A compassionate
approach to behavior
change: Why you need to
be more constructional!
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How did we get here?

These are the slides from the August 10, 2023 webinar with
Cameron Scallan, Jesus Rosales-Ruiz and Mary Hunter.
Watch the recording for free at www.BehaviorExplorer.com
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Features of Compassion (Strauss et al., 2016, p. 19):

“(a) recognizing suffering,
(b) understanding the universality of suffering in human experience,

(c) feeling empathy for the person suffering and connecting with the
distress (emotional resonance),

(d) tolerating uncomfortable feelings aroused in response to the
suffering person (e.g., distress, anger, fear) so remaining open to and
accepting of the person suffering, and

Prevention of suffering is implicit

(e) motivation to act/acting to alleviate suffering”< (Gilbert, 2017)

Compassion has been characterized by the following
features (Strauss et al., 2016, p. 19):

“(a) recognizing suffering,
(b) understanding the universality of suffering in human experience,

(c) feeling empathy for the person suffering and connecting with the
distress (emotional resonance),

(d) tolerating uncomfortable feelings aroused in response to the
suffering person (e.g., distress, anger, fear) so remaining open to and
accepting of the person suffering, and

(e) motivation to act/acting to alleviate suffering”
- and/or motivation to prevent future opportunities for suffering
(Gilbert, 2017)
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Critical Features: The “must-haves”

Variable Features: The “can-haves”




Concept: Compassion in applied behavior analysis

Critical Features (Scallan & Rosales-Ruiz, 2023; see also Melton et al., 2023)
1. Agent identifies aversive contingencies (suffering)

2. Agent takes time to understand the circumstances of the suffering individual
(empathy)

3. The subsequent alleviation or prevention of suffering is a negative reinforcer
(motivation to act)

(Some) Variable Features (Melton et al., 2023, p. 4)
(1) information about someone’s contingencies

(2) types of suffering states

(3) expressions of confirming changing contingencies
(
(

4) to whom you are expressing those statements,

)
)
)
)

5) types of helping actions
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Thoughts on Compassion
Compassion can be viewed in terms of contingencies of reinforcement
(Goldiamond, 1975, 1978/2022; Layng, 2006, 2017)

These are contingencies in which the alleviation (escape) or prevention
(avoidance) of suffering is a reinforcer for the behavior analyst.

There are multiple ways that a behavior analyst may act in relation to these
contingencies.

We often discuss and refine our procedures.

But what about strategies?
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Approaches, you say?

Pathological Approach:

“Focuses on the alleviation or the elimination of the distress
through a variety of means which can include chemotherapy,
psychotherapy, or behavior therapy” (Goldiamond, 1974/2002, p.
122)

Constructional Approach:

“an orientation whose solution to problems is the construction of
repertoires (or their reinstatement or transfer to new situations)
rather than the elimination of repertoires” (Goldiamond
1974/2002, p. 122)

Constructional and Pathological Frameworks (Liden, 2016)

Constructional

Construction, reinstatement,

Pathological

The alleviation or elimination

Orientation of undesirable behaviors

and/or transfer of desirable
behaviors

“Focus on the problem”

What is wrong and what is

P :
rogra lacking

“Focus on the Solution”

What repertoires are available,
present, and effective

Hurting, broken, not centered
Needing a helping hand
Emotions describe the person

Person

Loaded with potential
Capable of helping themselves
Emotions describe circumstances

Eliminate undesirables through
Counseling, Behavior therapy,
Tutoring, and/or drugs

Goals

Production of desirables
through Analysis, Goal Setting,

and Programming




Guiding Questions

1. Where do you want to go?
*  What are the desired outcomes?

2. Where are you now?
* What are the current, relevant repertoires.

3. How wiill you get from here to there?
* What is the sequence of change procedures?

4. What will keep you going?

» What will be the maintaining consequences?
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Where do you want to go?
What are the desired outcomes?

Pathological Orientation Constructional Orientation

» Focus on reducing/eliminating unwanted * Focuses on building the ideal outcome.
behaviors or circumstances.

» Or focus on building resilience or tolerance  * The goal is to alleviate suffering through the
in the presence of aversives. development of efficient repertoires and
supportive environments.
» The goal is to alleviate suffering through the
removal of problems or deficiencies.
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Where are you now?

What are the current relevant repertoires?

Pathological Orientation

Again, focus on the unwanted behaviors.
“What are we fighting against? What should
we reduce first?”

Or just start with what's on the list
(Assessments).

Constructional Orientation

Focus on the learner’s existing behaviors
and resources. Get a complete perspective.

“Where do we start building repertoires?”

How will you get from here to there?
What is the sequence of change procedures?

Pathological Orientation

 Prioritize procedures that suppress
unwanted behaviors.

« DRO, DRA, RIRD, Extinction, Punishment,
etc...

» Accept that learning will always be slow as
we combat conflicting behaviors/deficits.

*  “What's next on the list?”

Constructional Orientation

Maximize reinforcement while minimizing
extinction.

Program utilizes the principles of
individualized instruction, stimulus control,
and shaping.

Accept that learner progress is dependent
on the program.
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What will keep you there?

What will be the maintaining consequences?

Pathological Orientation Constructional Orientation

» Use arbitrary/extrinsic reinforcers as arule. + Use the clients’ existing reinforcers.

* May or may not attempt to fade these » Establish repertoires that lead to more
reinforcers toward “social praise”. “program-intrinsic” consequences acting as
reinforcers (Rosales-Ruiz & Baer, 1997)
» Prescribe schedule thinning or maintenance
checks as standalone solutions.
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