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BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS AND SOCIAL
WELFARE POLICY

BRUCE A. THYER

This chapter provides a review of the application of mFBnDEQ prin-
ciples of operant behavior (more accurately, E,_m\mo<m5,m& behavior), .ﬁw\
ward the conceptualization, design, and evaluation of mﬁ.uﬂmw 2&.@8 no__rw.
All social policy is intended to influence human Uwrwﬁo.b and it does this
most often through the contrived manipulation of contingencies of pun-
ishment and, sometimes, reinforcement. Policy examples ﬁrmm. use Q.uscz\
gency management are provided in this chapter to support 9% ﬁrmm_m..

The interdisciplinary field of behavior analysis takes as its purview
the empirical investigation of how environmental events affect .ﬁrm wncm:n“
of organisms. No activity in the realm of human comportment is exclude
from this definition. Within our field, behavior has been defined for the
past 50 years as the actions of a person-—whether externally ovmw:\mim or
private. (Private actions occur within the skin and are won. obviously de-
tectable to a second party.) The silent movements of one's lips, n.rn spoken
s‘\o&, and the thoughts that occur prior to speech are all grist for the

Portions of this manuscript were delivered in B. A. j._ia_. {Chatr). mmﬁnnm%:& moom_”_ R%M”Mmowwng
5 annue on of the America
nsequences. A symposium presented at the annual conventi ¢ g
Wm“ﬁuuc: August, 1992, in Washington, DC; and at the annual Bmm::m. of the Southeastern
Association for Behavior Analysis, 14-16 October, 1993, in Chapel Hiil, NC.
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analytic mill of the behaviorist. Contrary to the common view, behavior
analysts have long been concerned with the scientific investigarion of
thinking, feeling, insight, motivation, and attitudes in addition to overt
actions. In fact, the entire domain of what may be called psychology, so-
ciology, economics, anthropology, polirical science, and all those academic
fields relevant to understanding the human condition are of interest to the
behavior analysr.

Simply speaking, the dependent variables of the behavior analyst are
all of what human beings do and experience. The independent variables
consist of environmental events and how they affect us. Through the use

of such a broad brush
could be contended to be a part of the

for instance, several convenient definitions of social policy:

Established social policy is a settled course of action [italics added] with
respect to selected social phenomena that govern social r
and the distribution of resources i

1977, p. 1453)

elationships
n a society. (Baumheier & Schorr,

Policy is (1) an idea that is embodied in (2) a written document, which
is (3) ratified by legitimate authority and serves as (4) 4 guide to action

litalics added] and is (5) the resule of the policy process. (Tropman,
1984, p. 5)

[Glovernment and private social agencies respond . . . to social welfare
problems and that rhose responses result in . . . regulation of behavior
of persons and groups. (Heffernan, 1992, p. 17)

There is no doubr thar a wider variety of definitions of social welfare
policy could be cited. It is also equally certain thac vireually all such con-
ceptions contain the common element thar policy is intended to influence
behavior. Because social welfare policies form a part of the environment
in which we live, the segue into the Jomain of behavior analysis seems
quite narural. Indeed, it is reflected in the writings of many behaviorists.
B. E Skinner authored books, articles, and chapters devoted to topics such
as Reflections on Behaviorism and Society (1978), The Design of Experimental
Communities, The Design of Cultures, Freedom and the Control of Men (in
Skinner, 1972) and Utopia as an Experimental Cuiture (in Skinner, 1969).
Dinsmoor (1992) prepared an excellent overview of the progressive nature
of Skinner’s social views, and other behavior analysts have prepared con-
ceptual works relating their field to social policy, including public welfare
and other areas (e.g., Fawcett et al., 1988; Kunkel, 1983; Lamal, 1984; Task
Force on Public Policy, 1988). With the evolution of the journal Behavior

Analysis and Social Action into Behavior and Social Issues (now published by
the Cambridge Center for Behavioral Studies), the association of these two
fields seems assured for the foreseeable future.
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» it is easy to see how the field of social welfare policy
purview of behavior analysis. Take,

?
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY?
on view seems to be that a major function o% moﬁm._ ém_mmmw
i both, of the citizenry.
ttitudes or knowledge, or , /
m:nmmomw in behavior will follow the exposure to mw?mﬂ_mnmm
i i i ow
ion or the experience of an attitudinal change. 135. _o%_,nw \ Mﬁc&mm
.Emonamﬁwﬁ zeitgeist that a person’s mrocmrﬁ.mq wsns\_mmmm.@mww e
the ncmﬂﬂmioﬂ. Behavior analysts dispute this notion on | oamm il
anmm _momonrmnmﬂ grounds. From our vmammnﬁﬁzm, mmBE. :, ety
s ivace e themselves a functio
ings, and private events are therr :
thoughes mmm::m. nces undergone by an individual, and m:.mnm éonﬁ,rfo
SO ly put, a person behaves and thinks in a particular
T learning experiences. The thoughts
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policy is to influ
i believed that chan

ronm ‘
scientific inquiry. m:dn 1 2 pers
manaet vmnm:mm X MMMVOMS Mw%m_mnmm of one's prior _mma._s@ but are :MH
(feeling mﬂﬂ: o rce .Om new behavior itself. In fact, the view that nrm
peld o Tm‘n MMNM olicy is to alter attitudes could be amchnnz.m ot M
m::mm_o: o e mﬂmnmzm policies that ignore these B@:ﬁm_. Ew«\mmms.oﬂm mz\
Wmﬂm““mh”m” MD altering the environmental contingencies in which peo
ocus
ple spend ﬁrmw ﬂ<,mw—“un analyst, the purpose of social welfare vo:n« is JOM
. mwn mrw.ﬁsmcwbnm artitudes, change minds, or inculcate a nmzmm_w @M”M\
mm:s,m: MUMM se, but rather to predict and control «.TJ _um,rmﬁo_w nw mnmomv:.nr
enry. F 4 f social welfare legislation rela
rontr *_uo_m MMMDHM_N Mwm%MMMMM mm<onmc_m attitudes toward the cmmmbow mnmoMM
mwﬂmu_. oral contraceptives but also to get men mww ,MMHMMS%DE Mmmm in
responsible birth control practices. The purpose of leg arion Invended (0
incidence of domestic violence is not necessarily ce more
ﬂmmcMMﬂmﬂmm_mmcmmm of men toward women but E:@:E Mo MH“WS men
fron ish commissions to
o _ummgﬂiw:“:mw MMWMMMMS“MM%W did), government mvo:E prom-
e oo ,Amm n\ mmmm actices that establish appropriately 85?35@ mdeM\
o - anm to both self-esteem and effective behavior. mow the
Em:nm. that mFZm nﬁTm focus is not on the feeling. mermﬂ, the focus is on
7m7m<.5ﬁ m:mwﬁrr individual that gives rise to the feeling (and to com-
e *m_ﬂ/x\w\%nﬁ w—m felt are the effects of environments. We w:o,.z a mm.mmﬂ
MMMMHMMMN m?mw.:am environments—changing nmm n:n:_EmHﬂMOMM :MQM\EWZ
an effective welfare policy
et :<mir.ﬂrmﬁMMo\w%MMM Mﬁ%ﬂ%ﬁﬂﬂ:m appropriately nmimoanw:mrms\,
mﬂrm:nmm Ew:m“?nr people work, live and love, rather than on m:h.omum ous
<=.oDBmDWm:mH feeling states directly, m—u.ocﬁ which we rn_o.é <mM.< _qum.—:m
mmo:mﬂwo rspective that the actions of men and women are orﬁwm rding
.ﬂamoﬂmhnwms.\wm laid out nicely by political scientist John Wahlke in
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1979 presidential address to the annual meeting of the American Political
Science Association, In this speech, Wahlke advocated that researchers
devore more attention to the analysis of the behavior of individuals, a5
opposed to the aggregated actions of large numbers of people. He noted
that reified concepts such as roles, groups, cultures, institutions, and other
purported entities are theoretical constructs and that their Very existence s
only derived from the aggregated data obrained from individyal persons.
overreliance on citizens’ self-reports
of past actions or of future intended behavior as dependent variables, claim-
ing that “inadvertently, political behavior research has become steadily
more preoccupied with explaining the variance in attitudinal dependent
variables and hag Progressively lost sight of the more genuinely behaviora]
variations which constitute the material essence of politics and govern-
ment.” (Wahlke, 1979, p-24). Even more forcefully, Wahlke suggested that
political sciencises “should abandon the notion that verbg] self-reports
about artitudes are isomorphic surrogates for supportive or nonsupportive
artitudes, and should Stop using verbal self-reports as dependent variables.
To understand obedience or rebellion against political authority requires
taking a more realistic look at such behavior {p- 29). Wahlke’s reference
list contains Aumerous citations to arricles that exemplify the type of be-
haviorally orienred research in polirical science that he advocates (see also
the earlier article by Kariel, 1967).

Similar perspectives about the value of 5 truly behaviorally oriented
approach ta understanding large-scale social behavior can be found in the
disciplines of sociology (Burgess & Bushnell, 1969), anthropology (Malotr,
1988), public administration (Presthus, 1965), and economics (Hursh,
1984; Kagel & Winkler, 1972). The following paraphrase of a statement
usually attributed to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., illustrates rhis pragmatic
approach: “I don’t care if the government cannot eliminate racist artitudes
among White men, a5 long as it can pass faws to prevent them from bearing
us up.” [ believe thar 4 clear case can be made in support of the behavior
analysts’ position that the function of social welfare policy is to alrer the
behavior of citizens. In a nutshell, the dependent variables of research into
social problems and of the effects of social welfare policy involve whar
people actually do.

HOW DOES sociar WELFARE POLICY REALLY WORK?

From the viewpoint of a behavior analyst, the purpose of social policy
is the establishment of contingencies of reinforcement or punishment, or
both, toward the furtherance of some social end, presumably related to the
survival of the culture, These ends are decided upon by the community’s
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More money was provided for residents who were more dependent than
for residents who were independent. Partial independency, which
would be the case during teaching of a skill, resulted in decreased
reimbursement rates. This created an administrative disincentive for
documenting adaptive-skill acquisition and the strong possibility of a
disincentive for teaching those skills at all. (p. 158)

Time pressures, competing staff responsibilities, and the difficulty of
maintaining adaptive skills of residents with profound mental retar-
dation and physical handicaps somerimes resulted in the loss of func-
tional independence. Areas often affected including feeding, mobility,
and toileting. In some cases, these outcomes resulted in levels of de-
pendency that produced higher reimbursement rates. (p. 158)

[T}ime-consuming and important interventions could not be described
in the written format required for reimbursement. The agency received
no money for doing them. Consequently, stafing was sometimes una-
vailable for real-time behavior modification and incidental teaching
programs” (p. 158)

Closer to home, in my community of Athens, Georgia, the execurive
director of our local public housing authority has noted that the rules
legislate against socially responsible behavior. “In effect, the rules make the
good things people do less rewarding than the bad things, which do not
draw penalties and may even result in a benefit to the offender” (Whidden,
1991, p. 1). “There’s a reward now for being homeless . .. some people
now purposely put themselves in that situation to enhance opportunities
to admission into public housing, so we reward the very behavior that we
don't want, which is what is wrong with most social welfare policy in this
country ... For example, if there are two working members in a family,
the rent is going to be higher (30% of household income, regardless of
income level) than if one person works, so it is to the person’s benefit to
conceal the number of persons working so that only one income is re-
ported” (Parker, ct. Whidden, 1991, pp. 1, 10).

Programs known as workfare are currently receiving favorable pub-
licity. Under the rules described for such programs, welfare recipients would
be required to participate in some form of employment-related training, or
actual employmentr, to obtain or retain benefits. The exception would be
single mothers with children under the age of three. Now, what do you think
will be rhe likely consequences of saying to someone, in effect, “Unless
you get pregnant and have another child soon, you will have to participate
in workfare!” One need not be a skilled behavior analyst to predict that
such a program will likely result in greater numbers of, and more frequent,
pregnancies.
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THE NONEMPIRICAL NATURE OF
WELFARE POLICY DEVELOPMENT

Among the many problems involved in the design and evaluation of
social welfare policy is the nonempirical approach that is often taken. This
avoidance of empiricism may begin in (a) the identification and selection
of problems for which policy is designed; (b) a lack of attention to empir-
ically supported policies and practices; and (c) too little attention being
paid to the empirical evaluation of social welfare policies once they have
been implemented.

“Those involved in the design of policy know that the problems that
receive the most artention and resources may not be those that are the
most pressing or urgent, but rather those that have the strongest advocates.
For example, smoking-related illnesses, cancer, heart disease, and homicides
account for far more fatalities in the United States than AIDS. Yer AIDS
receives far more attention proportionately from the mass media, profes-
sional journals, and funding sources than other public health problems.
This is in spite of the fact that the other problems cause greater and con-
tinuing numbers of fatalities. This situation is attributable to the laudable
zeal of those advocating for increased resources devoted to the prevention
and treatment of HIV disease; however, it is nor necessarily the rational
allocation of funding based on societal benefits.

When a social welfare goal has been established—such as developing
low-cost housing for the poor or reducing child abuse—all too often, little
attention is given to interventive practices that have some degree of em-
pirical support. Rather, interventions are selected for other reasons. For
example, large sums of state and federal monies are spent each vyear for the
treatment of parents who abuse their children. Among the more empiri-
cally supported interventions for working with abusive parents are those
derived from a behavior analytic model (e.g., Gambrill, 1989; Greene, Nor-
man, Searle, Daniels, & Lubeck, 1995; Isaacs, 1982). However, the vast
majority of funds dedicared ro ameliorating child abuse continue to be
expended upon nonbehavioral programs that the research evidence shows
are largely ineffective {cf. Howing, Wodarski, Gaudin, & Kurtz, 1989).
Similarly, despite the well-documented effectiveness of a behavioral inter-
vention to help the chronically unemployed obtain well-paying and lasting
jobs (e.g., Azrin, Flores, & Kaplan, 1975; Jones & Azrin, 1973), this “Job-
Finding Club” approach remains poorly used.

Apart from the negative outcomes associated with a number of mas-
sive social welfare programs, the public is rightly concerned about the in-
frequency with which such programs are systematically evaluated as a
whole. For example, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) program, the U.S. Food Stamp program and the Women, Infants,
and Children’s Program (WIC) are all intended to improve the health and
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well-being of the poor by providing access to an adequate dier. Immense
sums are spent on these programs—more than $25 billion annually for
AFDC alone (cf. Eckholm, 1992). The goal is a laudable one with which
few members of the general public and even fewer social workers or psy-
chologists would argue. However, the public is frequently made aware of
fraud and abuse in the system, both by the recipients of such nutritional
services and occasionally by welfare workers. The occurrence of such fraud
and abuse, if maintained at sufficiently low levels, may be tolerated by the
Republic if it is clear that the services provided to the majority of honest
recipients are truly meeting their needs. Unfortunately, this is not the case.
[ am not aware of any study, for example, which has demonstrated that
the recipients of food stamps enjov an improved nutritional status relarive
to similarly qualified poor citizens who do not receive such services. Yer
such an improved nutritional status and its consequent effects on intellig-
ence, health, and general resistance to disease is the explicit goal of these
welfare programs. Behavior analysts, along with many other empirically
oriented human service professionals, would contend thar such outcome
studies are long overdue and, in fact, should be an integral component of
all welfare programs.

A few examples of social welfare program evaluations do exist that
could be construed as roughly behavior analytic in methodology. That is,
these evaluations emploved time-series analysis (TSA) o investigate chan-
ges over time in some dependent variable, as opposed to using between-
groups designs (e.g, Marsh, 1981). DiNitto (1983) provides an excellent
description of the integration of the fields of TSA and the evaluation of
social welfare policy that is worth consulting.

By positing the need for cerrain social welfare policies and programs
to be derived from empirically based data and advocating that the services
provided be selected from those interventions that have an adequate re-
search base, the behavior analyst is responding not only to the moral im-
perative of providing necessary welfare services to those in need but also
to the charge that public monies be expended in a responsible manner as
effectively and efficiently as possible. That is also why behavior analysts
suggest that rigorous and ongoing program evaluation be an inherent com-
ponent of such programs. To suggest that existing and proposed services
need to be critically scrutinized by the empiricist is not to condemn the
goals of such programs. Rather, such scrutiny is the means of avoiding the
all too frequent failure of such programs and achieving the goals that are
s0 nobly conceived. Clearly, whether construed in the language of behavior
analysis or not, the essence of social welfare policy consists of establishing
contingencies of reinfércement and punishment to promote or deter var-
ious actions of the citizenry. That being the case, it would seem that know-
ledge of behavior analysis in general, and of the principles of contingency
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should inform the design, implementation and

¢ in particular, R )
management 1t P icy. A brief sketch of these principles is

evaluation of social welfare pol

Emmmsﬁmm next.

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF CONTINGENCY MANAGEMENT

The field of behavior analysis addresses the role E which <maocm
ocesses affect our actions. The three major learning Emn,r,mbmam
studied include those of respondent conditioning, omoBD,ﬂ Mvosm_nwus—%m.,
and observarional learning or imitation. Debate n,o:::cmv a o:‘ﬁ ﬁmwr is
rinctions among respondent, operant and observational _wm:::m. and ; Mmm
processes may eventually be subsumed under a mS,:m ﬁ:mmm t woJ\mo M\
havior change, but they will likely be nc:m.amzw,m g—m@.:,\.m n_.onmmvmmm or the
foreseeable future. Other mechanisms have their _umvao.ﬂm_ eff on,nm A%deM
ics, physiology, drugs, deprivation states, etc.) but these are usually t
subject matter of other disciplines. ‘ A

For the purposes of this chapter, the most salient learning Eonmmmmmm
relevant to the design of social welfare policy would seem o be nromm o
operant learning, a category which itself can be mcvmza.mm into Qw\o is-
tinct mechanisms of behavior change—contingency-shaping and ru le gov-
ernance. Contingency-shaped behavior occurs when a person g:.mwmf
relatively immediately, and personally experiences the consequences of his
or her actions. Rule-governed behavior involves the provision of descrip-
tions of contingencies that are in effect, rather than &:.mnﬁ nAo:Snm with
such contingencies. Laws, social policies, Hmm:_m.ﬂosy instructions, and so
forth are examples of such rules. As Skinner pointed out:

learning pr

1. Rules can be learned much more quickly than ﬁ.Tm behavior
shaped by the contingencies that the ::om. meo:vn.

2. Rules make it easier to profit from similarities between con-
tingencies. A

3. Rules are particularly valuable when contingencies are com-
plex or unclear. (1974, p. 125)

The following of rules (or policies) is itself shaped by prior contingencies
associated wirh adherence or disobedience to rules. Ko.ﬂ wm::m Tm<.m a
repertoire of generalized rule-following, akin to our mgrcnm in generalized
imitation. Much of the literature on E_m\mo<m.3mm behavior Tmm m.on.:mma
on the establishment of self-rules and of EF;OZOEEm on an Em_Sm.cm_
scale (e.g., Hayes, 1989; Riegler & Baer, 1989} 1 vm:mﬁ that extending
these principles to social policy holds promise for developing a Bozw com-
plete understanding of policy and law as instances of rule-governance, not

direct contingency-shaping.
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Positive Reinforcement

If a stimulus is presented after a particular behavior and that behavior
is observed to be strengthened or to increase in the future, the operation
is called positive reinforcement. Loosely speaking, positive reinforcement
could be called the use of rewards. Manv (but too few) social welfare pol-
icies rely on positively reinforcing contin =ncies in the furtherance of some
social end. When I was a child growing up in Canada in the 1950s, for
example, my parents received a so-called “baby-bonus” each month—a
check for $15 to $20—from the Canadian government. The more children

Canadian citizens had, the more money they received each month! At the”

time, the Canadian government was interested in promoting population
growth, hence this policy. Because of the time lag between the act of
conception and receipt of the money, i is technically incorrect to call this
type of policy an instance of positive reinforcement. It does, however, rep-
resent the contrived manipulation of contingencies, removed from behay-
ior, to promote socially desired behavior. To the extent that citizens en-
gaged in more frequent or stronger acts of unprotected connubial telations,
the baby bonus can be legitimately construed as making use of the prin-
ciples of rule-governed behavior and contingencies of reinforcement.

A more contemporary example is the proposal considered by the state
legislature of Kansas to offer a payment of $500 to any mother on welfare
who uses the Norplant contraceptive, a subcutaneous birth control drug
that prevents pregnancy for up to 5 years. The proposal called for the
state to pay for the insertion of the drug and for annual health checkups.
The women would also have received an additional $50 for every year the
medication remained in place (see Lewin, 1991). Recently, the stare of
Rhode Island began a program of providing full scholarships at state col-
leges for low-income students who remain in school, pass all their courses,
remain drug free and do not become pregnant or get in trouble with the
law. Called the Rhode Island Children’s Crusade, this program begins in
the third grade. Tutors and mentors are provided and the state monirors
report cards in later school years (“Full Scholarships,” 1989). Charles Ca-
tania, director of the Chicago Bureau of Community Health, enrolls par-
ents in lotteries wherein they can win automobiles or bicycles in return
for bringing their children in for immunizations (“Gimmicks Used,”
1988).

Private health care providers are also joining the positive reinforce-
ment bandwagon. One program, called the Prudential Health Care Plan,
provides health care to more than 45,000 Medicaid recipients living in
Baltimore. Low-income pregnant women are given an incentive to attend
prenatal education and care classes—they receive $10 every time they
show up for a scheduled appointment. The program, which costs about
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positive punishment. If a person who is released from jail or completes
some community service sentence is deterred from recommitting crimes,
then criminal behavior may be said to have been positively punished. It is
positive in the sense that something unpleasant—jail or imposed labor—is
presented and punishment in that behavior is weakened. Punitive conse-
quences are effective to the extent that they can be continuously enforced.
Buc if the chances are that committing a crime has a high probability of
a short-term gain (e.g., money) and a low probability of a long-term av-
ersive outcome (e.g., prison), punishment contingencies are not likely to
be extremely effective.

Negative Punishment

If a stimulus is removed following the occurrence of a behavior, and
the future likelihood of that behavior decreases, the operation is cailed
negative punishment. This concept is loosely equated with the use of the
term fines. This operation seems to be a favored option for policymakers
designing contingencies to promote some social goal. If a particular behav-
ior is deemed undesirable, fines are imposed on those whom engage in that
behavior. For example, .in an effort to reduce the number of high school
dropouts in Wisconsin, the state instituted the policy of cutting welfare
payments to the parents of truants. This so-called “Learnfare” program
directly links welfare benefits with high school atrendance records (Moses,
1991). Similar policies involving what looks like negative punishment con-
ringencies are associared with “no pass, no play” and “no pass, no drive”
programs, where in the former case the failing student is not permitted to
engage in extracurricular activities (e.g., football), and in the lacter case
high school dropouts must relinquish their driver’s license.

Before its recent political dissolution, Yugoslavia attempred to lower
the birthrate of its ethnic minority Albanians by eliminating state living
allowances to families with more than two children (“Population,” 1989).
Yert, another example would be the mother on welfare who stands to lose
her benefits if her boytriend moves in with her. If, as a result of this policy,
the woman does not allow her boyfriend to move in, principles of negative
punishment have exerted their influence. Again, it is important to recog-
nize that some people may not come into contact with the contingencies
at all (the mother on welfare never allows a boyfriend to move in; thus,
her benefits are never at risk). [t is clear, then, that the operations at work
here, are more those of rule-governed behavior than those of contingency-
shaped behavior.

Extinction

In the use of extinction procedures, it is important to determine what
consequences are maintaining a target behavior and then arrange for such
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contingencies to be halted. If the consequences rm«m ramJ noaﬂ_mﬁmz m“w
correctly identified, the behavior will &mn_:.ﬁ over time msaw perhaps, ﬁ_u_m e
entirely. For example, an individual m_mﬁ.:m a .m_om anr_:mrﬂéﬁm T<.:m
reinforced to pull the lever after putting in coins, anm.:mm the :%o i
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iding any returns, the individual would eventually stop m_mﬁmm (at least .ms
that machine). If it could be arranged that the gambler would never meE
win at slot machines—ever, anywhere—it is likely that he or she wou

i ines entirely. ,

o %Tmnammdﬂwﬂﬂﬂnm of wzvmw%mm that results in a reduction in certain
behaviors is an example of social welfare policy via mxnsoawd. .: ﬂm:mmww
stopped its baby bonus, and the birthrate declined, m.Tm: extinction wou :
have occurred. If the tax deduction n:ﬂ..mznz wmna_n.nma on Home,mM 5_
terest was prohibited, and the purchase of homes declined, or if w e fe mm_.m
government stopped subsidizing tobacco farmers, and nvm planting of to-
bacco declined, -again extinction procedures could be said to rmﬁm~ cm,mdm in
operation. The principle is simple: Determine what governmental reinfor-
cers are maintaining a behavior that is rargeted for reduction ?mnom:ﬁ_%m
that these policies exert their influence via E—m\mowmmm,:om nm&mw ﬁ:msj m
rect contingency-shaping) and discontinue those reinforcers (typicaily sub-

sidies or tax exemptions).

Summary

There are a number of lessons to be learned from the behavioral
examination of social welfare programs. They include:

1. Social welfare policy (like all public policy) is a crude form

of contingency management.

Effective contingency management makes optimal use om. wrm

principles of rule-governed behavior. .ﬁrmmm. are similarities

and differences berween rule-governed behavior and behavior

shaped by immediate consequences. . .

3. Whenever possible, effective welfare policies should use rein-
forcing contingencies rather than punishing ones. This is
both a pragmatic and a value-based ﬂmnoSBms.&m:.os. A

4. Too often, welfare policies inadvertently mmﬁmvrmr incentives
for long-term dysfunctional or dependent _umrmiow.

5. Welfare policies should be empirically evaluated in demon-
stration projects before being widely wawﬁionﬁmm. The de-
sign and implementation of welfare policies should be em-
pitically based; they should not be approached solely from
rational or political perspectives.

(a1
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THE ETHICS OF SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY:
ENTITLEMENTS VERSUS CONTINGENCIES

The field of ethics may seem far removed from that of behavior an-
alysis, yer discussions of social welfare policy often turn on what is deemed
fair or ethical. In fact, behaviorism (irself a philosophy of science) has long
been concerned with broader philosophical issues such as values and ethjcs
(as well as epistemology, ontology, free will, verba] behavior, private events,
etc.; see Thyer, in press). More than 20 vears ago, B. E Skinner published
an essay titled “The Ethics of Helping People” (see chapter 3, this volume).
The concepts of values and ethics have themselves recejved considerable
attention in this regard (e.g., Graham, 1977; Vargas, 1975; Waller, 1982;
Wortschaefer, 1980), so Skinner’s treatment of the topic should not come
as a surprise. Indeed, the entire feld of behavior analysis is premised on
the notion that ir js a good thing 1o promote the good life for individuals
in society (witness this book). Behaviorism, as 3 philosophical field, is
constructed by living, breathing people—individuals wich families and
practical concemns—and the treatment of what consticutes ethical com-
portment can be seen as an essential element in the behavioral enterprise.

What Skinner chided society for is confusing the provision of goods
to others on the basis of their needs or expressed wanzs, with the provision
of actual assistance. In part, what we see is a clash berween the entitlement
perspective versus the contingency pewspective. The Social Work Dictionary
defines entitlements as :moﬁBSm:TmUo:mo_.mm benetits of cash, goods, or
services that are due to all people who belong to a specified class” (Barker,
1995, p. 121). By definition, the benefirs of an entitlement program are
allocated on o noncontingent basis. One need not €ngage in constructive
behavior to receive such benefits. Skinner suggested that this is i[l-advised.
If no reinforcer for productive behavior is included in a policy or program,
it is not surprising that such a policy would result in low rates of produc-

tivity. In this sense, productivity would refer to obtaining employment,
earning money, or otherwise making reasonable efforts to provide for one’s
self and one’s family to receive benefits.

Skinner cautioned that human service agencies providing noncontin-
gent benefics (money, goods, and services) could also he producing two
unintended consequences: passivity and dependence. My office dictionary
defines help as “to make things easier or berter for [a person].” The non-
contingent provision of entitlements may in facr nor constitute true help
unless things do become easier or better for the recipient. Much of this is
obvious. Although few would advocate that money should be given to
destitute persons who actively use drugs, most would agree that small chil-
dren should be enritled in principle to noncontingent food and other con.
ditions of 3 minimally acceptable life. Shouldn't free health care for the
indigent (i.e., Medicaid) be given noncontingently? What should society
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It s difficult ¢o reconcile the behavior analytic approach and the
entitlement perspective when it comes to providing for basic human needs,
The former is predicated upon an individualized assessment of a person’s
behavioral repertoire (what they are capable of) and the delineation of
reinforcers specific o that person, all arranged in a contingency manage-
ment system that shapes successive approximations of productive behavior,

- This is directed to help rake an individual from his or her present capa-

bilities to some socially desirable goal (e.g., obtaining a quality job, devel.
oping effective parenting skills, ceasing to abuse drugs, to complete an
educational program, etc.). In constrast, the entitlement approach does not
provide much in the way of identifying individually effective reinforcers or
specificity in one’s current behavioral skills. It i difficult to envision 5
welfare system thar would employ the skilled personnel necessary to de-
velop individualized bghavioral plans for the millions of citizens currently
recetving entitlements. The fact that there are individuals with severe dis-

earn benefits could be seen as cruel. A third issue is the simple availability
of the necessities of life. For someone to obtain gainful employment, re-
inforcing jobs must be available. A single mother with young children may
also need low-cost day care before she can even consider the possibility of
looking for work, much less accept a position. When the social infrastruc-
ture necessary for success in finding and keeping a job, buying low-cost
food, or obtaining health care i not in place, it is a crue| burden to make
entitlements contingent on performing cerrain behaviors thar have licele
chance of success,

CONCLUSION

- To the extenr that social welfare policy consists of the design, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of contingencies of reinforcement and punish-
,

behavior analysis has much to contribute. Conceprually, psychologists can
assist in designing effective policies based on the empirical knowledge hase
of contingency management and rule-governed behavior. Merhodo-
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THE ETHICS OF HELPING PEOPLE

B. E SKINNER

A. i s sci
(1980). Skinner’s science of values, Behaviorism, 8, 99 112

We sometimes act for the good of others. We feed the hungry, clothe
the naked, and heal the sick. We say that we care for them, provide for
their needs, do good to them, help them. Our behavior often has unfore-
seen consequences which need to be taken into account.

We presumably help people in part for reasons that concern the sur-
vival of the species. Maternal behavior is a kind of help which is either
part of an organism’s genetic equipment or which is quickly acquired be-
cause of a genetic susceptibility to reinforcement; it is obviously important
for survival. The human species is, presumably, more likely to survive if
people generally help each other or are naturally reinforced by signs that
they have done so. Something of the sort may contribute to the behavioral
disposition which is part of what we cail love or compassion.

It is more obvious that we learn to help or do good and that we learn
because of the consequences which follow. We sometimes help because we
find the helplessness of others aversive. We help those who help us in
return, .and we stop doing so when they stop—when, as we say, they are
ungrateful. We often fail to help those who are too weak to reciprocate,
or to protest effectively when we fail to help. The very young, the aged,
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