other thoughts.
4. Affective techniques: Changing emotions directly.

	 The first two categories are also known as behavioral 
techniques. These give you the strongest and most immediate 
control over specific responses such as physical behaviors and 
simple thoughts. The third and fourth categories of  tech-
niques combine simpler techniques from the earlier catego-
ries, as well as introducing new methods of  self-management. 
These more complex techniques (cognitive and affective 
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ones) typically are weaker in their immediate effects, but may 
be more enduring or may influence a wider range of  re-
sponses, including complex thoughts and emotions.
The figure here portrays these relationships between behav-
ioral, cognitive, and affective techniques.

	 Using only one type of  technique may not be as effec-
tive as using a combination of  techniques (see, for example, 
Meichenbaum & Goodman, 1971). Behavioral techniques 
might help implement cognitive or affective ones. Also, after 
establishing a new routine with behavioral techniques, you 
might use cognitive techniques to help maintain the routine.
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Chapter 2

SELF-
MANAGEMENT BY 

ANTECEDENT

to learn more about respondent and operant antecedents, just read 
on!

Movie 2.1 Brian talks briefly about Antecedents



	 Behavioral techniques are ways of  changing your be-
haviors, thoughts, or feelings by changing what precedes or 
follows them. The basic model on which behavioral tech-
niques are based is straightforward: Your behaviors, thoughts, 
and emotions (your responses) are part of  a "stream" or 
"chain" of  events. Those events that immediately precede 
what you do, think, or feel are called antecedents.
	 Those events that immediately follow what you do, 
think, or feel are called consequences, as shown here:

Figure 2.1 Antecedent → Behavior → Consequence model, expanded 
to include as possible responses behaviors, thoughts (cognitions), and 
emotions (affect)
	 According to the behavioral model (Figure 2.1), antece-
dents and consequences control what goes between them. 
The sight of  ice cream, which may make you reach for a 
spoon (or a calorie chart), is a frequent antecedent for the dis-
appearance of  the ice cream. The creamy texture and sweet 
taste is a consequence that may make more ice cream con-
sumption likely.
	 To change something about yourself, the behavioral ap-
proach says you should learn what factors control your re-
sponses and change the controlling factors. That sounds easy, 
but what are the controlling factors? Some background in be-
havioral theory will help answer this question and make the 

behavioral techniques easier to use. Because this chapter dis-
cusses controlling yourself  by modifying antecedents, the the-
ory discussion will focus on antecedents. Chapter 3 discusses 
consequences.

HOW ANTECEDENTS CONTROL YOU
	 Antecedents "push" or cue us to do, think, or feel some-
thing. Seeing a leather jacket in a store window may make us 
want to purchase it immediately. A smile from a friend may 
cue us to stop and chat. The sight of  cheesecake with cher-
ries on top may make us 
interested in devouring 
it (Figure 2.2).
	 Antecedents also 
make us avoid doing 
some things. A two-
figure balance in our 
checkbook will probably 
stop us from buying 
leather jackets, just as a 
sour expression discour-
ages conversation, and 
a sign indicating the 
number of  calories in 
that slice of  cheesecake 
might prevent its con-
sumption.
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Figure 2.2 Sometimes, stimuli control 
your responses. Sometimes not!



Transferring Control from Innate to Conditioned 
Antecedents

	 Some antecedents have strong, apparently inborn (in-
nate), control over our behavior. A loud sound, for example, 
startles us and makes a baby cry. The smell of  cooking meat 
makes many people hungry. We seem genetically pro-
grammed to respond in a fixed way to antecedents that are 
important to our survival. This sort of  antecedent control is 
unconditioned; we are born with it. The antecedents that 
have it are called unconditioned stimuli. The control exerted 
by these antecedents is strong and immediate.
	 We also, however, are able to learn new relationships be-
tween antecedents and behaviors. This learning lets the same 
adaptive behavior that was once produced only by the innate 
or unconditioned stimuli now be triggered by new antece-
dents as well. In fact, most antecedents that control our be-
havior seem to be learned rather than innate. Some learned 
antecedents acquire their power over us by being repeatedly 
associated with unconditioned stimuli. After several pairings 
of  the stimulus that has always produced the response with a 
new stimulus, the new stimulus becomes conditioned to pro-
duce the same response as the unconditioned stimulus.
	 For example, listening to a certain album may make you 
feel wistfully relaxed. If  you look at the album cover while 
you listen and relax, you may later find that just looking at 
the album cover gives you some of  that same relaxed

feeling. The response-relaxation-was initially produced only 
by the innately relaxing melodies. Repeated pairings of  the 
album cover and relaxing sounds give the cover some of  the 
same power as the sounds themselves.
	 This conditioning process may be responsible for many 
of  our emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. For instance, after 
repeated pairings of  a smile from someone you find attractive  
with pleasant experiences, we may become excited by that 
person's smile alone. The trauma of  a loved one's death may 
prompt us to reexperience some of  the trauma at the same 
time every year.
	 Why aren't we overwhelmed by a constant storm of  con-
ditioned and unconditioned stimuli jerking us from one re-
sponse to the next? This first type of  antecedent control is 
powerful, but it doesn't last long unless the conditioning is re-
peated often. The association must be made and remade. 
Also, the conditioned stimulus should precede the uncondi-
tioned stimulus by only a few seconds, or occur simultane-
ously with the unconditioned stimulus (Reynolds, 1975). If  
the delay is any longer, the stimulus to be conditioned will 
have only weak control over the response. Furthermore, if  
the conditioned stimulus occurs several times without the 
original stimulus being present too, the response produced by 
the conditioned stimulus weakens. These factors combine to 
make most stimulus conditioning only temporary.
	 The type of  stimulus conditioning that seems to last 
longest is avoidance of  stimuli that have been conditioned to 
produce avoidance responses. Perhaps this
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happens because avoidance of  a conditioned stimulus pre-
vents it from occurring without the original stimulus, thus 
maintaining the potency of  the avoidance response. For ex-
ample, it's natural for people to withdraw their hands quickly 
and reflexively from heat: That's an innate stimulus-response 
association. A very few associations between touching a hot 
burner and being burned condition people to avoid touching 
it and the top of  the stove in general. This sort of  avoidance 
response is very useful.
	 Other conditioned avoidance responses interfere with 
normal life. Some people become conditioned to avoid meet-
ing new people, to stop driving cars, or to refrain from riding 
elevators because these situations were once paired with an 
unconditioned stimulus for avoidance (such as a fight with a 
new acquaintance or the frightening memory of  getting stuck 
in an elevator). Once conditioned, the avoidance response of-
ten prevents the person from returning to the situation (for ex-
ample, riding an elevator) so that the stimulus-response asso-
ciation can be deconditioned (for example, by having an un-
eventful elevator ride).
	 Fortunately, basic conditioning principles also can be 
used to replace the avoidance response with an approach re-
sponse. This is the essence of  a self-management technique 
called desensitization. In some circumstances, avoidance 
conditioning can be used to improve self-management of  
situations that people find difficult to avoid. This is the foun-
dation of  sensitization, a second major technique of  self-
management by antecedent.

Discriminative Stimuli
	 Some antecedents come to control us not by simple con-
ditioning, but by a more sophisticated learning that works 
through the consequences of  our behavior. These antece-
dents, which inform us about the availability of  a reward for 
a particular response, are called discriminative stimuli. 
Discriminative stimuli control many more of  our responses 
than conditioned stimuli do. A dinner party invitation is a set 
of  discriminative stimuli for a phone call accepting or reject-
ing the invitation.
	 We accept or reject the invitation depending on the par-
ticular consequences signaled by the stimuli on the invitation. 
If  we've enjoyed dinner parties in the past, we'll be tempted 
to accept. The time and date on the invitation may prompt 
us to decline, however, if  we have already committed our-
selves to going elsewhere that evening (and anticipate punish-
ment if  we change our plans). The name of  the host or host-
ess also may move us to accept or decline, depending on the 
joy or pain we've experienced in prior interactions with that 
person.
	 Some stimuli get their power not because they are associ-
ated with something that has happened to us, but because we 
observe what has happened to others when they tried that re-
sponse after a similar stimulus was presented.
	 For example, a professor may become a stimulus for initi-
ating a conversation if  we've seen a friend get help from her 
about a course problem. She thus becomes an observation-
ally learned discriminative stimulus for help-seeking behavior.
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	 While some antecedents tell us what to do, others tell us 
what not to do. If  we glance at someone we'd like to meet but 
they frown and turn away, we've received a clear stimulus to 
not converse with them.
	 Antecedents also can be generalized or specific. Because 
we wouldn't learn very fast if  each new stimulus had to be 
conditioned, we generalize our reactions from the stimulus to 
which we originally were conditioned, to similar stimuli. This 
enables us to do the right thing even when the situation is 
somewhat new.
	 We don't, for example, forget how we made friends with 
one person when trying to make a new friend. We borrow, 
sometimes too heavily, from our old experience. The more 
similar the situation is to the earlier experience, the more we 
respond as we did before. This phenomenon is called stimu-
lus generalization. It may explain why we keep falling in 
love with people who look like our first love, or why we some-
times try to get into a car that looks like ours but happens to 
have a different lock.

TRANSFERRING CONTROL FROM INNATE TO 
CONDITIONED STIMULI

Now let's turn to our first set of  tools for self-management: 
desensitization and sensitization. The idea underlying these 
techniques is that what you do, think, and feel is controlled 
largely by antecedents-in this case, stimuli. These stimuli are 
programmed by your prior experiences to start or stop spe-

cific responses. Other people, evolution, and happenstance 
have controlled much of  your life so far because they have de-
cided what stimuli became associated with what other stimuli 
and responses. You can change that! By selecting the specific 
stimuli that you want to produce the responses you desire, 
you can take charge of  your life and yourself  to achieve your 
own goals much more than you have.
	 You can select stimuli that will help you do, think, or feel 
in different ways; these may even be stimuli that will stop you 
from responding in ways you dislike. You can shut off  the con-
trol that some stimuli may now have over you. Desensitiza-
tion is a technique for "reprogramming" stimuli so they pro-
duce responses that foster approach (for example, relaxation) 
instead of  responses that generate avoidance (for example, 
anxiety). Sensitization does the opposite, replacing ap-
proach behavior with avoidance behavior.

Desensitization
	 Desensitization uses stimulus conditioning to help you 
do something that you're not doing enough of  or not doing at 
all. It uses conditioning to make stimuli that previously 
prompted highly anxious responses now produce relaxation 
instead. Each anxiety-provoking stimulus is paired repeatedly 
with the relaxation response, until relaxation replaces anxiety. 
Becoming less anxious is only one step in doing more of  
something, such as public speaking. There are numerous 
skills to learn-from making and maintaining eye contact to 
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fielding questions (and knowing something about the topic 
you're speaking on).
	 The complete name for desensitization is systematic desensi-
tization because of  the systematic way in which relaxation is 
paired with progressively more anxiety-provoking stimuli. It 
was one of  the fist behavior modification procedures devel-
oped. Jones (1924) showed that a young child's fear of  rabbits 
could be eliminated by pairing a relaxing response incompati-
ble with fear-eating, in this case-with a hierarchy of  previ-
ously fear-provoking stimuli. Jones's hierarchy was quite sim-
ple: She simply moved a rabbit from the edge of  the child's 
vision to points closer and closer to the child. At each step 
she made sure that the child was still calmly munching away. 
Wolpe (1958), who built on the Jones procedure, is best 
known for developing systematic desensitization.

An Example: Using Desensitization to Reduce Speaking Anxiety
	 Suppose you're afraid of  speaking before groups. While 
trying to communicate with your audience you sweat exces-
sively, stumble over words, and have a hard time answering 
even simple questions. You decide you want to speak more, 
and sweat and stumble over words less-and that the desensiti-
zation technique could help you do those things.
	 First, you get a stack of  index cards. .On each card you 
write a different situation that makes you feel anxious about 
speaking (for example, asking a question in lecture, present-
ing a paper in a small seminar, leading a group discussion)

(see Figure 2.3). You order the cards according to how anx-
ious each situation makes you feel. Forming this ordered list 
or hierarchy of  anxiety-provoking stimuli may make you feel 
a little anxious by itself, but it also will show that you're not as 
upset in some situations as in others, which is a hopeful sign. 
You also keep a "diary" of  every speaking opportunity and 
rate how anxious you felt.
	 Now you practice relaxing yourself, including your mus-
cles, your heart and breathing, and your thoughts. You prac-
tice alone for about twenty minutes twice each day. At first 
you get sleepy, but after a while you find yourself  becoming 
tranquilly alert during the relaxation sessions. You begin to 
look forward to these sessions. Sometimes you even practice 
extra to help you with mildly disturbing situations (like being 
caught in heavy traffic when you're in a hurry).
	 After a while you can relax at will, even in somewhat 
threatening speaking situations. Now you begin pairing the 
relaxation with imagined scenes in the hierarchy you made. 
(This is called covert desensitization because overt action 
is not involved.) First, perhaps, you try one of  the middle 
scenes in the hierarchy, but you quickly get anxious. You go 
back to a scene at the very bottom of  the hierarchy, and you 
stop feeling disturbed.
	 You run quickly through the relaxation exercises and 
find yourself  surprisingly relaxed. Your imagination inches 
up the hierarchy slowly, stopping whenever you start losing 
the relaxation. Each session you cover a few new scenes in 
your anxiety hierarchy for speaking.
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	 After about a week of  practice you can imagine the 
worst item in the hierarchy with only slight trepidation. Now 
you begin pairing relaxation with real rather than imagined 
public speaking situations. (This is overt desensitization.) 

	 You start at the bottom of  the hierarchy again, and in a 
few more weeks you are able to speak in most situations with 
only mild anxiety-an anxiety that simply helps you think 
more quickly.

BASIC STEPS FOR DESENSITIZATION
1. Decide what you want to do, think, or feel more. Figure 

out which stimuli make it difficult or seemingly impossible 
to perform the behavior or to have the thought or feeling. 
Look for stimuli that are immediately followed by difficulty 
in doing the behavior, or by ideas or emotions that prevent 
the ideas or emotions you want to feel.

2. Write a hierarchy of  threatening stimuli or stimulus-
response scenarios, ranging from those that inhibit the re-
sponse only a little to those that make the response nearly 
impossible.

3. Learn to relax your body thoroughly and quickly, so you 
can make yourself  feel relaxed "on command." See Appen-
dix A at the end of  this chapter.

4. Systematically pair relaxation first with imagined stimuli 
and responses in the anxiety hierarchy and then with real 
stimuli and responses, until you can relax deeply in what 
used to be the most difficult or most anxiety-provoking 
situation.

5. Repeat several times per day for several weeks.
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Hints for Desensitizing Yourself
	 If  you're using covert desensitization, try to move from 
nondescript to highly vivid imagery at each step in the hierar-
chy. For example, the first time you think about speaking be-
fore a group of  fifteen to twenty people, imagine it briefly 
without filling in the details. Eventually, hold the image of  
speaking before that group for several minutes at a time, and 
fill in all the details-from the type of  podium you're speaking 
from to the smiles and frowns of  people in the audience.
	 This procedure should enhance the desensitization ef-
fect. If  you have several anxieties, establish a separate hierar-
chy for each. Start with one hierarchy and don't move on to 
the next one until your first anxiety is under control. If  some 
items in an anxiety hierarchy are difficult to imagine, overt 
desensitization may be the only type you can use.
	 In this case, go more slowly through the hierarchy than 
you would in imagination, making sure that anxiety is gone 
at each level before moving on. ("Real" anxiety items usually 
affect people more than imagined items, and they may hold 
more surprises too!) Also, when starting a desensitization ses-
sion, try returning to an item several below the last one you 
were working with. This way you'll go slowly enough to avoid 
panic.

Effectiveness of  Desensitization
	 Desensitization has helped people rid themselves of  a 
broad range of  anxieties and fears, including fears of  going 

outside, being inside, taking tests, giving lectures, drinking 
beer, and such facts of  life as sex, death, elevators, driving, 
and dates (see Bandura, 1969; Bernstein, 1981; Jackson & 
Trenerry, 1983).
	 Some research suggests that relaxation training may not 
be necessary for desensitization (for example, Bandura, Blan-
chard, & Ritter, 1969; Kazdin & Wilcoxon, 1976; Wilkins, 
1971). According to these studies, rehearsing the feared acts 
in your imagination may be the effective component of  sys-
tematic desensitization for most people. Not too surprisingly, 
your expectation that desensitization will work for you can in-
fluence its effectiveness (see Kazdin, 1980; Kazdin & Wil-
coxon, 1976).
	 In addition, there may be a lot more going on when you 
compose the hierarchy than simple reconditioning. You may 
also be mixing in some cognitive techniques by specifying 
each step in asking for a date, looking for a job, or even going 
shopping; you're also using a cognitive technique called 
plans. Plans tend to make some responses easier and inhibit 
others (such as anxiety). And, if  you vividly imagine perform-
ing each step of  an anxiety-producing act, you'll be using an-
other cognitive technique, covert modeling. Cognitive tech-
niques are detailed in Chapter 4.
	 Overt sensitization seems more effective than covert de-
sensitization, at least when a concrete object such as a snake 
is the focus of  anxiety (for example, Barlow, Leitenberg, 
Agras, & Wincze, 1969; see Bandura, 1982). A cognitive tech-
nique called participant modeling (in which you observe how 
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a relaxed person acts) may be more effective than systematic 
desensitization for some types of  anxiety (according to experi-
ments by Bandura, Adams, Hardy, & Howells, 1980; Ban-
dura, Blanchard, & Ritter, 1969). Nevertheless, systematic de-
sensitization has advantages, especially when you're working 
alone.

A Desensitization Exercise
The only way to really learn about self-management tech-
niques is to try them out. Doing the exercises will give you a 
better idea of  how effective each technique is for you. By the 
end of  TOOLS, you'll have a whole "toolbox" of  self-
management techniques.
a) Find something that you'd like to do more of  but are just a little 

nervous about doing. How about looking for a job or ask-
ing for a date? Try making a list of  things that make you a 
little edgy and choose one. (Or, have a friend make your 
list, and you theirs). Choose an action that's pretty easy to 
work with.

b) Compose an anxiety hierarchy. You feel a little nervous about 
asking someone out for dinner? Go over the steps you'll 
use, such as walking with him or her after class, making 
small talk, smiling, and then popping the question. Each 
step probably generates a slightly higher level of  anxiety in 
you. Write down each step.

c) Learn to relax. To get an idea of  what relaxation can be like 
after you practice it for a while, take a deep breath, hold it 

for a moment, and release it. Follow the deep breath and 
release with a small smile. Now try tensing a big muscle, 
such as your biceps or upper thigh, and holding it tight for 
ten seconds (counting one thousand one, one thousand 
two, and so on); now release it. Your arm or leg feels 
warm, relaxed. A full set of  relaxation exercises-in which 
you tense, hold, and then release different sets of  muscles-
takes ten to twenty minutes twice a day.

d) Use this period to clear your mind. Focus on relaxing your mus-
cles, and don't worry about anything else. (You may want 
to set a timer to bring you back to reality.) It takes a chunk 
of  time to train yourself  to relax deeply and quickly. Soon, 
however, the relaxation sessions should become enjoyable. 
Practice specific relaxation exercises for about two weeks, 
twice per day, before slacking off  to once per day for an-
other week. Keep giving yourself  occasional "boosters."

e) Associate relaxation with each anxiety hierarchy item. Start with an 
item that hardly makes you feel anxious at all. Using covert 
desensitization, "recondition" your response to this item by 
pairing it in your imagination with the relaxation response 
you've learned. Gradually advance up the hierarchy to pro-
gressively more severe anxiety-provoking situations. Your 
body will slowly learn to be less anxious about each item in 
the hierarchy. As you feel less nervous, start pairing relaxa-
tion with hierarchy items in reality through overt desensiti-
zation until you can be relaxed in what used to be your 
most difficult or most anxiety-provoking situation.
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f) Repeat the pairing exercises several times per day for several weeks. 
Practice makes perfect-at least it'll help you be less nerv-
ous. There's nothing magical about this procedure: You 
are just teaching yourself  a new response to stimuli for 
which you earlier learned to respond with anxiety.

Sensitization
	 This tool is designed to accomplish the opposite of  our 
desensitization too! Sensitization uses simple conditioning to 
help you not do something you think you're doing too much 
now. It is sometimes called aversion therapy because its purpose 
is to create a basic aversion in you to a particular situation or 
response. Ideally, you'll end up avoiding the stimuli and re-
sponse entirely after sensitization, so that conditioning does 
not have to be constantly "refreshed." You may have con-
ducted overt sensitization accidentally the last time you vis-
ited your dentist. If  you happened to be thinking about a par-
ticular person when the drill really drove home, for example, 
you may feel a little funny about that person next time you 
see him or her. More to the point, you may have been sensi-
tized to your dentist.
	 You can give yourself  the same treatment intentionally. 
To sensitize yourself  to a stimulus that now seems to make 
you behave, think, or feel in a way you want to diminish or 
stop altogether, pair some inherently aversive experience
with it. The pairing must be immediate and repeated, how-
ever, or sensitization won't work. The delay between eating 

sweets and getting a tooth drilled obviously is too long to 
stop most people from eating sweets. A more immediate, 
more easily repeated aversive conditioning for eating sweets 
might be provided by a unwelcome loud noise, by nausea, or 
by mild pain. The sensitization technique was developed by 
Watson and Rayner in the 1920s. They used overt sensitiza-
tion to create a fear of  rats in an infant. Before sensitization, 
the infant would approach a rat without fear, but would cry 
and try to crawl away when startled by a sudden loud noise. 
After just a few pairings of  the noise with the presence of  a 
rat, even seeing the rat made the infant cry and crawl away 
as fast as he could.
	 It's no fun to keep exposing oneself  to an aversive situa-
tion in reality, but you can do it in your imagination instead. 
Sensitization, therefore, need not be overt. In fact, covert sen-
sitization is the more common form in therapy. Sensitization, 
however, must involve highly aversive imagery to work.

An Example: Using Sensitization to Control Alcohol Use
	 Suppose you decide to use sensitization to stop your ex-
cessive wine drinking. You imagine what usually happens be-
fore you start drinking. You see yourself  coming home from 
a hard day, wanting to relax. You pull out a new bottle of  
wine, find the opener, and wipe a glass clean. Slowly the cork 
yields as you urge it back and forth. You twist and pull; the 
cork pops out. The fluid splashes richly in your glass.
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	 You notice that your stomach's a little upset, but you finish 
pouring and put the bottle on the floor next to an easy 
chair. You get a bile taste in the back of  your mouth, but 
you make it go back down. Nothing’s going to ruin this... 
Wearily you sit and raise the glass. Your stomach's really 
churning now, and your intestines start cramping! You 
hope it'll go away and you touch the glass to your lips. The 
bouquet smells fine, but you can no longer deny that 
you're suddenly having an attack of  nausea. You're tasting 
that salami you had for lunch. It's forcing its way up your 
throat; you try to close your mouth, but you can't hold it 
in. You vomit! Your stomach heaves again, and again. The 
smell is strong and sour on your clothes. You feel sick yet 
again. You throw down the wine and rush to the bath-
room.

That was just imagery, of  course. It needs to be repeated of-
ten: Spend twenty or more minutes each day in aversive im-
agery. So the imagery doesn't lose its aversiveness, vary some-
thing each time you begin the imagery (for example, use a dif-
ferent drink or a different time of  day).

BASIC STEPS FOR SENSITIZATION
1. Decide what response you want to decrease or stop.
2. Find out what antecedents now control the response-

that is, what stimuli now control the response. (Look for 
whatever immediately precedes the response.)

3. Select an aversive experience that you can present 
quickly and vividly in your imagination for covert sensiti-
zation. It has to be something that is really terrible, yet 
you have to be willing to think about it repeatedly dur-
ing the conditioning process. For some applications, you 
may use an actual aversive experience (making it overt 
sensitization).

4. Pair the controlling stimuli and response with the viv-
idly imagined or real aversive experience.

5. Repeat the pairing several times each day for several 
weeks.

Hints for Sensitizing Yourself
	 A psychological process called habituation lets you accept 
even the most disturbing things after you live with them for a 
while. After imagining the same aversive scene many times, 
for example, habituation may diminish its aversiveness and 
the power of  sensitization. You can prevent habituation by 
developing several alternative aversive scenarios. Switch 
from one to another every few sessions, or use different aver-
sions in the same session.
	 Eliminating one response, such as excessive drinking, 
can create a behavioral vacuum that begs to be filled-too of-
ten by the very response you're trying to avoid. Substituting 
another response, such as deep muscle relaxation, may help 
you cope better with stressful situations (see Ashem & Don-
ner, 1968). After the first few days of  sensitization practice, 
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star? each session with the usual sensitization scenes, but after 
a few pairings replace the undesirable response with an alter-
native response that is more appropriate.
	 Instead of  having a drink at the end of  a hard day, for 
instance, imagine getting in a good tennis game, jogging for a 
few miles, or having a relaxed dinner with a friend. Or, imag-
ine yourself  pouring the wine down the sink, throwing the 
bottle away, and relaxing in a chair with a good book. (You 
might even decide to do one of  these things!) You could use 
the relaxation response as an alternative to drinking, too.

Effectiveness of  Sensitization
	 Sensitization, especially in its covert form, seems to be a 
safe procedure for reducing or eliminating a variety of  prob-
lems. It also seems reasonably effective, although most of  the 
research on it has been theoretical or has used too few sub-
jects to support strong conclusions (Upper & Cautela, 1979).
	 Research by Cautela (1967) and others shows that covert 
sensitization works well (see Upper & Cautela, 1979). With 
the help of  a therapist, even people who have abused alcohol 
severely for almost two decades seem to benefit from covert 
sensitization. Ashem and Donner (1968) found that combin-
ing covert sensitization and relaxation training helped 40 per-
cent of  "hard core" alcohol addicts stay off  of  the bottle for 
at least six months. ("Hard core" in this case was more than 
eighteen years of  alcohol abuse and failure of  at least one 
other alcohol treatment such as Alcoholics Anonymous.) Cov-

ert sensitization has helped smokers, too. (See Barlow, Leiten-
berg, & Agras, 1969; Cautela, 1970; Hughes, 1977; and espe-
cially Upper & Cautela, 1979, for other applications.)
	 Sensitization may be most effective for problems that 
seem to involve a good deal of  imagery (such as exhibition-
ism and pedophilia). Mahoney (1974a) notes that covert sensi-
tization may be less effective for reducing eating or smoking, 
but successes have also been reported for these problems (see 
Upper & Cautela, 1979).

A Sensitization Exercise
a) Identify a small behavior you want to diminish. Try out sensiti-

zation on something that's almost trivial, such as a 
phrase you overuse in conversation like "Ya know?" or 
"For sure." You could try out sensitization on swearing 
or thoughts that keep repeating themselves (for example, 
constantly worrying about your hair being messed up).

b) Find out which antecedents seem to control the response. You can 
probably do this from memory. In which situations do 
you seem to swear the most, or think those problem 
thoughts the most? Sensitization should work best when 
applied to the stimuli that produce the response-to head 
off  the response before it occurs. The example at the 
start of  this section identified a sequence of  events lead-
ing up to overconsumption of  wine: Try to identify the 
events that usually precede the behavior you've targeted 
for sensitization.
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c) Pair the antecedents-and the behavior, thought, or feeling-with a 
real or imagined aversive experience. This is the "fun" part. 
First, try out different aversive stimuli or imagined 
scenes to see which are particularly effective for you. (I 
suggest using vividly imagined aversive experiences, 
rather than the real thing.) Then imagine the aversive ex-
perience and the response you want to decrease.

d) Repeat the pairing step several times each day for sev-
eral weeks. In sensitization you're conditioning yourself  
at a very basic level, and regular practice seems to be 
the key to making it work (see Cautela, 1971). Set up 
regular times to hold "sensitization sessions7' with your-
self. Go through the whole imaginal scene at least four 
times a day. Don't forget to vary some aspect of  the ba-
sic "script" each time you imagine the scene, to avoid ha-
bituation.

CONTROLLING DISCRIMINATIVE STIMULI
	 The self-management tools we've discussed so far 
change the power of  stimuli by strengthening (in the case of  
desensitization) or minimizing (in the case of  sensitization) 
the power of  an innate or “pre-wired” stimulus-response con-
nection. A simpler technique for changing your behavior is 
not to change the response, producing properties of  a stimu-
lus, but to eliminate or install discriminative stimuli that al-
ready make certain responses more (or less) likely. There are 
two basic techniques for removing or introducing stimuli: 
stimulus control and stimulus transfer.

Stimulus Control
	 The stimulus control technique relies on a basic princi-
ple of  behavioral psychology: whatever immediately precedes 
a behavior usually has, or quickly acquires, some control over 
future occurrence of  the behavior. Certain stimuli seem to 
"cue" particular responses and not others. You can take ad-
vantage of  these associations in a new situation by presenting 
to yourself  those stimuli that previously have prompted you 
to do, think, or feel what you now want to do, think, or feel.
	 Whenever I move, for example, I set up the study in my 
new home with the same things on the walls as before and 
with my books and furniture in the same positions. The con-
stant arrangement seems to help me study and work better in 
the new environment. I arrange the furniture in my living 
room area in a standard way too. Using the same arrange-
ment makes me feel "at home" wherever I go.
	 To help you feel more relaxed on what you think will be 
a particularly bad day, try wearing the same clothes you wore 
the last time you felt very relaxed. If  you study at different 
desks in the library, arrange your books, pens, and notebooks 
the same way each time to create a constant set of  stimuli to 
induce studying.
	 Using the stimulus control technique to increase a re-
sponse can also involve avoiding stimuli that inhibit the re-
sponse you want to increase. If  your room is a place for rec-
reation, you shouldn't try to study there, even when the li-
brary's closed.
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	 Stimulus control can also help you not respond in a par-
ticular way. Remove from your environs any cues for behav-
ior you want to decrease or eliminate. If  you want to avoid a 
feeling or thought, avoid the stimuli that commonly produce 
that emotion or cognition. To stop worrying about tomor-
row's interview, read an action-packed novel. To avoid think-
ing about the man or woman who just dropped you, remove 
his or her picture from your desk. To help yourself  not start 
smoking again, throw out the ashtrays and that carton of  
cigarettes you felt obliged to save because it cost so much. To 
avoid feeling depressed, avoid lonely walks in the park on 
grey winter afternoons.

An Example: More Studying Through Stimulus Control
	 Suppose a friend wants to study more. He doesn't have 
any particular "anxiety" about studying. He simply doesn't 
crack the books and open his computer enough. You ask him 
what makes it difficult for him to study-that is, what stimuli 
inhibit his studying. He looks thoughtfully into the distance, 
purses his lips, and solemnly says, "Everything!"
	 Getting more specific, he admits that having the stereo 
on, the TV blaring, the room door open, a telephone within 
five feet, or one of  his many girl- and boyfriends present are 
especially common antecedents for not studying. Your dear 
friend has a hard time coming up with antecedents for study-
ing. "The ... um, library maybe?" he suggests after a moment 
of  reflection. You add some more studying antecedents: text-
books in front of  one's eyes, reading lists and test schedules 

nearby, a stylus and tablet at hand, and, most importantly, 
time enough to do the assignment.
	 Your friend agrees with you to start a study management 
project by hiding out in the library for an hour a day to study 
his favorite subject. He agrees to bring all the preceding mate-
rials to the library on his computer and phone. These actions 
simultaneously decrease the number of  antecedents for not 
studying and increase the antecedents for studying.

BASIC STEPS FOR STIMULUS CONTROL
1. Select the target response-the behavior, thought, or 

feeling-you want to increase or decrease. Define it in a 
way that leaves no question about your goal. (For exam-
ple, instead of  "studying more," specify how many min-
utes you'll spend on which courses, when you'll start, 
what days of  the week you'll study, and where.)

2. Figure out which stimuli make the target response easier 
and which inhibit it.

3. Change the frequency, duration, or intensity of  enhanc-
ing and inhibiting stimuli to change the frequency, dura-
tion, amount, or intensity of  the target response. To in-
crease a target response, increase response-facilitating 
stimuli. Also decrease response-inhibiting stimuli. To de-
crease a target response, boost the response-inhibiting 
stimuli and cut down on the response-facilitating stimuli.

4. After several weeks of  maintaining the changes in 
response-enhancing and response-inhibiting stimuli, con-
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sider making some of  the stimuli covert; that is, produce 
some of  the controlling stimuli in your imagination 
rather than arranging for them to occur in the external 
world.

A Stimulus Control Exercise
a) Select the behavior, thought, or feeling you want to increase or 

decrease. You've probably been working on specific be-
haviors in the exercises for desensitization and sensitiza-
tion. Why not try a thought or feeling for a change? 
How about the relaxed, confident feeling you sometimes 
get when you take a stroll in the late afternoon? Or posi-
tive thoughts about your future? Make the target re-
sponse a small, rather benign one. Try to get more of  a 
minor emotion-such as the feeling you get from reading 
a favorite poem.

b) Discover which stimuli enhance the target response and which in-
hibit it. Keep a "diary" of  the things that are most com-
monly around when the target feeling, thought, or behav-
ior occurs. Also note which stimuli are most often pre-
sent when the target feeling doesn't occur.

c) Arrange to have those stimuli around you when you want to have 
(or not have) that feeling. Try making or wearing a cologne 
that makes you feel the way you want to feel. Or wear 
clothes or think thoughts or do something that usually 
gives you that feeling. You could even create an 
emotion-cuing stimulus by putting on a new cologne 
when you're already feeling a particular way. (Some peo-
ple do this to others all the time.) After several "trials," 

you'll associate the cologne with the feeling. Just wearing 
the cologne may make it easier to have that feeling.

Stimulus Transfer
	 If  a particular person makes you angry and you later 
meet someone else who looks and acts like him or her (same 
build, hair, accent), you may not like the stranger. That's an 
example of  stimulus generalization: The ability of  stimuli 
similar to the original stimulus to produce the same response 
that was produced by the original stimulus. If  you're in a new 
situation that has stimuli similar to ones you've encountered 
before, stimulus generalization may help you respond in the 
new situation.

	 Stimulus generalization occurs naturally whenever a 
stimulus produces a response that is followed by a desired out-
come. It can be harnessed for self-management to transfer 
control of  a response from one stimulus to a very different 
one-perhaps one that is more convenient to present to one-
self. For example, stimulus generalization could be used to 
transfer control of  a studying response from your favorite 
spot in the library to a corner of  your own room.

	 Stimulus transfer does not use the pairings of  stimuli 
on which desensitization and sensitization are based. In stimu-
lus transfer, a stimulus closely resembling the one that origi-
nally controlled the response is substituted for the original 
stimulus. In a series of  steps over time, stimuli that are in-
creasingly different from the original controlling stimulus are 
substituted, until control is finally transferred to the stimulus 
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that you want to produce the response. Sometimes this proc-
ess of  generalization and transfer is called fading.

An Example: Using Stimulus Transfer to Grade Exams
	 I used the effects of  stimulus generalization almost by ac-
cident a few months ago. I was trying to grade exams while 
my wife and I visited a couple in another state for the week-
end. Everyone else went shopping, so I settled myself  into an 
easy chair, put a pile of  blue books on a small table to my 
left, grabbed one, and went at it. Well, I tried. My mind wan-
dered. In the first half  hour I graded very few exams. Then I 
went into their study, cleared off  their desk, and sat down.
	 My mind buzz-sawed through the exams, the same way 
it does when I sit at my own desk!
	 Now why did the desk make me so much more produc-
tive than the easy chair? After thinking about it for a few min-
utes, I realized that I've studied at the same desk at home 
since junior high. When I left my parents' house, that desk fol-
lowed me. For me, desks are stimuli for intense directed 
thought. Apparently, almost any desk I sit at now will pro-
duce a "studious7' response, which helps grade exams as well 
as prepare for them. That's stimulus generalization.
	 Stimulus generalization has limits, of  course. The less 
the desk is like my desk, the lower the intensity of  the studi-
ous response. For example, if  a desk has no drawers and is 
really just a table, I don't feel the same automatic studying re-
sponse. I'm able to study at the table, but it takes more time 

for me to concentrate. On the other hand, I use easy chairs 
for reading fiction and then I let my mind wander. No won-
der I couldn't concentrate in the easy chair at my friends’ 
house!
	 The stimulus transfer technique could help me develop 
a "studious response” when sitting in easy chairs, however. It 
would be complex: There are several stimuli to work with. 
For me, the important differences between desks and easy 
chairs are in posture (sitting upright at a desk versus lying 
back in an easy chair), the hardness of  the seat, and the pres-
ence or absence of  a nice flat surface on which to shuffle pa-
pers and pens. (OK, this was a while ago, when exams were 
written on pressed wood pulp rather than typed on keyboards 
or dictated, and actual ink flowed from actual pens!)
	 To transfer control of  the studying and working re-
sponse from the desk to an easy chair, I'd start by getting a 
board to place across the arms of  the easy chair to make a 
flat surface. I'd also prop up the easy chair so I could sit up 
straighter. To add more desk cues, I'd move the easy chair to 
my study. This would make many things, such as temperature 
and smells, the same for both the desk and the chair arrange-
ments. Finally, I'd switch once or twice between the desk and 
easy chair during a study session. That would help the trans-
fer even more. (After fading was complete, would my desk 
still produce studying too? Probably it would, as long as I 
studied there, as well as in the chair, every so often.)
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BASIC STEPS FOR STIMULUS TRANSFER
1. Decide which response you want to transfer control of  

and which stimulus you wish to transfer control to. (The 
latter is the target stimulus.) Also determine which stimu-
lus presently controls the response.

2. Develop a sequence of  slight changes (say five to ten 
"steps") in the controlling stimulus that leads eventually 
to the new, target stimulus. If  the response is only 
weakly controlled by the present stimulus, consider mak-
ing the gradations even finer.

3. In the first step of  the sequence, substitute the slightly 
different stimulus for the original one. Make sure that 
the new stimulus produces the response as strongly as 
the original stimulus. Continue this substitution several 
times (usually for several days), until the new stimulus re-
peatedly produces the same response as the old stimulus.

4. Move then to the next step of  the stimulus transfer se-
quence. Repeat the preceding steps until the target-
controlling stimulus has been reached. It's crucial that 
the transfer of  control be gradual. If  you vary too many 
characteristics of  a stimulus that now controls a re-
sponse, the transfer will fail. (If  this happens, return to 
the original stimulus, develop a new sequence with 
many more steps, and make the transfer more slowly.)

	 Stimulus transfer also can be used for stimuli that stop 
or prevent a response. Proceed as before, but start with a tar-
get stimulus that inhibits the response. Slowly substitute stim-

uli that resemble the inhibiting stimulus, until the target inhib-
iting stimulus is reached.

CONTROLLING CONSEQUENCES AND

CONTROLLING ANTECEDENTS
	 Uncovering and documenting the principles of  stimulus 
control was the occupation of  the fist behavioral psycholo-
gists. These researchers tended to ignore how the conse-
quences of  a response affect the chance that the response will 
occur again. Consequences-good or bad-are now understood 
to be largely responsible for the inhibiting or enhancing prop-
erties of  a stimulus. Stimuli inform us whether a response will 
result in consequences that amount to a net benefit or net 
cost to the person (that is, whether the response will be rein-
forced or punished). Stimulus control and stimulus transfer 
aren't powerful enough for some self-management goals, how-
ever.
	 What, after all, gives a stimulus the control it seems to 
have over your behavior? Usually, it is the typical conse-
quence of  the response. The consequence can control a re-
sponse in different ways, depending on the type of  conse-
quence and the manner in which it occurs.
	 Thus, self-management requires careful consideration 
and perhaps alteration of  the consequences as well as the an-
tecedents or stimuli of  the target response. In fact, as we shall 
see in Chapter 3, a whole family of  self-management tech-
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niques has been developed for using the consequences of  our 
behavior, thoughts, and emotions to control those responses.

APPENDIX A:

SELF-RELAXATlON INSTRUCTIONS

Arranging the Setting
	 Relaxation is a valuable self-management technique and 
often is used in conjunction with other techniques. Here are 
some basic instructions for training yourself  in this technique.
	 Find a pleasant, quiet place where you can relax undis-
turbed and unwatched for 15 to 20 minutes. Your own room, 
an isolated spot, a carrel in a library, a church or synagogue, 
or a clearing in a park or forest where you're safe will do.
	 If  there's a phone around (like, in your pocket or 
satchel), turn it off  or mute it so it doesn’t even vibrate. If  
there's a door, consider hanging a "Do Not Disturb" sign on 
it (although that sometimes invites disturbance!).
	 Find a nice place to sit. Don't lay down on a bed or lay 
back in an easy chair: the goal is not to go to sleep, but to 
learn to relax on cue, quickly and deeply. A moderately cush-
ioned office chair will do.

What to Do With Your Body
Close your eyes. That will prevent a major source of  distrac-
tion.

	 Turn off  what sounds you can; you might use earplugs 
or soft earbuds or a headset to dampen sounds you can't con-
trol.
	 Sit up, not slouched, with both feet on the floor and 
with your hands at your side or in your lap.

Relaxation Induction
	 You can get your body to relax by systematically tighten-
ing, holding, and then releasing different muscle groups. The 
natural feelings after holding a muscle group taut for 10 to 30 
seconds and then releasing the hold include (a) deep warmth, 
(b) a mildly sensuous wave of  pleasure, and (c) a growth in 
mental calmness.
	 Only two things can go wrong (and they rarely do). If  
you quickly tighten an already overwrought muscle, you 
could make it "cramp." This is a problem only for the few 
muscles, such as your neck muscles, that you find tight at the 
end of  a grueling day or experience.
	 To avoid this problem, either massage those "tight" mus-
cles before beginning your relaxation training session, or (bet-
ter) tighten each muscle group gradually instead of  abruptly. 
To help you do this, imagine the needle on a gauge of  muscle 
tension moving from "normal" to "extremely tight" over sev-
eral seconds.
	 You can start with practically any muscle group, but the 
relaxation conditioning that you'll be producing after several 
relaxation sessions will be quicker and more thorough if  you 
always start with the same muscles and tighten and release 
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muscles in the same sequence. Some masseuses, masseurs, 
and other relaxation specialists advocate "working toward the 
heart" that is, arms then shoulders, and feet, then lower legs, 
then thighs.
	 It's natural to make a fist when tense, and it's easy to re-
member, so you might start with that muscle group. Try not 
to tighten your forearm muscles yet-just your fists. Tighten 
muscles on both sides of  your body at the same time. Make 
two fists, hold them tight (even trembling) for 10 to 20 sec-
onds (count under your breath "one thousand ONE, one 
thousand TWO, . . . one thousand TWENTY"). Then let the 
muscle go; let it slowly relax.
	 Then just let your fists unfold and open like flowers. Fo-
cus your thoughts on the warmth and pleasant relaxation of  
your muscles after holding them so tight for so long. Enjoy 
the pleasure and the nice feelings.
	 After a few minutes following release of  the muscle 
group you tensed, the feelings of  warmth and pleasure will 
ebb. That signals you to tense, hold, and release another set 
of  muscles. To build up the feelings of  warmth and pleasure, 
work on a set of  muscles adjacent to the ones you just tensed.
	 Tense your forearms next. Go through the same steps of  
increasing the tension, hold for a count of  10 to 20 seconds, 
then slowly release, and (most importantly) focus your 
thoughts on the pleasant warmth of  the relaxed muscles. 
This "glow" will grow, encompassing most of  your body as 
you progressively relax more and more muscle groups during 
the session. After you've moved on to tensing and releasing 

your upper arms, shoulders, and so on, the relaxation "glow" 
will infuse most of  your body.

Relaxation of  Specific Muscle Groups
	 It's not always obvious how to tense certain muscle 
groups; you may not even think of  tensing some groups. 
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Shoulders "Hunch" them up by imagining a string 
at the tip of  each shoulder. Imagine the 
strings slowly pulling up your shoulders 
until they're almost in your ears.

Pull them down and forward, hold, and 
release.

Pull your shoulders down and 
backward

Thighs Push down on the ground with your 
feet, trying to embed an impression of  
your feet into the floor.

Put your legs straight out in front of  
you, trying to raise your toes as high as 
you can while keeping your knees 
"locked" in the "straight out" position. 
(This really gets the top of  your thighs 
tight.)

(continued on next page)(continued on next page)



Here are a few suggestions:

Neck Slowly move your head forward (that 
puts a lot of  tension on the neck 
muscles), then rotate it slowly: once 
clockwise, once counterclockwise.

WHAT TO DO WlTH THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS
	 Sometimes worries or bad feelings will intrude. This is 
more likely during the first few sessions. Don't do anything to 
them. Don't try to force them to go away; that may take 
more attention away from the relaxation exercise. Instead, re-
turn your thoughts to the muscle tension, letting the need to 
maintain the tension preoccupy your thoughts and emotions. 
	 When releasing previously tensed muscles, let the 
warmth and pleasure overcome your concerns. The thoughts 
and feelings usually drift away by themselves. If  they remain 
a problem, try self-instructions such as "I'll just watch my 
thoughts flow like I watch the water in a river flow past me."

PAIRING RELAXATION WlTH A CUE TO

DEVELOP RELAXATION ON COMMAND
	 Conditioning occurs fairly quickly after a few good re-
laxation sessions. If  you pair your relaxation with a verbal 
cue, like the word relax said slowly while you breathe in and 
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Feet and lower 
legs

While still sitting, lift your heels so that 
only the balls of  your feet are on the 
ground. Push those heels up as high as 
possible.

Lift your toes, pointing them toward the 
ceiling or sky, while keeping your heels 
on the ground.

Pull your shoulders down and 
backward

Buttocks Tense them so you sit higher.

Back Slowly arch your back into the shape of  
a bow, sticking out your chest. Point it 
to the sky!

Stomach Move your stomach in and downward. 
Imagine trying to make your stomach 
muscles touch your spinal column.

Chest Put your palms together over your chest 
and push them together slowly and 
strongly.

Face and head Pull your eyebrows up in a grimace of  
complete surprise (for forehead 
muscles).

Make a wider, sillier smile than you’ve 
ever made before ... let your teeth show!



while you breathe out, you may later find that softly saying 
relax
to yourself  and making yourself  breathe in the same way will 
bring on feelings of  relaxation rather quickly. Some psycholo-
gists speculate that the "mantra" uttered during meditation 
functions in the same manner as this "relax" cue.
	 Becky Petersen, a graduate student I worked with a num-
ber of  years ago, recommends thinking of  inhaling as draw-
ing up any remaining tension in your body (and mind). Exhal-
ing, Petersen says, then can be thought of  as letting that ten-
sion out of  your body.

HOW OFTEN TO PRACTICE
	 Conditioning relaxation requires regular practice, just 
like any form of  conditioning does. You might make regular 
"attendance" at your self-relaxation sessions a miniature self-
management project. Finding a regular time of  the day to do 
it may test your time management skills at fist, too. After two 
to four sessions, you should find the relaxation sufficiently re-
inforcing that it will be easier to find time and do the exer-
cises for .the full period.
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Chapter 3

SELF-
MANAGEMENT BY 
CONSEQUENCE



HOW CONSEQUENCES CONTROL YOU
	 Antecedents may "cue" us to seek out food, work, or 
companionship, but our choice of  a particular entree, job, or 
person is determined by our memory of  the consequences of  
past choices. We have learned to expect different benefits and 
costs following different choices. For example, graduating from 
school cues some people to look for a job (or at least to worry 
about it).
	 The actual job we choose, however, depends on the 
benefits and costs we expect from it. Benefits considered in 
choosing a job or career might include salary, health insurance, 
and less tangible things such as the gratification of  helping 
others. Costs to be weighed against these benefits can be the 
money you'll have to spend for suits, dresses, or uniforms; time 
and money spent com- muting to the job; and time spent on 
the job that could have been spent earning more money 
elsewhere or enjoying the benefits of  other activities.
	 In the long run, even the power of  antecedents depends 
on the power of  the consequences that follow an antecedent 
behavior sequence. For example, con- sider the antecedent-
behavior sequence of  (see friend + [smile + good feel- ing]). 
One's response after seeing a friend usually is a smile and a 
good feeling, perhaps because of  good times shared in the 
past. Suppose, however, that this sequence is followed several 
times by intense arguments: (see friend + good feeling + friend 
argues with you + bad feeling). That consequence will lead you 
to expect arguments when you see and smile at that person. 
You may even decide to avoid this friend entirely!

	 Think how powerfully simple consequences affect your 
own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Desirable and undesir-
able consequences-reinforcements and punishments-are not 
just things that rats get in plastic boxes. The consequences of  
your behavior thrust you into new ways of  behaving, think-
ing, and feeling. When you are rejected for something you 
did, you may feel deeply hurt and avoid doing it in the future. 
A compliment about your work can thrill you for the whole 
day and make you work all the harder. The power of  conse-
quences is tremendous. Their virtue is that once you become 
more aware of  how different consequences control you, you 
can harness that power by changing consequences so they en-
courage you to think, feel, and behave the way you want to 
instead of  the way you have to.

The Principles of  Behavior Choice
	 We always have at least two alternatives before us: to be-
have or not to behave. Antecedents describe the alternatives 
available to us (there usually are more than two), but what 
makes us do one thing rather than another? There are as 
many answers to that question as there are theories of  psy-
chology. I'll use a behavioral-economic theory: The conse-
quences we expect from each alternative often govern our 
choice according to the principle of  maximizing benefits and 
minimizing costs.
	 Most people choose the job, food, person, or activity 
that maximizes benefits like pleasure, useful information, or 
freedom ("freedom" being the opportunity to choose among 
more alternatives; see Rachlin & Green, 1972). We also typi-
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cally choose the alternative that minimizes costs in time, en-
ergy, and money, or the cost in the psychological resource of  
tolerance for pain. This does not mean that all people are 
"out for themselves." Many human relationships seem to be 
based on a mutually beneficial exchange of  benefits and costs 
(see Homans, 1961; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). However, even 
when people seem to deny themselves benefits that are higher 
than they feel they have "earned," what they may be doing is 
avoiding the "cost" of  feeling guilty for taking more than they 
think they deserve (see Seta & Seta, 1982;Walster, Berscheid, 
& Walster, 1973; Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978).
	 Sometimes the alternatives seem to offer only benefits to 
be maximized, and sometimes only costs to be minimized. 
More often, however, each alternative yields a mixture of  
benefits and costs. At the very least, the time and energy re-
quired to perform a behavior are resources spent and thus 
are "costs." An- other cost of  choosing between alternative 
behaviors is opportunity cost. Any- time we do, think, or feel 
one thing, we lose the opportunity to spend that time doing, 
thinking, or feeling something else. The benefits of  the alter-
native choice are sacrificed, and become opportunity costs.
	 Maybe you're thinking that even though there are bene-
fits and costs for each behavior (or thought or feeling), you 
just subtract costs from benefits and try to maximize net bene-
fits. Or, if  costs exceed benefits, you minimize net costs. Un- 
fortunately, it's not that simple. Your choice of  behavior, 
thought, or feeling is also limited by the amount of  time, en-
ergy, and tolerance for "hassle." The costs of  a behavior-the 

amount that resources are depleted by doing the behavior- 
cannot exceed the limit or constraint that naturally exists for 
any one of  the resources (see Winkler & Winett, 1982; Yates, 
1980a, Ch. 5). You have to keep information on costs sepa-
rate from information on benefits, or else you won't be able 
to compare costs to constraints.
	 If  our choice does exceed the constraint on any of  the 
required resources-if  more time is required than is available, 
for example-we will not be able to complete the behavior and 
may lose many of  its anticipated benefits. This might make 
another alternative more beneficial. Constraints on our per-
sonal resources thus determine our behavior in two ways: 
(1)by limiting the range of  responses we can consider because 
of  the resources each response requires, and (2) often by low-
ering the actual benefits of  a behavior.

Basic ControllingConsequences
	 There are many ways to categorize how benefits, costs, 
and constraints interact to determine our choice of  response 
and the intensity of  that response at any moment in time. 
The categories developed by behavioral psychologists are 
pleasantly simple: There are good ("beneficial") and bad 
("costly") events or actions in this world, and they can either 
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start or stop happening to us (see Craighead, Kazdin, & Ma-
honey, 1981). These four categories of  consequences (Table 
2.1) ignore the effects of  constraints on behavior, but those ef-
fects can be taken into account indirectly in terms of  how 
they reduce the expected benefits.
	 First, good events or actions can start happening to you. 
This positive reinforcement increases the behavior (or 
thought or feeling) that it follows. If  you get a raise, you may 
be inspired to work even harder. It's the simple case of  bene-
fits being produced by the behavior. When given a choice be-
tween responses that differ only in the amount of  positive re-
inforcement available, most people choose the most 
reinforcing-the maximally beneficial-response.
	 Second, good events or actions can stop happening to 
you. This type of  con- sequence presumes that you were re-
ceiving benefits of  some sort until you made the response, 
and then the benefits stopped. This type of  consequence isn't 
reinforcement at all. Instead, this punishment by withdrawal 
reduces whatever behavior, thought, or feeling it follows. For 
example, John is giving Jill a massage. She really likes it. She 
says, "Ooh, that feels so good. . . . Ah, Tim, that feels so fine!" 
And then John stops the massage to punish Jill for mixing 
him up with Tim. When choosing between responses that dif-
fer in their potential for punishment by withdrawal, we 
choose the least punishing response, of  course.
	 Third, bad events or actions can start happening to you. 
When something bad starts happening to us, it's clearly pun-
ishment, often called punishment by application. A slap in 

the face, a flat tire, and a rotten grade all are positive punish-
ers (for most people, anyway). Each of  these events takes 
away some resource-our pride (because of  the slap), our abil-
ity to arrive somewhere on time (because of  the flat tire), or 
perhaps the opportunity to stay in school (be- cause of  the 
bad grade). We're less likely to repeat a response that's been 
followed by punishment (unless the reinforcement it also pro-
duced greatly exceeds the punishment). When choosing be-
tween alternative behaviors, thoughts, or feelings that differ 
in punishment by application, we typically choose the less 
punishing ones.
	 Finally, bad events or actions can stop happening to you. 
When someone stops hitting you, when it stops being so hot 
and humid in a room, or when someone stops nagging you, 
whatever you did before the hitting stopped, heat and humid-
ity declined, or nagging ceased is reinforced. The "cost" 
stops. This is negative reinforcement, and it's quite differ-
ent from punishment. The end result of  negative reinforce-
ment is the same as positive reinforcement: It in- creases the 
future duration, frequency, or intensity of  the response it fol-
lows. When choosing between two responses that differ in 
their "stop" reinforcement, you choose the one that has in the 
past produced more negative reinforcement.
	 What we experience now as a result of  what we just did 
will affect what we do in the future. Our behaviors, thoughts, 
and feelings are controlled partially by the consequences-the 
benefits and costs-that we remember receiving in the past af-
ter behaving, thinking, and feeling in a similar way. Some psy-
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chologists believe this single concept is the most important in 
all of  psychology (Woodward, 1982). At any rate, it's the basis 
for the techniques discussed later in this chapter, which are 
among the most powerful of  all self-management techniques 
(at least in the short run).

Secrets of  Consequence Control
	 Several insights about consequences are needed before 
discussing their use in self-management.

Reinforcers as Enjoyable Activities
	 Reinforcers are often regarded as objects. Reinforcers 
and punishers actually are activities. Perhaps items in the rein-
forcement hierarchy (Table 2.2) are activities such as skiing. 
Even material reinforcers, such as a candy bar or a car, can 
be thought of  as activities: eating the candy bar, driving or 
looking fondly at the car. Things by themselves are pretty use-
less, and not very reinforcing, unless we can do something 
with them.

Consequence Values as a Continuum
	 First, consequences don't just fall into two boxes labeled 
"good" and "bad" or "beneficial" and "costly." Some things 
are better or worse than others: There's a continuum of  good 
and bad things and a corresponding continuum of  reinforc-
ers and punishers.

	 To understand this, jot down three things that you'd like 
to have, do, think or feel. You probably like one of  these 
more than the others, so arrange them in numerical order ac-
cording to which you'd like more. This is a reinforcement hi-
erarchy. Hierarchies can be made for punishments, too, from 
the least to the most severe. A reinforcement hierarchy can 
be turned into a punishment hierarchy by stopping the desir-
able activities listed in the reinforcement hierarchy. Similarly, 
a punishment hierarchy can be transformed into a reinforce-
ment hierarchy by stopping the punishment activities in the 
hierarchy.

Effects of  Delaying Consequences Following a Response
	 Second, a consequence's control over a behavior, 
thought, or feeling depends on how quickly it follows that be-
havior, thought, or feeling. The delay between a response and 
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the onset or cessation of  a good or bad event is a potent fac-
tor in the power of  any reinforcement or punishment.
	 Consequences are most powerful if  there is no delay be-
tween the response and the consequence. If  the delay is very 
long, the response that produced the consequence may get 
confused with other responses and destroy the power of  the 
consequence. It's like getting paid: $200 in our pockets now is 
a lot more valuable than $200 two months from now (even 
without inflation). People tend to decrease the value of  de-
layed reinforcement. We also decrease the value of  any pun-
ishment that may occur months or even decades following a 
behavior (for example, the increased risk of  heart disease and 
cancer that is the delayed but very real consequence of  smok-
ing).

Individualizing Consequence Value
	 Third, reinforcers and punishers are personal matters; 
what's good for some people is bad or good for others. Some-
thing that's a powerful reinforcer for one person may be only 
a mild reinforcer, or even a punisher, for another. For ex- am-
ple, some people love making high dives all day; others would 
rather hike or read a good book.
	 The best way to find out what reinforces and punishes 
you is to test many possible reinforcers and punishers. Exer-
cises later in this chapter help you do that. A few things, like 
food, are reinforcers for most people, but even these can lose 
their "good" qualities through overconsumption or in the 

presence of  certain antecedents (when you've got the flu, for 
instance).

Activity Hierarchies and Premackian Reinforcers
	 Some consequences are activities that can be ranked 
into a hierarchy that's unique for each person a t each mo-
ment in time (see Premack, 1965, 1971; Timberlake & Alli-
son, 1974). In your hierarchy, activities you like to do are at 
the top of  the list, those that you sort of  like to do are in the 
middle, and at the bottom are those activities you wouldn't 
do-unless the only choice was between them and an activity 
even closer to the bottom. For example, few people will 
choose wash- ing dishes as their preferred activity unless the 
only alternative is cleaning the cat litter box.
	 Technically speaking, this activity hierarchy is a nearly 
continuous range of  activity probabilities. The activities at 
the top are the most probable under "free" conditions-when 
you're entirely free to choose whatever you want to do. The 
activities at the bottom of  the hierarchy are the least prob-
able under free conditions. Imagine you are suddenly let 
loose to do whatever you please for as long as you please. 
Stop reading for a moment and write out your activity hierar-
chy. Table 2.2 will help (it’s on a preceding page; start in the 
left column). What does the frequency and probability of  dif-
ferent activities look like? One student listed dancing near the 
top, studying a bit lower, and cleaning up her room near the 
bottom (see Table 2.3, next page).
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	 Where are the reinforcers in these lists? Actually, any ac-
tivity in your hierarchy can be a reinforcer-for an activity 
lower in the hierarchy. That has become known as the 
Premack Principle. Dancing can reinforce studying (for 
some people), but even studying can reinforce an activity 

that's lower in the hierarchy, such as doing the laundry. One 
walk around the quad might reinforce reading one chapter of  
physics. Just looking out the window can be a potential 
Premackian reinforcer for reading a page of  Shakespeare.
	 What happens if  you follow a given response with an ac-
tivity that's lower in the hierarchy? Suppose you study abnor-
mal psychology for thirty minutes and then study statistics for 
the next thirty minutes. That would be a sort of  Premackian 
punishment, if  you prefer reading abnormal psychology to 
studying statistics. Many people inadvertently punish them-
selves for studying their favorite subjects by studying them 
first.
	 Because almost any activity can be a reinforcer for some 
less preferred activity, there will always be many reinforcers 
available for use in self-management. This also means that 
we are always getting mildly reinforced or punished to some 
degree, even though we didn't plan it that way, because what-
ever we do is followed by some other activity.

The Dependency of  Behaviors
	 A behavior never occurs independent of  other behav-
iors. Removing one behavior creates an empty "space" that 
begs to be filled by another behavior. Too often the old behav-
ior (or thought or feeling) wants to move back into its accus-
tomed niche in your behavioral "ecosystem." Installing a new 
behavior in your life must decrease the frequency, duration, 
or intensity of  some other behavior (or thought or feeling). 
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That must, in turn, "bump" some other response-or the origi-
nal response will be lost.
	 For example, if  you want to study more, you may have 
to party less, or spend less time watching soap operas. Some-
thing has to give. You might begin by changing either the 
stimuli for, or the reward value of, partying (or watching 
soaps, if  you don't want to forsake parties). Similarly, if  you 
want to decrease a particular behavior, you might increase-
via reinforcement-a behavior that will "bump" the undesired 
behavior. To avoid snacking at a certain time of  the day, for 
example, you could reinforce a behavior incompatible with 
snacking, like jogging. What all this means is that reinforce-
ment can be used to decrease a response indirectly, and that 
punishment can be used to increase a response indirectly.

Ways of  Scheduling Consequences
	 The most widely researched area of  consequence con-
trol is how the exact scheduling of  consequences following a 
response affects the future frequency of  that response. Be-
cause it's more pleasant for researchers to study reinforce-
ment than punishment, most research on consequence sched-
uling has focused on positive reinforcement. Presumably, 
most of  these findings also apply to negative reinforcement. 
There has been less research on scheduling effects for punish-
ment by application or withdrawal.

Classic Reinforcement Schedules
	 When initially establishing a new response, such as learn-
ing how to serve in tennis, the rate of  reinforcement should 
be high to encourage each approximation to skilled perform-
ance. There should be shouts of  congratulation from the side-
lines and from across the net whenever the served ball makes 
it over the net, and double bravos if  it lands within the court 
boundaries. Such continuous reinforcement produces quick 
acquisition of  responses.
	 Unfortunately, however, it also makes those responses 
weak because they'll stop quickly if  the constant reinforce-
ment suddenly stops. Thus, after you've served successfully a 
few times, the social reinforcement should slacken. To make 
the desired response more persistent, use intermittent rein-
forcement. There are four basic types of  intermittent rein-
forcement: fixed ratio, fixed interval, variable ratio, and vari-
able interval. Let's look at each of  these schedules in turn.
	 Fixed Ratio. Receiving reinforcement after you do some-
thing a specified number of  times is called fixed ratio or 
FR reinforcement. If  you get fifty dollars every time you sell 
seven magazine subscriptions, for example, you're receiving 
fixed ratio reinforcement. Fixed ratio schedules make people 
work hard and fast until reinforcement is received. Then 
there's often a period of  no behavior, followed by another 
burst of  behavior.
	 Fixed Interval. Receiving reinforcement after a certain 
amount of  time is known as fixed interval or FI reinforce-
ment. (In fixed interval reinforcement, you have to make the 
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response only once after the interval has passed to get rein-
forcement.) If  you get fifteen dollars for each hour you spend 
soliciting subscriptions, regardless of  how many you sell, 
you'd be on a fixed interval schedule of  reinforcement. Fixed 
interval reinforcement produces low rates of  responding, 
with a brief  burst of  responding at the end of  the interval. 
Many students (and professors) seem to be controlled by fixed 
interval schedules. Studying and manuscript writing usually 
proceed at low rates until midterms, finals, or another dead-
line. Just before the deadline, there's a sudden flurry of  pages 
turned or typed (see Figure 2.1).
	 Variable ratio. If  you get reinforced on the average every 
Xth time you do something- sometimes you have to do it only 
five times, sometimes ten, but usually about seven-then you're 
on a variable ratio or VR schedule. The variable ratio 
schedule produces such persistent responding that, when the 
response is paying money, it's illegal except in places like At-
lantic City, Nevada, and stock ex- changes. In those locales 
the variable ratio schedule is called "playing the slots" or 
"playing the market." (Slot machines and stocks vary in the 
amount of  reinforcement delivered, however, as well as in the 
average number of  responses required for reinforcement.)
	 Variable interval. If  you get reinforced about every X min-
utes, but sometimes more quickly and sometimes less, you're 
under the control of  variable interval or VI reinforce-
ment. If  you are paid fifteen dollars about every hour, but 
sometimes you receive fifteen dollars after only 10 or 20 min-
utes of  work and other times you have to work 90 or 100 min-

utes to get fifteen dollars, you are on a variable interval sched-
ule. This schedule also produces steady rates of  responding, 
but the rates are lower and somewhat less persistent.
	 These schedules of  reinforcement are simplistic ways of  
understanding why we do the things we do. Psychologists 
have studied many more complex schedules of  reinforcement 
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(see Reynolds, 1975).However, the schedules of  reinforce-
ment or punishment in your life can be so complex that you 
won't find them in any book. Instead, you have to study the 
schedule by observing its effects on your behavior. That's why 
this TOOLS Book of  the Self-Management series asks you to 
keep careful records of  the responses you want to modify and 
the possible reinforcing or punishing consequences that fol-
low. Sometimes, of  course, you may be controlled by one of  
the "purer" reinforcement schedules, like the fixed ratio or 
variable interval schedules. Record keeping can help you rec-
ognize when that's happening, too.

Making Reinforcement Schedules into Self-Management Tools
	 Once you're aware of  the effects that schedules of  rein-
forcement have on your behavior, you can better decide 
whether to let the same schedule continue or to change it. 
For example, knowing about fixed interval schedules of  rein-
forcement suggests that anything with a deadline is going to 
produce very little work until the last few moments before the 
deadline-like cramming before midterms and finals. You can 
avoid the anxiety and pain of  cramming by substituting a bet-
ter schedule of  reinforcement for your studying. You could 
set up a shorter fixed interval schedule by establishing weekly 
or even daily study goals. Reinforce yourself, if  you've met 
the weekly or daily goals, by doing something that's high in 
your activity hierarchy.
	 The new schedule may create a series of  weekly "mini-
crams." But these are probably still better than one big cram 

at the end of  the semester. You'll probably learn more, too, 
with weekly studying goals. Or perhaps you'd prefer a fixed 
ratio schedule for reinforcement of  studying. (For example, 
for every ten pages you read, you'd allow yourself  a new stick 
of  gum.) That fixed ratio schedule of  reinforcement would 
produce high rates of  studying (Ryan, 1974). You'd get even 
more studying done if  you put it on a variable ratio schedule 
of  reinforcement.
	 The important ideas here, which can be used in any self-
management project, are:

1. The particular way in which reinforcement is sched-
uled can affect your behavior (and thoughts and feel-
ings). 

2. You can make your life more pleasant by changing a 
few of  the reinforcement schedules that are control-
ling your behavior now. 

That's enough about schedules of  reinforcement for now. It's 
time to start applying the concepts of  different types of  conse-
quences and consequence scheduling to something useful-like 
changing you into more of  the person you want to be.

CONSEQUENCE TECHNIQUES
Five basic self-management techniques involve consequences:

a) positive reinforcement
b) negative reinforcement
c) punishment by application
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d) punishment by withdrawal
e) extinction

Positive Reinforcement
	 When used for self-management, positive reinforcement 
amounts to arranging for a reward for achievement of  a goal. 
The self-reward should be extrinsic, like walking in the park 
after calling your parents to ask for more money, rather than 
intrinsic as in "I'll call my folks for the joy of  calling them, 
and then ask for money." It should also be something you 
give to yourself  (self-reinforcement), instead of  something 
that someone else gives to you.

An Example: Making More Music with Positive Reinforcement
Suppose learning to play the guitar has been one of  your 
goals for years, but you've never put in the steady practice 
that makes for a competent guitar player. You may play a lot 
for a few days, and then the guitar goes in the closet for a 
month. Friends ask you to bring your guitar on outings, but 
someone else al- ways ends up doing the playing. The prob-
lem seems to be that you don't know the chords to any popu-
lar songs.
	 You decide to become a "permanent" guitar player. To 
make this goal con- crete and specific, you define it as playing 
the guitar at least a half  hour each day. A good time to prac-
tice seems to be at 3 P.M.,when most of  your friends are in 

class or at work and you usually snack or read a trashy novel. 
You also have to reinforce guitar playing and, more specifi-
cally, reinforce practicing the chords to songs that your crowd 
likes to sing. You look back at the reinforcement hierarchy 
you listed earlier, and choose something you really like-for ex-
ample, racquetball, watching TV, or playing a video game. 
You plan to do it if  and only if  you meet your preestablished 
criteria for "guitar practice done for today."
	 You could also lower the reinforcement value of  your 
snack or the trashy novel. Replace that hot romance with a 
dull book. Throw out those potato chips and get some pick-
led grasshoppers to munch on (unless you like grasshoppers). 
Or, plan to read your novel or have a snack after guitar prac-
tice. That would be Premackian reinforcement.
	 You do have to watch out for a pitfall of  Premackian re-
inforcement, though. When the activities that were done in-
stead of  the target response become rein- forcers in a self-
management project, you may be tempted to cut the target 
response short and begin the other activities prematurely. For 
example, it might be too easy for you to stop playing the gui-
tar and return to the novel if  you had planned to read the 
novel anyway as reinforcement for guitar playing.
	 You might also practice in a sound-proof  music room. 
That way you won't be distracted by all those people who'll 
come to hear you play. (And, you'll avoid social punishment 
for that occasional bad chord.) Moreover, the music room 
will put some distance between you and the snack food.
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BASIC STEPS FOR POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT
1. Select the behavior, thought, or feeling you want to 

change. Describe this target response in terms that are sim-
ple and concrete enough for a friend to understand what 
you mean. Include the situations in which, or the time at 
which, the response should occur.

2. To increase the response via positive reinforcement:
• Reinforce it more, or
• Reinforce less some response that would compete with 

the target response (an incompatible response), or
• Do both.

3. To decrease the response via positive reinforcement:
• Reinforce it less (that is, lower the present rate of  rein-

forcement it ma be receiving), or
• Reinforce an incompatible response more, or
• Do both.

4. When looking for reinforcers to use, consider activity rein-
forcers as well as material ones.

Hints for Doing It Right!
	 Make self-reinforcement big, sassy, and fast. Some peo-
ple's fist stab at self-reinforcement is, "Great! I'll practice an 
hour a day and on Saturdays I'll reward myself  with thirty 
minutes of  racquetball!" That sort of  delayed reinforcement 
rarely works. The cardinal rule of  self-reinforcement is to re-

inforce yourself  more and sooner than you think you'll need. 
To foster regular guitar playing, for example, you should re-
quire only ten or twenty minutes of  playing before giving 
yourself  tangible reinforcement (such as a cup of  your favor-
ite tea and a few minutes reading a magazine). Ten or twenty 
minutes of  guitar playing before the reward probably seems 
too little to you. It's not.
	 Self-management is not an endurance test to see how lit-
tle and infrequent a reward you need. Your "willpower" is not 
at stake here. Always set a reasonable goal for self-
reinforcement ... then make the goal even easier. 
	 Most of  us have been taught by our parents and teach-
ers to set goals using the "aim for Mars so you'll make it as 
far as the Moon" strategy. We rarely achieve these lofty goals, 
but we do exert a lot of  effort trying. We may end up farther 
ahead than if  we had set no goals at all. Yet we never feel like 
we've really achieved our goals, so we never really reinforce 
ourselves. Eventually, we may stop reinforcing ourselves alto-
gether, and lose a valuable self-management strategy.
	 You also may stop trying to reach an oppressively high 
goal. Imagine setting a goal of  jumping 12 feet to get to the 
second story of  a building. Ridiculous! Who'd even try? Now 
imagine getting to the second floor by climbing a series of  6-
inch steps in a stairway. That's a series of  reasonable goals 
that almost guarantees you'll reach the final goal.
	 You may feel a little guilty at first, but try setting reason-
able goals for your- self. A reasonable goal is one that (a) 

36



seems too easy; (b) makes you say, "Of  course I can do that!"; 
but that (c) you haven't yet achieved despite previous efforts.
	 Gradually increase your response requirement. If  you 
feel slightly embarrassed about rewarding yourself  when 
you've accomplished an easy goal, tell yourself  that you'll 
eventually raise your performance level (for example, the 
number of  pages you have to read or the minutes you have to 
play the guitar to get reinforcement). After it's become easy 
to achieve your first goal, gradually raise this reinforcement 
requirement to where you'd really like it.
	 That's how some people end up being great musicians, 
scholars, and so on: They gradually ask more and more of  
themselves. This self-management technique is called 
shaping-shaping oneself  into a progressively more self-
managed and successful person. The people who really make 
it probably set their initial goals a bit lower than the rest of  
us do. What sets many of  them apart is that they just keep 
ratcheting up the requirement for reinforcement ever so 
slightly, year after year.
	 When they've mastered one goal, they set a new one just 
above the old one. Eventually their performance is far above 
where they started. Also, these "high achievers" seem to make 
their goals easy enough that an occasional failure doesn't 
make them quit. Instead, they keep trying, and perhaps they 
lower the next goal so that success is more likely.
	 Does reinforcement destroy intrinsic interest? You might 
worry about the idea of  "reinforcing" yourself; perhaps you 
wonder if  it might even be destructive. Reinforcement can 

sometimes backfire when it's administered by other people, 
but not when you administer it to yourself. Research by social 
psychologists Lepper, Greene, and Nisbett (1973) suggests if  
someone else reinforces an activity that you already find "in-
trinsically" enjoyable, and then stops rein- forcing you, you'll 
end up doing the activity less than you did before reinforce-
ment. However, other researchers dispute this conclusion 
(Bandura, 1977, 1982; Feingold & Mahoney, 1975). But if  
you reinforce yourself  for engaging in already interesting ac-
tivities, there won't be a decrease in how much you do the ac-
tivity after you stop reinforcement. In sum, self-reinforcement 
doesn't seem to destroy intrinsic interest. -
	 Keep reinforcement reinforcing. You may run into sev-
eral problems when using positive reinforcement, but there 
are always ways to solve them if  you recognize the problems 
soon enough.

a. Some reinforcers can be too awkward to administer in a precise 
manner after a particular number of  responses. For ex-
ample, a vibrator may feel good on your shoulder, but 
perhaps it's too bulky or too embarrassing to use as an 
immediate reinforcer for responses like giving a good 
speech.

b. You may become tired of, or bored with, the reinforcer. Indeed, 
you can become overly satisfied with just about any-
thing, even things that seem incredibly pleasurable at 
fist.

c. The reinforcer may preclude or prevent other responses that are 
necessary for achieving other goals. For instance, if  you 
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reward yourself  for studying by eating ice cream, you 
may become too overweight to be attractive. Rewarding 
your studying with drugs like alcohol can prevent fur-
ther studying or even meaningful conversation, making 
a variety of  self-management goals difficult to attain. 

d. Reinforcing yourself  with a desirable but unlikely activity can 
amount to a promise not kept, which sabotages the whole 
self-management effort. Some people pledge to rein-
force studying with an expensive activity, such as skiing 
next weekend, when they can barely afford groceries. 

e. Attempting to use as a reinforcer an activity that is not reinforcing 
to you can be a real mistake, even though it may win ap-
proval from others. For example, saying that you'll fol-
low a visit to the Career Center to find a job with 
twenty laps around the track won't work if  you hate jog-
ging and haven't put on running shoes in years. 

f. Arranging a social activity (a trip to the zoo, for instance) as a 
reinforcer can backfire in several ways. If  you don't do what 
you were supposed to do to get reinforced, how do you 
explain this to the person you were going with? Also, 
what happens if  you do achieve your goal but didn't 
make plans ahead of  time and your friend has already 
decided to spend the weekend on some- one else's 
yacht?

g. Delaying the reinforcement too long is also a mistake. Rein-
forcement works only if  it follows the response quickly. 
Putting aside a dollar each day you diet, with the plan 

of  eventually buying a stereo, is too delayed to increase 
the responses of  most people. 

 
	 Fortunately, each of  these problems is easy to solve. 
First, consider awkwardness. Food is reinforcing to most peo-
ple, and so are vibrators, but both are bulky. Sometimes it's 
socially unacceptable to self-reinforce with food or a few 
good vibrations. But how about giving yourself  a symbol of  
the reinforcement? These symbolic reinforcers could be 
points or some other token. You keep track of  how much rein-
forcement you earn during the day, and then, at the right 
time, trade in your symbolic reinforcers for real ones. You 
can give yourself  a certain number of  points for each minute 
you spend studying, and then cash in your points for primary 
reinforcers later at a preset "exchange rate" (like 1ounce of  
beer or ice cream for every ten points). Points allow much 
more precise reinforcement than most primary reinforcers.
	 Symbolic reinforcers acquire value after it becomes clear 
that they reliably produce primary reinforcers when "cashed 
in." This will make your symbolic reinforcers somewhat rein-
forcing in and of  themselves. Points or other symbolic rein-
forcers are also easy to use; they can be administered immedi-
ately, any- where and anytime. Imagine stopping after every 
ten minutes of  studying to measure out an ounce of  ice 
cream reinforcement!
	 Using symbolic reinforcers solves several problems, but 
"getting tired" of  the reinforcer can still spoil your Self-study 
plans. Maybe you get tired of  eating chocolate brownies after 
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the pan's half  empty. Satiation also can undermine the power 
of  conditioned reinforcers like points. Points leading to some-
thing you've had too much of  are no big attraction.
	 To avoid the problems of  satiation, you can let the 
points "stand for" more than one primary reinforcer. Make 
up a "menu" for what those points could earn you-either 
chocolate ice cream (1 ounce for every ten points you earn), 
or time with your vibrator (ten minutes of  vibration per 
twenty points), or any other arrangement that seems good to 
you. You'll be able to maximize the value of  reinforcement 
you've earned by choosing the reinforcement you desire most. 
This kind of  all-purpose reinforcer, called a generalized con-
ditioned reinforcer, solves many problems in self-
reinforcement.
	 One objection to reinforcement might be, "But I already 
have and do everything I want, and I won't sacrifice that." 
Some people say they can't use the technique of  reinforce-
ment: They aren't willing to deny themselves anything, and 
they have everything and do everything they desire already. 
These fortunate individuals can use other self-management 
techniques. Often, however, these individuals actually do 
have several activities they would prefer to do but do not do 
now. These activities could become Premackian reinforcers.
	 The problem may be that these individuals don't really 
expect to achieve their self-management goals, and they want 
to avoid the loss of  pleasure if  they commit themselves to a 
self-reinforcement arrangement. They may also wish to avoid 
the mild embarrassment of  not achieving self-set goals. In 

that case, the problem can often be solved by setting more 
easily attained goals.
	 In other cases, people who refuse to deny themselves re-
inforcing activities may not expect the benefits of  using conse-
quence techniques to be worth the costs of  forestalling some 
pleasures. They should still try using some of  the techniques. 
Earning one's reinforcement may be a novel experience, but 
novelty can be quite reinforcing after all. These consequence-
oriented techniques might even help achieve goals, such as a 
high-paying job or a satisfying marriage, which can ensure a 
continuing supply of  pleasurable activities and objects (and 
maybe even greater ecstasy in the years to come).

Effectiveness of  Positive Reinforcement
	 Positive reinforcement is effective by definition. If  a con-
sequence increases the frequency, duration, or intensity of  a 
target response, it's a reinforcer. If  a con- sequence doesn't in-
crease the frequency of  that target behavior, it's not a rein- 
forcer, even if  you wanted it to be and thought it would be. 
This makes the definition of  reinforcement circular, despite 
rather extensive arguments to the contrary.
	 Nevertheless, reinforcement is a useful technique that 
works well in many situations. Systematic reinforcement for 
gradually improved responses has pro- duced dramatic 
changes in schizophrenics, other mentally distraught persons, 
the retarded, delinquents, and even "normal" adults and chil-
dren (for example, Ayllon & Azrin, 1968; Bandura, 1969; Et-
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zel, LeBlanc, & Baer, 1977; Fixsen, Phillips, Phillips, & Wolf, 
1976;Patterson, 1974;Patterson, Reid, Jones, & Con- ger, 
1975; Phillips, 1968; Rimm & Masters, 1974). No single tech-
nique for psychological change has had more impact on ap-
plied psychology, and on the lives of  individuals around the 
world, than positive reinforcement (see Ulrich, Stachnik, & 
Mabry, 1966, 1970, 1974).

An Exercise in Positive Reinforcement
1. Select a response to increase or decrease. Reinforcement works 

only when the response is defined very specifically. If  you 
want to use reinforcement to eat less, for example, include 
answers to the following questions in your definition: Eat 
what less? All foods? Just less “junk” food?Less candy? And 
how much less? Say, 100 calories less per day than you aver-
aged in the week before you began the project?

2. Increase a response by increasing reinforcement for it, or by decreasing 
reinforcement for alternative responses, or both. If  there's been no 
reinforcement for the response so far, apply some. Using re-
inforcement to improve your behavior isn't any more artifi-
cial than other efforts to improve your lot in life, like study-
ing for an exam. If  some reinforcement already exists for 
the response, apparently the potency of  the reinforcement 
needs to be in- creased. Or, maybe an even more heavily 
reinforced response is competing with the response you 
want to increase. If  so, try to decrease the reinforcement 
received by the competing response.

3. Decrease a response by decreasing reinforcement for it, or by increas-
ing reinforcement for alternative responses, or both. This is 
the converse of  Step 2.  It's like fighting fire with fire: In-
crease reinforcement for a response that's benign and in-
compatible with the response you want to decrease.

4. Consider activity reinforcers as well as material reinforcers. You may 
not be able to buy lots of  things as self-rewards. Or maybe 
it seems crass to give yourself  material rewards for doing 
the things you think you should do already. Let the rein-
forcement, therefore, be an activity rather than an object. 
Premackian reinforcers can be better, cheaper, and less sati-
ating reinforcers than material goods like food, money, and 
clothes.

5. You can never start with too low a response requirement, or too large a 
reinforcement. But you probably will. You'll most likely say, 
"Gee, this reinforcement stuff  isn't working." Actually, the 
problem may be the way you're shaping the response. So 
be good to yourself  for a change! Give yourself  a dose of  
reinforcement for gradual, successive approximations to 
the final goal. Just nudge yourself  gradually toward perfec-
tion.

Negative Reinforcement
Negative reinforcement is, as you recall, ending an aversive 
event contingent on doing a response. That means that you 
have to be experiencing some aversive stimulation before you 
can use this technique. Because this technique has "reinforce-
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ment" in its name, it increases the response it follows by defi-
nition.
	 To improve studying with positive reinforcement, you let 
yourself  do something fun after you studied. To improve 
studying with negative reinforcement, however, you have to 
make yourself  feel bad until you start studying.
	 You may not want to use negative reinforcement for self-
management, and maybe you shouldn't. It sometimes has un-
pleasant side effects. Unfortunately, it's probably the most 
common technique people use for managing themselves and 
others. When used as an other-management technique, nega-
tive reinforcement has been the end of  many relationships. 
We'll discuss it here so you'll be able to recognize it and pre-
vent its use by yourself  and others.
	 The negative reinforcement tool of  self-management 
can be called "worrying," "guilt," or "self-bitching." Why 
make yourself  miserable to make yourself  do something to 
escape the misery? Although they're not very good ones, here 
are a few commonly expressed reasons:
★ You can't think of  any reinforcers to use on yourself.
★ It's easier (and cheaper) to make things aversive for your-

self  than to make things pleasant for yourself.
★ You are reinforced by making yourself  feel miserable 

(this sounds like a contradiction, but it needn't be).
★ The negative reinforcement technique of  self- and 

other-management was taught and demonstrated to you 
by your parents, siblings, or peers.

★ You don't know, or aren't willing to use, other techniques 
of  self-management.

	 Maybe you learned to use negative reinforcement in-
stead of  positive reinforcement, because if  you were already 
inflicting pain on yourself, others weren't as likely to use pain 
in trying to control you. Maybe you were punished for using 
positive reinforcement by being called a "softie" or a "hedon-
ist." You may even have been reinforced positively, with un-
derstanding smiles from parents or sighs of  admiration from 
classmates,when you described how worried you were about 
your studies. Why not use positive reinforcement instead, and 
feel good for doing good?
	 Despite the drawbacks, you may still want to use nega-
tive reinforcement in some self-management situations. If  
aversive stimulation typically occurs when you don't make a 
response, and you want to increase that response, perhaps 
you can arrange for the aversive stimulation to stop following 
the response. Or perhaps you are one of  the folks who can't 
deny themselves pleasure: are you willing to do something to 
stop mild pain?

An Example: Using Negative Reinforcement to Start a Job Search
	 Suppose it's spring break, and, in addition to enjoying 
the weather, you need to line up a summer job to pay some 
of  the bills for next school year. But the balmy beaches 
beckon! You could use negative reinforcement to prompt you 
toward the various steps in your job search-preparing a re-
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sume, reading the paper, visiting the employment bureau, 
and knocking on doors. When you get up in the morning, 
start thinking about how depressing it would be to have no 
money to buy books, clothes, or movie tickets next school 
year. Keep thinking and worrying about this until you start 
doing something related to getting a job. Then immediately 
stop worrying. (That can be difficult, but do it: you deserve it! 
Or, if  you decide to jog daily, keep focusing your thoughts on 
how out-of-shape you feel ... right up until you're running. 
Many people use a similar technique in an attempt to study 
more: They worry about their grades more and more. That 
may explain why some people dislike studying and school; 
perhaps worrying and studying have become associated by re-
peated pairings of  studying and negative reinforcement.

BASIC STEPS FOR NEGATIVE REINFORCEMENT
1. Define the behavior, thought, or feeling to be increased. As 

always, be specific!
2. Find a stimulus that is mildly aversive and that you can be-

gin presenting to yourself  before the response. Make sure 
you can terminate the aversive stimulus easily and quickly 
after you respond.

3. Specify the stimulus that should cue the response. This is 
not the aversive stimulus. Instead, it's the stimulus that 
should make the response happen. This step is easy to for-
get, but try not to omit it. Otherwise you may end up "wor-

rying" or presenting some other aversive stimulus to your-
self  just about all the time to get yourself  to do something.

4. When the cuing stimulus occurs, start presenting the aver-
sive stimulus. Let it build up for a few minutes. Then begin 
the response.

5. The moment you start doing what you want to reinforce, 
stop the aversion.

Hints for Negative Reinforcement
	 It's important to understand not only how consequences 
such as negative reinforcement can be used in new self-
management techniques, but also how they may control us 
now. As we see how consequences produce behaviors we 
want to stop, we may be able to change those consequences 
and thus gain control over our behavior. Negative reinforce-
ment may be responsible for misbehavior that may eventually 
require self-management.
	 Think, for instance, about the aversive events that the 
typical alcohol abuser experiences: hangovers, job problems, 
marital disharmony, and maybe several car accidents. These 
events cause real physical and psychological pain. Caused by 
consumption of  alcohol, these problems also can be escaped 
(temporarily, and only in the mind of  the abuser) by more al-
cohol consumption. The result is a vicious circle of  conse-
quence control.
	 Too often drug abuse produces an aversive situation that 
is escaped by further drug abuse. This causes the aversive 
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situation to soon return, which sets up a truly vicious cycle of  
"stop" reinforcement for perpetual drug abuse. The same cy-
cle may reinforce abuse of  alcohol, marijuana, heroin, nico-
tine, and other drugs. Negative reinforcement thus contrib-
utes greatly to the insidious nature of  drug abuse.
	 A variation of  negative reinforcement is to avoid rather 
than escape self- inflicted aversive experiences. If  you re-
spond before the aversive experience begins, some theorists 
say you never actually have to experience the aversive stimula-
tion. But you probably won't always be able to do the avoid-
ance response in time. Sometimes, therefore, you'll receive 
the aversive stimulation and have to escape it instead.
	 In addition, what we call avoidance can actually be seen 
as a form of  es- cape-not from the aversive stimulus, but from 
our memory and expectancy of  it. Cognitive representations 
of  aversive experiences have been shown to produce physio-
logical responses (such as perspiration increases and brain 
wave shifts) that mimic those of  the actual aversive experi-
ence (see Mahoney, 1974a; Miller, 1935; Pribram, 1971; 
Rimm & Litvak, 1969).
	 Thus, when we "avoid" a painful experience, we actually 
may be remembering what the experience was like be- fore 
(or we may be conjuring up an image of  what we expect it 
would be like), and escaping this aversive cognitive experi-
ence through the appropriate "avoidance" response. Thus, 
negative reinforcement probably always involves aversive 
stimulation, covertly if  not overtly.

Effectiveness of  Negative Reinforcement
	 The effectiveness of  negative reinforcement is "guaran-
teed" by its definition. If  aversive stimulation is withdrawn fol-
lowing a response, and the response soon increases, it was 
negative reinforcement. We know it was negative reinforce-
ment because the frequency of  responding increased when 
an aversive stimulus was withdrawn. An aversive stimulus is 
whatever increases a response when it's withdrawn. As you 
can see, this definition is as circular as the definition for posi-
tive reinforcement.
	 There's really no problem with circularity as long as the 
principle is useful. However, the side effects of  negative rein-
forcement can be unexpected and un- desirable. For one 
thing, aversive stimulation (either real or imagined) is part of  
negative reinforcement. Excessive aversive stimulation can 
produce tissue damage or conditioned avoidance of  the en-
tire self-management situation. Also, the low rate of  pleasant 
experiences that often accompanies negative reinforcement 
techniques can be depressing. If  possible, therefore, avoid 
negative reinforcement and use positive reinforcement in-
stead.
An Exercise in Negative Reinforcement
a) Select a response to increase. Make it a minor one. Or use 

negative reinforcement to decrease a response: Decrease 
the rate of  negative reinforcement for the undesired re-
sponse while increasing the rate of  negative reinforce-
ment for the desired response.
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b) Select the mildly aversive stimulus that the response will terminate. 
Avoid the temptation to increase the aversiveness of  the 
stimulus in the hope of  making the negative reinforce-
ment more effective. That would increase the risk of  
side effects, too.

c) Clearly specify which stimulus should cue the start of  aversive 
stimulation. If  you don't do this, you'll either make your-
self  miserable longer than necessary, or you'll never be-
gin the aversive stimulation.

d) Watch out for deleterious side effects. In particular, watch out 
for damage to your mental health from worrying so 
much (worrying being the aversive stimulus). Monitor 
the side effects of  this and all other self-management ef- 
forts closely.

Punishment by Application
	 Punishment by application is all too prevalent as a 
method of  self- and other-management. In this form of  pun-
ishment, an aversive stimulus is presented following a re-
sponse to decrease the frequency of  that response. (This 
could be called "positive punishment" in the sense that the 
stimulus is being added to the environment.)
	 Punishment by application does work if  administered 
properly. As with negative reinforcement, however, you must 
be aware of  the side effects. When used to control other peo-
ple, punishment by application often is reinforcing to the per-
son who's administering it. Even though the target behavior 

stops, punishment by application may not. Instead, punishing 
agents sometimes continue aversive stimulation, perhaps say-
ing, "And this one is so you never do it again!" Another bad 
side effect of  punishment by application is that it can condi-
tion the punished person to avoid the person who punished 
him or her. Self-punishment can have the same side effects as 
punishment by others-only you may end up being the person 
you want to avoid. You may even start out punishing yourself  
in a controlled manner for a specific behavior, but end up 
punishing yourself  excessively.
	 If  you think of  yourself  as someone who seeks pleasure 
and avoids pain, the danger of  excessive punishment may 
seem remote indeed. But if  your parents used punishment as 
a primary method of  controlling you, it would be natural for 
you to use punishment more than reinforcement to control 
your own behavior.
	 Also, your parents may not have reinforced you for self-
reinforcement after you did something good. Some parents 
even punish self-indulgence. Our social standards seem, there-
fore, to punish self-reinforcement and reinforce self-
punishment. In fact, many people equate "self-management" 
with self-punishment. Maybe you thought something like, 
"Boy, I'm gonna whip myself  into shape in this course."
	 Most people punish themselves more than they reinforce 
themselves-whether it's a private wince at some "dumb" thing 
they said, or a public put-down ("Boy, was I a pig!"). You may 
be using punishment as your principal self-management tech-
nique now. If  so, you may be suffering its side effects as well. 
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You might, therefore, think about replacing it with a rein-
forcement technique. You should, however, be aware of  all 
the different types of  arrangements that can end up produc-
ing self-punishment. Punishment also should be part of  your 
self-management "tool chest" of  techniques, in case you need 
it.

An Example: Using Punishment by Application to Stop Unwanted 
Thoughts
	 Suppose you have these slightly obsessive thoughts. 
Sometimes you think over and over again about something 
that really doesn't deserve that much attention. Many people 
occasionally get into a rut of  worrying that they left the stove 
on or forgot to turn the car lights off. One student of  mine 
worried daily about her parents getting into an accident. Per-
haps you keep thinking about a relationship that didn't work 
right. Self-punishment might help you stop all these thoughts.
	 As a self-punisher you could wear a heavy rubber band 
around your wrist. Whenever you start thinking about that 
person you'd rather forget, you immediately snap the rubber 
band sharply. Punishment is effective only if  it's ad- minis-
tered immediately, following every response, and at high in-
tensity (see Reynolds, 1975).
	 Maybe you're worried that people will ask you about the 
rubber band. An- other "thought-stopping" punisher is to yell 
mentally "Stop!" at yourself  follow- ing the onset of  the unde-
sired thought sequence, as if  you were yelling at a little kid 

who was nagging you. Thought-stopping routines and other 
forms of  punishment distract your attention from worrying, 
at least for a moment. Be sure to follow up your thought-
stopping by reinforcing an alternative response, such as 
thoughts about what you'll do this weekend. If  you don't sub-
stitute an alternative response, the "vacuum" that follows 
elimination of  a thought may be filled by another thought 
you don't want.

BASIC STEPS FOR PUNISHMENT BY APPLICATION
1. Select a behavior to decrease in frequency, intensity, or du-

ration. You also can use punishment by application to in-
crease some behaviors indirectly by decreasing others. The 
change wouldn't be very specific, however. You wouldn't 
know which behaviors might replace the punished ones.

2. Find an aversive stimulus that you can apply quickly follow-
ing a response. This is your punisher.  
Make sure that the punisher can't do any permanent dam-
age.

• Try to get a punisher that terminates itself  automati-
cally (like snapping your wrist with rubber band). 
Ideal punishers start quickly, rise rapidly to maximum 
intensity, and terminate quickly.

• Avoid punishers that continue until you decide to ter-
minate them (like worrying or wearing a horsehair 
shirt).
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• Choose a punisher that can be administered incon-
spicuously. If  you wish to modify a social response, 
you'll want to administer punishment immediately but 
not be embarrassed by it.

• Avoid using embarrassment as your punishment. You 
can't always control the severity of  social punishment 
(someone may enjoy hurting you). Also, setting your-
self  up to be socially embarrassed can permanently 
damage your career if  a boss or professor witnesses 
the embarrassing event.

3. Whenever the undesired response occurs, administer pun-
ishment immediately in the amount and for the duration 
that you specified earlier in planning the self-punishment 
contingency.

4. If  the undesired response occurs in the later part of  a 
stimulus-response sequence, try punishing earlier responses 
in the sequence.

5. Never exceed the amount or duration of  punishment you 
scheduled for a response. 

6. Always monitor closely your use of  punishment for destruc-
tive side effects. 

Hints for Punishment by Application
	 If  you must use self-punishment, select a punisher that 
really works. That way you'll hardly ever have to actually pun-
ish yourself, because you'll avoid the punishment by achiev-
ing your self-management goal. As in negative reinforcement, 

however, punishment contingencies still may make you feel 
pain cognitively. When punishment contingencies are in ef-
fect, you may be imagining what the punishment would be 
like-and then avoiding the actual aversive stimulation by be-
having differently.
	 Your punisher also should be something that you won't 
shy away from using if  you "earn" it. You may even want to 
have an assortment of  punishers avail- able. You'll probably 
get used to one punisher quickly. When you do, replace it 
with another. Furthermore, just as there are Premackian rein-
forcers, so there are Premackian punishers. Any activity can 
be punished by following it with an activity that's even lower 
in the hierarchy.
	 Alternatively, you might consider using covert (imag-
ined) punishment, which is more convenient and less embar-
rassing than overt punishment. Finally, if  you do use punish-
ment, consider combining it with reinforcement of  a behav-
ior that's incompatible with the behavior you're punishing. If  
you target one thought for punishment, for example, you 
might replace it with another, more desirable thought. You 
could even use thoughts that are inherently reinforcing. In-
stead of  ruing a past love, for example, focus on more pleas-
ing thoughts involving your current friend.

Effectiveness of  Punishment by Application
	 When administered carefully under controlled condi-
tions, punishment by application works-but only as long as 
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the punishment contingency is in effect. When punishment is 
stopped, the response returns quickly to its prepunishment in-
tensity and may even be more intense (Reynolds, 1975). This 
increase may be due to the presence of  a competing (and per-
haps intrinsic) reinforcement contingency.
	 Also, mild punishment may not change behavior. To be 
effective, punishment must be strong as well as immediate. 
Given these problems in effectiveness, and the possibility of  
undesirable side effects mentioned earlier, you may wish to 
consider other means of  reducing responses. You might try 
just reinforcing behaviors incompatible with the response to 
be decreased, without any punishment. Punishment really 
should be your self-management technique of  last resort.

An Exercise in Punishment by Application
1. Select a behavior (like fingernail biting), or a thought or 

feeling (like worrying about your hair color) to decrease.
2. Select a potent punisher-several if  possible. Snapping a 

rubber band that's around your wrist or tasting a bitter 
substance would probably work.

3. Immediately follow each occurrence of  the undesired re-
sponse with the punisher. This is easier said than done; it 
may help to write down how and when you'll administer 
the punishment. Becoming aware of  when you bite your 
nails and then snapping the rubber band may be diffi-
cult. If  you paint your nails with a pepper preparation, 

you'll get mild punishment each time you bite your nails 
(until you've bitten off  the pepper preparation).

4. Watch out for negative side effects. Punishment can have 
deleterious effects that you neither intended nor antici-
pated. Sometimes people who are most likely to use pun-
ishment on themselves (and others) are least likely to be 
sensitive to its bad side effects. Describe briefly how 
you'll monitor these effects, and what you'll do if  they oc-
cur. (Consider stopping punishment and trying another 
technique.)

Punishment by Withdrawal
	 You may prefer to decrease a behavior, thought, or feel-
ing by increasing an incompatible response rather than by us-
ing punishment. Instead of  punishing aggression, for exam-
ple, you might reinforce peaceful solutions to problems. Some-
times, however, you may want the more "direct" approach of-
fered by punishment. If  so, consider trying punishment by 
withdrawal instead of  punishment by application.
	 In punishment by withdrawal you take away some pleas-
ant stimulation that occurred before (and while) you made 
the response that you want to decrease. Punishment by with-
drawal doesn't carry the risk of  tissue damage that ac- compa-
nies punishment by application, and generally there seems to 
be fewer dangerous side effects. A person receiving punish-
ment by withdrawal feels deprived, but not hurt.
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A fine is symbolic punishment by withdrawal: you had all 
that nice green money and now it's gone because you ran a 
red light. Essentially, the traffic fine removes a pleasant stimu-
lus (that is, your money) from your environment. Moreover, 
that "pleasant stimulus" was highly generalized because it 
could give you a wide range of  reinforcers. Removing the pos-
sibility of  generalized reinforcement produces generalized 
punishment by withdrawal.
	 Some states use their own symbolic punishers in the 
form of  points for driving violations. More serious violations 
"earn" more points. If  you collect enough of  these punish-
ment points, you must exchange the points for your driving 
li- cense. Losing your driver's license is a generalized punish-
ment by withdrawal, because in the past the license gave you 
access to a variety of  primary reinforcers.

An Example: Punishment by Withdrawal at the Pool
	 You want to decrease thoughts about your lost love. It's 
summer and you've had lots of  time to lie around sunning 
yourself  (alone) at the local pool. You just love that sun beat-
ing down, warming you through to your bones.
	 So sunning becomes the pleasant stimulus that you de-
cide to withdraw whenever your mind starts thinking about 
that lost love. You go into the shade and face away from the 
pool so you don't see all those wonderful bodies arrayed 
around it.

	 You also decide to try using reinforcement for incompati-
ble thoughts. After you've been in the shade for a few min-
utes, you turn around and enjoy the pool scenery. You start 
thinking about how you could meet some of  the people there. 
When you have some good opening lines ready, you let your-
self  go back out into the sun. Maybe you could venture over 
to the one who gave you the long look when you came in to-
day, instead of  sitting right back down where you last had 
those thoughts about your lost love.

BASIC STEPS FOR PUNISHMENT BY WITHDRAWAL
1. As always, work up a tight, specific definition of  the behav-

ior, thought, or  feeling you want to decrease. 
2. Find some pleasant stimulation that's already happening to 

you. This should be something you really like, but that you 
could stand to have withdrawn for a while. (You may enjoy 
breathing, for example, but let's not consider that for even 
temporary withdrawal.) 

3. Whenever the target behavior, thought, or feeling occurs, 
immediately withdraw the pleasant stimulation. In ad-
vance, specify a set amount of  time that must pass before 
you'll allow the pleasant stimulation to return. 

4. Follow through. Reinstate the pleasant stimulation after the 
prespecified interval. For this type of  punishment to work, 
you've got to feel good first. Hey ... that’s not so bad!
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Hints for Punishment by Withdrawal
	 "This is all fine and good," you may say, "as long as 
there's something pleasant happening to me. But there isn't." 
If  this is really true, perhaps you should add some reinforce-
ment to your life by reinforcing behaviors incompatible with 
the one you want to decrease.
	 Or pause for a moment to consider the things you enjoy 
in life. Do you like wearing certain clothes, for example-
maybe some favorite jeans? You could withdraw these tempo-
rarily without any major harm, and maybe shape up your be-
havior. If  you don't study, you could make yourself  change 
out of  those nice comfortable jeans and into your dress 
slacks.
	 Another fairly pleasant experience that many people al-
low themselves is feeling good about themselves (sometimes 
called a positive self-image or high self-esteem). All these ex-
pressions mean that we let ourselves feel that things are basi-
cally OK with us and the world. If  you feel this way most of  
the time, consider withdrawing that feeling for a moment if  
you do something you want to stop doing. Maybe you use this 
self-management technique naturally now. For example, 
doesn't that rose-colored hue around the edges of  your per-
ception dim a little when you don't do something right?
	 This sort of  punishment by "positive set withdrawal" 
can certainly be a self- management strategy. Just don't let it 
backfire and make your world always gray. There should be a 
high ratio of  time spent in a positive set versus time spent in 

a negative set. Otherwise, you might drop this punishment by 
withdrawal strategy altogether.
	 Instead of  using your overall feeling about the world 
and your place in it as a pleasant stimulus to be withdrawn 
contingent on occurrence of  a particular response, you could 
add something pleasant to your environment and then with- 
draw it briefly as your punishment. Set up something regular 
that you find reinforcing (like reading the newspaper editori-
als after dinner). Make it part of  your life. Withdraw it 
quickly, and only, when the undesired response occurs. For 
punishment that's not so bad. It could actually make most of  
your life more pleasant.
	 There are several things to avoid with punishment by 
withdrawal. First, you may not want to withdraw the pleasant 
stimulus when the time comes. Practicing withdrawal in your 
imagination may help. Second, you may decide to withdraw 
something that isn't really very reinforcing, again sabotaging 
the effectiveness of  self-punishment. Prevent this problem by 
establishing ahead of  time (in writing, ideally) exactly what 
you will withdraw for punishment.
	 Third, don't withdraw activities involving other people. 
Even your most devoted friend may not understand when 
you cancel a date at the last minute because you didn't read 
200 pages of  biology that afternoon. Or at least make the 
other person aware from the beginning that there's a possibil-
ity that you can't live up to your side of  the arrangement. Bet-
ter choices for potential withdrawal are positive things that 
don't involve others, like listening to a tape or the radio.
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	 Fourth, set a minimum time that must pass before you 
can again receive the pleasant stimulation that was with-
drawn. I'd make this at least ten minutes after the target re-
sponse has ceased. If  the interval between withdrawal follow- 
ing the undesired response and return of  the pleasant stimula-
tion is too short, the return of  stimulation may actually rein-
force the response.

Effectiveness of  Punishment by Withdrawal
	 Punishment by withdrawal is effective by definition. The 
real question, though, is, How well does it work as part of  a 
self-management program? Punishment by withdrawal is con-
ceptually similar to the well-established techniques of  posi-
tive reinforcement and punishment by application. It "feels" 
promising, too. Certainly, punishment by withdrawal seems 
to have fewer undesirable side effects than the other type of  
punishment. Surprisingly, however, little research has com-
pared its effectiveness to punishment by application and the 
other consequence-based techniques.

An Exercise in Punishment by Withdrawal
1. Write a detailed description of  the response you're going 

to decrease.
2. Find (or add) something pleasant in your environment 

that occurs constantly or regularly, and that you can 
withdraw quickly and repeatedly.

3. Write down the whole punishment-by-withdrawal contin-
gency: when you do what undesirable behavior, what'll 
you withdraw for how long?

4. Withdraw the pleasant stimulation immediately follow-
ing each occurrence of  the response you want to de-
crease.

5. Don't reinstate the pleasant stimulation for at least ten 
minutes after the undesired response has stopped.

Extinction
	 So far we've talked only about how to control yourself  
by installing all the basic consequences that can influence the 
frequency, duration, and intensity of  physical behaviors, 
thoughts, and feelings. Sometimes, however, a self-
management goal is best achieved not by beginning, but by 
ending a reinforcement or punishment contingency that's al-
ready in effect. Maybe a particular reinforcement or punish-
ment contingency that has worked its way into your life is re-
sponsible for some responses you want to change.
	 For example, some clinical research on depression sug-
gests that depressed feelings, as well as verbal behavior such 
as "I feel blue," are inadvertently shaped and maintained by 
the reinforcing attention of  friends who only mean to show 
their concern (see Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979; Liber-
man & Raskin, 1971). Positive reinforcement from the social 
attention of  others has also been shown to maintain severe 
introversion, asthma, self-aggression such as head banging, 
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and disabling, chronic back pain (Allen, Hart, Buell, Harris, 
& Wolf, 1964;Fordyce, Fowler, & DeLateur, 1968; Lovaas, 
Schaeffer, & Simmons, 1965; Sirota & Mahoney, 1974).
	 Furthermore, use of  negative reinforcement contingen-
cies to control spouse and child behavior seems responsible 
for some child and spouse abuse. In some abusing families, 
aversive stimulation is nearly continual in one form or an-
other. It is halted only (and only temporarily) when the de-
sired response is done (Bandura, 1973).
	 If  the present consequence contingencies are the prob-
lem, how do we rid ourselves of  them? There are three ways. 
We can (a) "cut" the response-consequence connection (ex-
tinction), (b) substitute a different consequence for the same 
behavior (consequence substitution), or (c) reinforce a behav-
ior incompatible with the present behavior (response substitu-
tion).
	 Combining these methods might be the most effective 
method of  eliminating a response. If  you're feeling mildly de-
pressed, for example, you could persuade your friends to (a) 
stop reinforcing with concerned looks and a ready shoulder 
your complaints about how poorly life treats you, (b)punish 
any such complaints with humor or sarcastic remarks, and (c) 
reinforce with lavish attention (and big hugs, if  possible) any 
nondepressed self-oriented statement or feeling (for example, 
any sentence that does not start "I feel down because . . ."). 
We've already talked about how to do (b)and (c). Only a brief  
discussion of  better ways to extinguish a response is needed. 
It isn't easy to do these things (or anything) when you're se-

verely depressed, but there are times when you feel more ca-
pable than others. Those are the times to try some of  these 
self-management remedies.

An Example: Extinguishing Low Self-Esteem
	 Imagine you have low self-esteem. More concretely, if  
asked to rank yourself  relative to five friends on warmth, am-
bition, extroversion, intelligence, and general worth, you'd 
put yourself  at the bottom on each. You weren't even your 
fist choice of  whom to share a room with!
	 You want to get rid of  this poor self-image. To use the 
extinction strategy of  self-management, you will look for the 
reinforcer and cut it off. Find out what's maintaining this low 
self-image. Is it the nearly constant put-downs? (To re- search 
this well, you may want to keep a self-monitoring diary like 
the one described in the third of  this Self-Management Serv-
ices.)
	 Suppose you find that a likely reinforcer for your low 
self-image is all the attention, and even compliments, that 
friends give you when you put yourself  down. A sample ex-
change from your diary:

• A friend: "Hey, how about going to the Tavern and 
checking things out?"

• You: "Oh, I don't know. . . .Most (women) (men) never 
give me a second glance. If  they do, I don't know how to 
follow it up and keep the conversation going. So what's 
the use?"
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• The friend again: "Hey, whadya mean? You do great 
with (women) (men)! Why, when you walk in the room, 
you should see all the looks you get. And, with those 
pants on, you are Dy-Na-MITE! So let's get to it: come  
on. ..." I’m your wingperson...

	 Your friend was trying to make you feel better, but all 
those compliments about your appearance might be a rein-
forcer for your put-downs. Given enough reinforcers like that, 
you may even start believing the put-downs!
	 You have a long talk with your friends. You persuade 
them to ignore your self-inflicted put-downs. You get them to 
turn away when you say anything even slightly negative 
about yourself. And you ask them to load on attention, fun, 
and thrills for anything even slightly positive that you say 
about yourself.
	 The rest of  the day you feel strange. You feel that your 
friends are ignoring you, even though you know they're just 
ignoring a type of  behavior that you and they want to 
change. Still, you get a little depressed, and start saying even 
more negative things about yourself. (These spontaneous 
"bursts" of  emotion, thought, or behavior will occur once in 
a while for a long time. They're just part of  the extinction 
process.)
	 The negative self-statements die down after a few days, 
or weeks, but there's still a problem: Now you don't have any 
self-image. You don't put yourself  down very much, but be-

cause you don't have many positive ways of  describing your- 
self  either, your friends have hardly anything to reinforce. 
Soon they wise up, though, and start showing you how to get 
attention without knocking yourself  down. One says some-
thing comically self-aggrandizing. Laughs and titters fol- low. 
They egg on someone else in the group to say something 
good about himself  or herself. When it's your turn, you've 
heard lots of  ways to say something self- aggrandizing. You 
do. They reinforce. You feel better and better about yourself  
as the shaping process continues for the next few weeks.

BASIC STEPS FOR EXTINCTION
1. Define the thought, feeling, or behavior to be extinguished. 

Write down some concrete examples of  it.
2. Figure out what consequences are maintaining it now. Be 

on the lookout for both types of  reinforcement and both 
types of  punishment.

3. Sever, or at least minimize the strength of, the link between 
response and consequence. Change your own behavior so 
that the consequence no longer occurs. If  you're producing 
the consequence, stop! If  someone else is providing the con-
sequence, ask them to stop.

4. When you begin the extinction process, anticipate a brief  
bout of  more of  the feeling, behavior, or thought you want 
to decrease. This reaction is quite common. You may want 
to reduce the chances of  spontaneous bursts by punishing 
the response, and by reinforcing incompatible responses.
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Hints for Extinction
	 There are lots of  ways to do extinction. Involving your 
friends in reducing your negative self-statements is overt ex-
tinction, but extinction can also be covert. Sometimes covert 
extinction is the only way, because the response is being rein-
forced very nicely in a way you can't control. For instance, bit-
ing into a cherry pie with a crispy light golden crust and rich 
fruit filling is a response that's just naturally reinforcing. After 
enough slices (or pies), you'll satiate on cherry pie eating, but 
satiation is different from extinction. You can't cut the connec-
tion between eating cherry pie and the pleasurable taste in re-
ality.
	 However, we need not limit self-management to "real-
ity." You can cut the eat-taste association in your head using 
covert extinction (Cautela, 1971). Imagine biting into a 
cherry pie that tastes like soggy colored newspaper. You take 
another bite, and there's even less taste. It's almost like the 
nerves from your taste buds have been cut. And another bite. 
No taste at all! The same tactic has been used clinically with 
some success for smoking and other self-management prob-
lems (see Asher & Cautela, 1974; Cautela, 1971).
	 Perhaps this discussion makes you wonder about the dif-
ference between extinction and punishment by withdrawal. In pun-
ishment by withdrawal, the pleasant stimulation is there be-
fore and during the response, but the response causes it to ter-
minate. In extinction, the expected consequence of  reinforce-
ment or punishment simply doesn't occur. In extinction of  
positive reinforcement, the pleasant stimulation that should 

follow the response does not. In extinction of  negative rein-
forcement, the painful stimulation that usually ceases follow-
ing the response would continue. Extinction of  punishment 
by application produces temporary bursts of  not responding. 
Eventually the response would climb back to its prepunish-
ment rate. In extinction of  punishment by withdrawal, you'd 
cease stopping pleasant stimulation following a response.

Effectiveness of  Overt and Covert Extinction
	 Extinction of  reinforcement works. It's been proven re-
peatedly in the operant laboratory (Reynolds, 1975). Covert 
extinction works surprisingly well. I t helped three out of  four 
longtime amphetamine addicts kick their habit (Gotestam & 
Melin, 1974), and it has been used to treat many other prob-
lem behaviors (see Asher & Cautela, 1974). The effectiveness 
of  extinction of  punishment consequences has not been stud-
ied extensively, although it's probably strong. When punish-
ment is withdrawn during this type of  extinction, the rein-
forcement that used to produce the response would again be 
unopposed. The reinforcement probably brings up the re-
sponse quickly.
	 The speed of  extinction of  reinforcement may be of  par-
ticular concern to you. This varies a lot. How quickly your 
target behavior, thought, or feeling ceases once you begin ex-
tinction, and the severity of  postextinction "bursts" of  re-
sponding, depend on the schedule of  reinforcement that 
maintained the behavior before.
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	 If  your targeted response was on a schedule of  intermit-
tent reinforcement-a variable interval or ratio schedule-
complete extinction usually takes a very long time. Variable 
schedules can produce bursts of  responding long after the 
response-reinforcement connection has been terminated.
	 A storm of  negative self-thoughts and depressed feel-
ings, for example, may occur weeks after your friends have 
stopped giving you attention for such things. This supposes 
that your friends had you on a variable ratio schedule before-
hand, but that's fairly likely. After all, no one wants to show 
concern each time you say you're depressed, if  you say "I'm 
depressed" ten times a day. After a while, sincere con- cern 
will be shown only when you say you're really depressed. 
Ironically, this is a great way to shape systematically negative 
self-statements and profoundly depressed feelings!
	 Extinction works quicker when the target response is 
controlled by more predictable reinforcement contingencies, 
like fixed ratio or fixed interval schedules. The easiest re-
sponse to extinguish is one that's been reinforced every time 
it occurs (see Reynolds, 1975). 

An Extinction Exercise
1. Select a specific response (a behavior, thought, or feeling) to 

decrease. This should not be a major response, but one 
you can work on for the sake of  demonstration and 
learning-for example, losing your fascination with mint 
chocolate chip ice cream.

2. Discover what reinforcers (positive or negative) are maintaining the 
behavior. Look out for compliments that others give you, 
positive things you say to yourself  after the response, or 
pleasant activities you do following the response.

3. If  possible, give up that reinforcer. Do it right away, and re-
solve not to allow reinforcement of  the response in any 
other way. You'll have to watch out for all the ways that 
others, and you, can inadvertently reinforce responses. 
If  the response is inherently reinforcing (such as eating 
pastry), try covert extinction.

4. Prepare yourself  for unexpected "bursts" of  the extinguished re-
sponse. Be ready to block any reinforcement of  the re-
sponse anytime the response occurs. If  you don't, you'll 
essentially be putting the response back on a schedule of  
variable ratio reinforcement. If  you keep reinforcement 
away from the response, extinction should be successful.

	 Maybe you noticed that we didn't discuss extinction of  
punishment contingencies in these steps. That's because ex-
tinction of  punishment is pretty rare. If  you want to try it 
out, though, the preceding steps should help.
	 Extinction-eliminating the reinforcers or punishers that 
currently maintain a particular response-can solve a surpris-
ing variety of  problems, such as poor study habits and mild 
depression. In other self-management contexts, however, ex-
tinction can be the problem instead of  the solution.
	 The antecedent and consequence control techniques de-
scribed so far are some of  the most effective in psychology. 

54



But they won't work unless you invest considerable time and 
effort integrating them into your lifestyle. Eventually, antece-
dent and consequence control become nearly automatic, but 
until that happens there's a real danger that your efforts will 
be extinguished before you start seeing any results. (Results, 
after all, are the ultimate reinforcers for using any self-
management technique.) Preventing extinction of  the "self-
controlling" response is one of  the most important parts of  
any self-management project.
	 For example, a basic self-management strategy that most 
people use in their first Self-study is to establish a reinforce-
ment contingency for some behavior they want to increase. 
Setting up reinforcement contingencies and getting the kinks 
worked out, however, is a lot of  work.
	 Regular practice of  covert sensitization or desensitiza-
tion procedures also takes time and exacts other costs from 
you. Getting yourself  to practice sensitization can be difficult 
because of  the aversive imagery or aversive experiences that 
are part of  that technique. It can be even more difficult to get 
yourself  to punish behaviors that will make you feel bad in 
the long run, even though they feel good in the short run.
	 Even in minor self-change projects, you should consider 
using the techniques as the first response to be reinforced, 
shaped, and maintained-not extinguished.
	 The most important goal in self-management-after se-
lecting the behavior, thought, or feeling to be modified and 
the technique with which to modify it-is to start yourself  us-

ing the technique. This requires applying stimulus control, re-
inforcement, or other self-management techniques.
	 For instance, maybe you've decided to place books on 
top of  the TV as a reminder to study rather than watch your 
regular Tuesday night adventure show. Don't just say you'll 
put the books there. Reinforce putting the books on the TV 
each night with a covert or overt reinforcer. Remember, rein-
forcement can never be too much, too quick, or too frequent 
at first. If  you decided to reinforce studying by a half  hour of  
playing the guitar, be sure to reinforce yourself  for following 
through on the promise, too.
	 Thus, you are actually rewarding yourself  for rewarding 
yourself ! Eventually the sequence (study thirty minutes-play 
guitar for x minutes) will become automatic. At first, how-
ever, you may be tempted to deny yourself  the reinforcement 
after studying-maybe because "Well, I didn't really study 
hard enough." Don't renege on a self-promise; that's bad con-
ditioning. On the other hand, if  you don't study the full 
amount of  time required for the reward, don't give yourself  
the scheduled reinforcement. You should, however, reinforce 
yourself  a little (but not with the type of  reinforcement sched-
uled) for conforming to the punishment portion of  the self-
management plan.
	 This discussion makes some people see a flaw in the self-
management framework we've been using. "You say you need 
to use the reinforcement technique to get yourself  to use the 
reinforcement technique to get yourself  to study. So what gets 
you to do the first reinforcement? And, why not just use what-
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ever helps you use reinforcement to study, and bypass all the 
reinforcement stuff ?"
	 My reply to these questions is that I never said self-
management techniques will do everything for you. Instead, 
self-management shows you how to break down complicated 
or difficult tasks into smaller ones that you can do using self- 
management techniques you already use well. One of  those 
tasks is reinforcing yourself  or using some other technique to 
produce and maintain each subtask in your self-management 
project. Sometimes breaking down a big task into smaller 
ones, and reinforcing each of  those, is itself  difficult and 
needs reinforcing.
	 Self-management also recognizes that an important part 
of  getting any task done is to feel good about what you're do-
ing, and to evaluate frequently how well you're doing so you 
can do even better. All this makes the reinforcement quicker, 
preventing the sort of  discounting of  future benefits that we 
discussed at the start of  this chapter. Cues, prompts, reinforc-
ers, and punishers also can reduce the psychological costs of  
doing targeted responses, and can increase the benefits of  do-
ing them, or both.
	 Ultimately, the behavioral theory of  psychology has us 
choosing to do one thing over another based on benefits and 
costs, and the resources available to us. Some people have 
wondered if  there aren't other determinants of  our re-
sponses. This search for other origins of  behaviors, thoughts, 
and feelings has spawned cognitive, psychodynamic, humanis-
tic, and Eastern theories of  psychology. These theories have 

produced techniques for self-management that are described 
in the next two chapters.
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SELF-STUDY

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipisicing elit, sed do eiusmod tempor in-
cididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud 
exercitation ullamco laboris nisi ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat. 
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