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Abstract

Relational frame theory (RFT) provides a modern behavioral account of language and cognition processes, and the role these processes play in influencing human behavior.  The current article presents RFT in a user-friendly fashion, and discusses several direct implications the theory has for the practice of clinical psychology.  Since many modern clinical psychologists have not been sufficiently exposed to behavioral theory, the article begins with an introduction to the nature and goals of behaviorism and its relevance to clinical psychology, along with explicit discussion of how relational frame theory maintains continuity with conventional behaviorism while expanding its applicability.
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Introduction to Relational Frame Theory for Clinicians
Behavioral approaches to clinical problems have been practical and simple from the start, beginning with John Watson’s belief that a principle as simple as classical conditioning could be responsible for the development of a variety of psychological problems, and also be used to treat those problems. While behavioral psychology has become more broadly applicable with the discovery of processes like operant conditioning and stimulus generalization, its general mission has remained the same: 1) use a minimum number of psychological processes in an analysis, making reference only to directly observable behaviors, and 2) develop procedures that directly predict and influence the onset, maintenance, and remediation of problematic behaviors. “All other things being equal, the simplest solution is best,” stated the 14th century logician, William of Ockam. The modern day behaviorist would add that “truth is what works best in the way of leading us” in solving the practical problems we are faced with (James, 1980, p. 38), and that direct observation must remain at the core of the scientific methods used to investigate these practical truths.

Behaviorism has been poorly understood and therefore often maligned. We will discuss three common objections to behaviorism. One criticism focuses on the dense jargon used to describe behavioral processes.  Unfamiliar terms like “establishing operation,” “combinatorial entailment,” and “backward chaining” certainly do not lead to a clear, intuitive understanding of behavioral methods and processes, and can be unfriendly to those trying to comprehend behavioral theory. Ironically, a second criticism has been that behaviorism may be too simple of a theoretical approach to comprehensively explain the complexity of human behavior. Such critiques suggest that intricate cognitive models (complete with hypothetical mediators and moderators), might comprise a more appropriate theoretical tool for capturing human complexity. However, whether a cognitive or behavioral approach, or a combination of both, more effectively meets one’s scientific goals remains an empirical matter. Third, and perhaps the most publicized —and at some points in history, apt—objection to behaviorism has been its historical inability to seriously & effectively confront the important role that human language and cognition play in forming our psychological reactions to the world around us. This third criticism is so serious that it led many notable critics, such as Noam Chomsky, to essentially pronounce behaviorism dead as early as 1957. 

But, unseen by many, behaviorism evolved over the past 50 years. New and viable behavioral attempts to account for cognitive processes have been developed, and have maintained behaviorism’s focus on parsimony, pragmatism, and direct observation while offering the potential to account for the pertinent impact of cognition and emotion on human behavior. Relational frame theory (RFT) is the most current behavioral science attempt to investigate the complexities of thoughts and feelings and other private events from a practical perspective. The aim of this article is to explain the processes involved with RFT. First, a discussion about basic behavioral principles is necessary. 
Stimuli, Functions, Behavior, and the Elegantly Simple Goals of the Behaviorist


From the perspective of most behaviorists, the goal of psychological science is simple. The variety of people, things, and events we encounter from moment to moment in our world have effects on us, causing us to think, feel, and act in one way or another. Different people will have different reactions and interactions with stimuli. Some interactions with stimuli will lead to clinical problems for some people, but not all people. The goal of psychological science thus involves determining (1) the processes through which stimuli come to make us behave in one way or another; and (2) how we can use those same processes to help people behave in non-problematic ways.


Of course, more precise language is used in these scientific endeavors. Behavior refers not just to what one does overtly with one’s hands and feet, but also what one thinks and feels. Indeed, behavior has long been defined as “what an organism is doing” (Skinner, 1938/1991, p. 6), and what an organism does includes thinking and feeling, as well as physical movement. The term stimulus generally refers to any one of the people, things, or events we encounter and acknowledge or otherwise respond to in some way—a thought, a feeling, a memory, a person, something that person says or does, a sound, an object, a smell, a physical sensation, a taste, and so on. Since behaviorism is a practical endeavor, only stimuli that are responded to are explicitly classified as stimuli. The large number of potential stimuli we are bombarded with from moment to moment need not be considered if they are not influencing our behavior in some manner.
Each stimulus we respond to has a function, and that function essentially refers to how we respond to that stimulus. If a large, growling dog leads a person to turn and run away, that stimulus can be said to have an avoidance/ escape function for that person. If a child’s crying leads a parent to attend to the child, that stimulus could be said to have an attention function for that parent. If an emotion such as anxiety leads one to drink alcohol to numb the pain, that stimulus would be said to have an experiential avoidance function. The phrase stimulus function thus always implies both that a stimulus is present, and that this stimulus is influencing the person to behave in a certain way (i.e., it has a behavioral function). Formally, both a stimulus and the response made to that stimulus can be said to have the same function; thus, both a child’s crying (the stimulus) and the parent’s attentive response to that crying can be said to have an attention function. For practical purposes, stimulus functions typically fall into one of five classes:  1) avoidance/escape functions involve behaviors allowing the person to stay away from an aversive stimulus or to terminate their contact with that aversive stimulus; 2) tangible/ acquisition functions involve behaviors that are important in acquiring some physical material, such as food or money; 3) attention functions involve stimuli that contribute to the person earning the interpersonal interaction with the social community in some way; 4) self-stimulatory functions involve self-generated stimuli (such as singing while alone in the shower) or self-soothing; and 5) experiential avoidance functions involve behaviors which serve to attenuate distressing private events, such as emotions, thoughts, or sensations. If a behavior occurs, it serves one of those five functions.
Though a stimulus may function one way for one person, it may well function another way for another person. Fireworks bursting at a New Year’s celebration might bring delight to a young child, yet bring fear to a combat veteran; a dismissive glance may lead one person to ruminate on how unlikeable he is and another person to simply turn aside and shrug his shoulders. Indeed, the same stimulus may function differently for a person under different circumstances. Being told “No” by one’s partner after making an urgent request might spur a feeling of anger or rejection, while being told “No” by the same partner after asking if there are any chores that need to be done might bring a sense of relief. Behaviorism emphasizes that one’s learning history has a profound impact on how stimuli acquire their functions. How you respond to a conflict with your spouse depends largely on how you’ve learned to respond to conflicts from your parents, peers, previous partners, and past conflicts with the spouse. These learning experiences are not considered haphazard, but rather as quantifiable in terms of specific and finite number of learning processes. These learning processes determine how a person responds to stimuli, and are also used by behavioral psychologists to change these responses to more adaptive responses in the psychotherapy room.
One major aim of behavioral psychology is to delineate the different ways in which stimuli take on different functions with the ultimate goal of manipulating these same processes to rectify problematic functions. In other words, behavioral science attempts to figure out the different and specific ways a stimulus can influence problematic behavior, and then behavior therapists use these same mechanisms to replace those problematic behaviors with more effective ones. In the last few decades, therapists have capitalized on the research about classical and operant conditioning. Classical conditioning can describe the acquisition of many clinically relevant physiological responses. Take for example the phobic response. A child who is looking at and playing with a dog (a neutral stimulus; NS) gets bitten by the dog (an unconditioned stimulus; USC), resulting in physiological responses such as crying, the startle reflex, and increased heart rate (unconditioned responses; UCR). Later, because of the child’s experience, the sight of a dog (now a conditioned stimulus; CS) leads to crying, a startle response, and an increased heart rate (conditioned responses; CR). Behavior therapy suggests that the presentation of CSs in the absence of UCSs can eventually lead to a decrease in intensity of the CRs. In other words, a clinician can present dogs that don’t bite to the child, and eventually the crying, startle response, and heart rate will decrease.  The physiological anxiety responses that arose through classical conditioning are treated through the application of those very same classical conditioning processes.
Operant conditioning paradigms are also used in behavior therapy. For example, a child who receives reinforcement in the form of attention when throwing a tantrum will likely engage in more tantrum responses when deprived of attention. A clinician could prescribe “planned ignoring” of the child’s maladaptive response, and the child would eventually cease to tantrum if repeatedly denied this reinforcing attention after tantrums. In both the classical and operant conditioning cases, the very same principles responsible for maintaining the problem behaviors are used to treat the problem behaviors.  
For a number of decades, the processes of classical and operant conditioning were thought to be sufficient to account for and treat the effects different stimulus functions have for human beings. These processes were considered adequate to describe the etiology and maintenance of problematic behaviors exemplified by psychiatric disorders in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual. However, research continued to suggest that these processes could not fully account for the role that human language and cognition played in the development and maintenance of problematic stimulus functions. In other words, empirical investigations repeatedly indicated that processes other than classical and operant conditioning help determine the different functions a stimulus can take on in typically developed capable humans. The implications for behaviorists were grave:  If behavioral scientists did not know the verbal processes that influence problem behavior, they could not know how to effectively treat these problems. Relational frame theory comprises an attempt to identify specific processes that change stimulus functions, while honoring the behavioral ideal of relying on parsimonious principles and focusing only on directly observable behavior. 
Relational Frame Theory Simplified 

Relational Frame Theory is a modern behavioral account of language and cognition.(Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & Roche, 2001). The account involves a parsimonious set of coherent principles that have been uniformly supported by over 50 experiments published in peer-reviewed journals. Simply put, RFT considers language to consist of relations between stimuli, and explains how these relations can dramatically alter behavior. Language is not just simply labeling stimuli. The speaker and the listener respond to relations between stimuli and these relations can alter stimulus functions.  For example, consider the sentence, “You are a much calmer person than you used to be”.  Discrete stimuli such as the present tense “You” and “you” from the past are indeed referred to, but the sentence conveys little meaning until the relation between these two “yous” (“much calmer than”) is considered. Given the premise that discrete stimuli can be related in a virtually unlimited number of ways, relational responding expands the number of ‘meanings’ that can be created and expressed through language.
Relational responding is considered a special class of operant behavior, meaning that one learns to relate stimuli (both in general and in specific ways) because such responses are reinforced.  As with any operant behavior, how one relates stimuli (e.g., how one “thinks” about one’s experiences and the world) is shaped by the person’s learning history. Given behaviorism’s focus on observable behavior and pragmatic concerns of simply predicting and influencing behavior, the relationships discussed here are not implied to exist as physical entities, nor as biological entities in the brain. These relationships are simply evidenced by an organism’s behavior when two or more stimuli are present. Relational responding occurs when one’s behavior is influenced by relative features of two or more stimuli. Incidentally, animals demonstrate a type of relational responding called conditioned discrimination, yet humans also engage in derived relational responding, too.

Conditioned discrimination is evidenced when a person (or animal) makes a response based on a purely physical or “formal” relationship between two stimuli—one based solely on relational dimensions that can be directly perceived with one of the five senses. Consider the following training experiment: a pigeon is put into an operant chamber with two side-by-side buttons that it can peck and be reinforced with food. Above the buttons are slots that can display pictures of different sized rectangles. If the operant chamber is illuminated with a red light, then pecking the button with the larger rectangle is followed by the food reinforcer, and pecking the other key on an extinction schedule (no food is given). The experimenter counterbalances the positions of the rectangles, and only reinforces choosing the larger stimulus as long as the red light is on. Then the experimenter illuminates the chamber with a green light, and puts choosing the larger stimulus on extinction (no longer reinforces that choice of behavior), but reinforces choosing the button corresponding to the smaller rectangle. The pigeon soon learns to select “larger than” in the presence of the red light and “smaller than” in the presence of the green light. The pigeon’s behavior has been conditioned to discriminate between the physical properties of two stimuli; it makes a response based on a relationship between two physical properties. The experimenter could present new rectangles of different sizes than the training stimuli, and the pigeon will still choose “larger than” in the presence of the red light even when naïve to the actual stimuli.  Relational responding based on physical properties of stimuli is termed “transposition” in the behavior analysis literature (Reese, 1968).
RFT and Derived Relations
Suppose the experimental conditions were then changed: the experimenter puts a red light over one button and a green light over the other button. Which should be pressed when presented with a “larger than” stimulus event?  A pigeon’s response of pecking the button corresponding to red would simply be a 50% likelihood – no better than chance. However, most humans would reliably select the red button because of a history of selecting “larger than” in the presence of red. There has been no direct reinforcement history of selecting any colors in this experiment, which is why the pigeon is simply “guessing.” The only trained responses have been selecting “larger than/ smaller than” stimuli. In the absence of a previous reinforcement history with selecting red stimuli in the presence of a “larger than” stimulus, a pigeon isn’t likely to make such a choice. When a human being reliably makes this type of choice, we describe it as bidirectional relating. Humans typically have a long reinforcement history of learning that if A=B, then B=A; there are two directions to this relationship, thus the term “bidirectional.”  If red=larger than, then larger than=red. Even if there has been no previous reinforcement for that exact relationship in the past, the person does have a history of that kind of relationship from the past. The person may not have been trained to choose red in the presence of ‘larger than,’ but derived the relationship based on past experiences; thus the term derived relational responding.  The word ‘derive’ means to draw out from, take, deduce or infer. Derived relational responding is behavior influenced not by direct contingencies, but drawn out from past experience with indirect contingencies such as stimuli that occasion a relationship. 
During a long learning history in childhood, humans often are taught to bidirectionally relate stimuli in the natural environment. Suppose a little girl is shown a round red object that bounces and rolls, and the mother says “ball” and the child imitates and says “ball” also. The mother likely smiles and presents other reinforcing stimuli for the child’s response. These types of events happen on a daily basis in childhood. The bidirectional relating response is also occasioned by the mother saying “Go get the ball,” and the child going over to the toy box, where there are lots of other toys, and selecting the round red object that bounces and rolls. When the mother says “Good job” she is reinforcing the emerging repertoire of bidirectionally relating stimuli. Of course the child could have gotten her doll instead, but mother would have said “No that’s not the ball,” which would likely have punishing functions. It is important to keep in mind that relating is an operant behavior which, like all operant behaviors, needs to develop through consequences. After a few years surrounded by people who reinforce that if A is related to B in a particular way, then B is related to A in a connected way. Childhood is fraught with multiple examples of this kind of relationship training.  Children learn relationships such as: if Amy is older than Bill, then Bill is younger than Amy throughout childhood. Because of all these experiences which shape up a repertoire of being able to relate “older than/ younger than,” then when the child is presented with Charlie is older than Dennis – without any prior history of reinforcement, the child can reliably choose to say that Dennis is younger than Charlie, even in the absence of previous reinforcement for having said that type of relationship. That response was not directly trained, it was derived.  

The principal distinction between conditioned discrimination and derived relational responding is that “conditioned discriminations are based on nonarbitrary features of the stimuli.  Here, by ‘non-arbitrary’ we mean that one can distinguish the stimuli on the basis of physical properties or features of stimuli… and that can be apprehended through the senses” (Bach & Moran, 2008, p. 66).  ‘Arbitrary’ relations are those made by social whim, such as naming a newborn child.  Suppose a family named their baby ‘Mary.’  Stimulus A (the baby) is related to stimulus B (the word ‘Mary’). There is nothing about the baby that is physically related to calling her Mary; her parents chose to call her that name arbitrarily (or on social whim). On the other hand, nonarbitrary relations are occasioned by physical properties.  For example, one relationship between a large steel ball and a feather is that the steel ball is heavier than the feather.  The ball isn’t ‘heavier than’ the feather because someone chose it to be heavier based on some social whim; the ball physically has more mass and density, and is affected by gravity differently than the feather.  The ‘heavier than’ relationship is not arbitrary.  
Arbitrary relations include those that make reference to abstract concepts like “honor,” “self-worth,” “courage,” “prestige,” “importance,” or any other evaluative term that cannot be directly perceived with one of the five senses.  The implications of a human being’s ability—and animals’ inability—to relate stimuli along arbitrary dimensions are profound.  Animals are limited to relating and responding to stimuli on the basis of the physical nature of these stimuli.  Verbal humans can relate and respond to stimuli along any arbitrary dimensions that can be imagined.  For example, while a chimpanzee would be limited to responding to a wooden cross in the same ways it would respond to any similarly sized piece of wood, a verbal human could respond to that same wooden cross with a sense of reverence, love, anger, dismissal, and so on.  These latter responses must necessarily be generated through relating the cross to such abstract principles (or stimuli) such as “Christianity,” “Jesus,” “forgiveness,” or “love.”  Some people may even experience a perceived “betrayal of trust” by the Church.  If, in other words, the cross is framed as “equivalent to” Jesus’s sacrifice, which is “equivalent to” forgiveness, then a mere piece of wood can elicit feelings of relief, or even precipitate acts of charity or religious zeal.   Arbitrary relations, for the verbal human, become so prevalent and pervasive that they often are responded to as if they had the same perceptual solidity that nonarbitrary features share—as if they were, in effect, ‘physical truths.’
In the nomenclature of RFT, all the aforementioned examples of derived relational responding were instances of relating called mutual entailment, and it refers to reciprocal derivations (i.e., if a person is taught that stimulus A is further away than stimulus B, then one would derive that B is closer than A). Mutual entailment is essentially another word for bidirectional relating and includes two stimuli. Some relations can be made because of the participation of three or more stimuli. Combinatorial entailment refers to the reciprocal relationships that exist between two stimuli because of how those stimuli are related to another intermediary stimulus. For example, if taught only two relations - A is bigger than B, and B is bigger than C - then combinatorially entailed responses would consequently treat A as bigger than C, and C as smaller than A, even though there have been no direct contingencies brought to bear on making those types of relational responses. Basic science research indicates that the processes of mutual and combinatorial entailment require extensive learning histories and have only been unambiguously demonstrated in verbally capable humans (see, for example, Lipkens, Hayes & Hayes, 1993). Mutual and combinatorial entailment may seem like very simple logical operations, but RFT is demonstrating how these types of relations may be at the core of complex human behavior.
Once stimuli are related through mutual and combinatorial entailment, the stimulus functions (that is, the ways in which these stimuli influence behavior) of the related stimuli change according to how they are interrelated. The aforementioned example about mutual entailment discussed a “closer than/ further away than” relationship. This type of relationship does not just occur in a behavioral vacuum; this relationship is likely to lead to effective action on the person’s part given certain stimuli. For example, suppose you broke your arm while on vacation, and you asked a person where you could get treatment for the injury. They could answer “You could go to the emergency room at Hospital A or Hospital B.”  If that was all the information they gave you, you would have a 50-50 chance of attending either one. But suppose they then said: “Hospital A is farther away than Hospital B.” You would derive that Hospital B is closer, and with that relation (in conjunction with other environmental factors, such as wanting to stop the pain in your arm, and having a history of “closer” stimuli being correlated with more immediate reinforcers), the stimulus functions of Hospital B would make it so that you have a 100% likelihood to choose to go to Hospital B. You do not have a direct reinforcement history for going to Hospital B ever in your life, but with this derived relationship, your behavior is altered. In RFT nomenclature, this event is called transformation of stimulus function. Hayes et al. (2001) suggest that when stimulus A has certain psychological functions, other stimuli that have been related stimulus A will have their functions modified in accordance with the underlying derived relation (Hayes, Fox, Gifford, et al., 2001). If stimulus A has a particular psychological function, in contexts where stimulus A is equivalent to stimulus B, then stimulus B will acquire the similar particular psychological function. It should be emphasized that whenever mutual and combinatorial entailment result in different stimulus functions arising, transformation of function is occurring, by definition.
A synthesis of all the aforementioned concepts helps us define relational frames. Relational framing is a type of behavior that gets shaped by the individual’s social environment; it is a class of relational responding that can be governed by arbitrary relations and that demonstrates mutual entailment, combinatorial entailment, and transformation of stimulus functions. One remarkable thing about relational responding is that the verbal processes it describes can not only change stimulus functions alongside processes like classical and operant conditioning, but its effects can also override the effects of operant and classical conditioning.  In other words, when a person engages in relational framing, the relevant stimuli can have their operant functions (avoidance/ escape, tangible/ acquisition, attention, self-stimulatory, and experiential avoidance) and classically conditioned functions transformed.
The Different Varieties of Relational Framing
Behavioral scientists use the term relational frames as a noun; as if they were things or entities. It is more useful to consider relational frames as verbs; as if people “engage in relational framing” or “are framing events relationally.”  (Incidentally, language often tends to turn behavioral events in to objects:  A person might ask “Would you like to hear about my vacation?” as if the vacation were a thing, but really a vacation is set of behaviors like getting on a plane, driving to a destination, sightseeing, eating at fancy restaurants. The person really went “vacationing.”)  There are many sets of relational frames that describe the different ways stimuli can be related, and it is useful to classify them in general categories. 
Frames of coordination are basic relational frames that set up a relation of similarity or sameness. Coordination is the same as stimulus equivalence (Sidman, 1994) and is best described as “stimulus A is the same as stimulus B.”  Frames of opposition set up an opposite relation – cold is the opposite of hot, night is the opposite of day. Comparison frames set up a dimension or spectrum of some type of quantity or quality on which the two stimuli can be evaluated. The previous hospital example used a “farther away/ closer than” relational frame of comparison on the quantitative dimension of distance. Many other examples abound for comparison frames: better/worse, taller/ shorter, richer/ poorer, pretty/ ugly, etc. Hierarchical frames indicate class membership and are similar to a frame of comparison. An example is “stimulus A is a member or attribute of stimulus B,” such as “A German shepherd is a type of dog.”  
Temporal frames can speak to before/after comparisons; while spatial relational frames help relate position of objects in space, such as in-front/ behind, under/ over, beneath/ between/ on-top, etc. Causality and conditional frames set up relations of “A causes B which causes C” and other ‘if-then’ frames. Suppose a parent says “If you make your bed, then I’ll give you a lollipop” to a little boy who really enjoys eating lollipops (obtaining lollipops has a tangible/ acquisition function). Even if the child infrequently makes his bed (because there have been no reinforcers for that behavior before), this new conditional relation may actually evoke making his bed. Before the parent made the statement, seeing an unmade bed did not have any stimulus functions that evoked bed-making for the child. Yet when the statement was made, two stimuli were related (making the bed and getting the lollipop), so the unmade bed now had its stimulus functions changed due to participation in this conditional relational frame. Perspective-taking relational frames (also called deictic frames) specify relationships from the viewpoint of the speaker. One example of a perspective-taking frame is left/ right. When people are conversing face-to-face, and one person says “The item is on my right,” then the listener needs to look to her own left side to find the item. Other perspective-taking frames are I/ you, here/ there, and now/ then. This survey of the families of relational frames is not exhaustive, and a much deeper analysis is available in Hayes et al. (2001; p. 35-39). 

The critical point regarding these relational frames is not merely that people can relate stimuli in the many different aforementioned ways, but that the person’s behavior will be altered because of the participation of the stimuli in these frames, even in the absence of direct experience with the stimuli. Relational frame theory thus adds an important dimension to operant and classical learning. It suggests that even in the absence of direct experience with stimulus functions, framing events relationally can alter the effects of the relevant stimuli.


The frames can all also interact and change the stimulus functions of stimuli that have yet to be encountered. Suppose you were the coach for a baseball team who had 8 people ready to play a game and needed one more player. The game is starting in ten minutes. You have two substitutes who you have never met, but you can call them because they are interested in playing: Alex or Babe. Obtaining either of these players has tangible/ acquisition functions because you need one more person, and it also has avoidance/ escape functions because if you don’t have a full team, you will lose by forfeit. Who would you pick?  Right now, your choice of the better player who will help you win (and winning is a reinforcer for you as a coach) is a toss up. But what if your assistant coach said the following statements (and thereby set up these relational frames): Babe is a great player (frame of coordination), and will probably be the best person on our team (frame of comparison). He’s a professional baseball player (hierarchical frame) and he’s nothing like Alex when it comes to baseball (frame of opposition). If Babe plays for us, then we’ll have someone with a .342 batting average (frame of conditionality). My suggestion is for you to call Babe (perspective-taking frame). 

Now, who would you pick?  Of course, Babe has been related to many other stimuli that make it likely that picking him would lead to the reinforcing event of winning the baseball game – even though you’ve never contacted the direct experience of picking Babe to play on your team. As you begin to call Babe on the phone to come and play, someone else says: Alex lives across the street from the baseball field (spatial relation), and Babe lives one hour away from here (spatial, temporal and perspective-taking frame combined). Now who would you pick?  Picking Alex is likely the better choice because he will at least be able to attend the game and not allow the baseball team to forfeit for lack of players. As the coach, the functions of the stimuli (Alex or Babe) are quickly changed by many types of relational frames presented in this example. Importantly, your responses as coach are more likely to lead to effective action, even in the absence of previous reinforcement or contact with these stimuli events, because of relational framing.
What does RFT have to do with Clinical Psychology?


Relational frame theory “might be well applied to clinical concerns because basic RFT research suggests how language and cognition, while contributing to human evolutionary survival and success, also lead to much human suffering” (Bach & Moran, 2008, p. 34). Several practical implications for clinical psychology flow directly from relational frame theory and four such implications will be discussed here. First, many of the apparent truths we hold dear are not nearly as solid as are minds might lead us to believe. Any arbitrary manner in which we relate stimuli involves making an evaluative or subjective interpretation of a person, thing, event, or experience. While non-arbitrary or formal relations (such as relations comparing the relative size or color of two things) have solid, tangible, directly sensible referents that leave no doubt as to the veracity of the relation, arbitrary relations are largely a matter of opinion. There is no doubt that a basketball is bigger than a baseball—this non-arbitrary relation is grounded firmly in the formal properties of sight. But while some people would suggest that the game of basketball is a better sport than baseball, there is certainly room for debate (e.g., Major League Baseball fans would certainly disagree with this assertion) and for much more specific clarification (e.g., in what ways is basketball a better sport?). And ultimately, just as with virtually all arbitrary relations, there is no tangible, direct referent that proves, as a matter of direct, sensory experience, that basketball is a better sport than baseball. The implications for psychotherapy are dramatic. What if the negative self-evaluations that entangle our clients are just simply words, just arbitrary and subjective allegations that have no solid grounding in the physical world?  What if the behavioral rules that restrict the client’s actions (such as “I must feel confident before I can move forward”) are not nonarbitrary laws of physics, but rather thinly related suggestions?  RFT assumes these arbitrary evaluations and rules are indeed physically insubstantial, and mindfulness-based psychotherapies such as acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT; Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999) make therapeutic use of this assumption.  

Second, RFT predicts that since context controls the ability to change stimulus functions through derived relational responding, changes in context can disrupt this ability. As with any operant process, certain contextual features must be in place in order for the stimuli involved to function in the manner they typically function for an individual. For example, think of the specific words that make up a meaningful sentence, such as the sentence you are reading now. Each word in each sentence is a stimulus that can function in multiple ways based on your learning history and the context in which you encounter them. To someone who doesn’t speak or read Japanese, these words might function simply as marks and scratches seen on a piece of paper; if spoken, they might function simply as strange sounds and sensations in one’s throat and mouth. The current context of the reader and the reader’s learning history impart meaning to the marks and sounds. The marks and sounds themselves do not hold the meaning exclusively. 
To someone fluent in Japanese, these textual stimuli function quite differently. Reading words such as these evoke images, direct you to behave in certain ways but not others, and can lead you to feel various emotions. But even if you are fluent in Japanese, certain contextual features must be in place in order for the derived relational responding underlying the creation of these imaginal, directive, and emotive functions to occur. When spoken, for example, words must be spoken at a certain rate—not too fast, not too slow—in order to create meaning. Certain grammatical rules must be obeyed so that sentences ‘make sense.’  And, perhaps most importantly, one must focus on the content of what is being thought, spoken, or read in order for meaningful functions to emerge from them, rather than focusing on the process by which these words are being produced. In other words, if one’s attention was focused on the physical sensations involved in speaking words, on the almost musical or rhythmic manner in which someone spoke, that person would effectively ‘lose’ the content of what was being spoken. If a reader focused strictly on the lines and curves associated with each individual written word, the meaningful functions that would arise under standard literal contextual conditions would not emerge. Loosely put, the words would ‘lose their power’ to influence our actions or our emotions. Certainly, once the typical contextual conditions that support the creation of literal stimulus functions (termed a “context of literality”) are brought to bear on the person’s behavior, these words would be expected to regain the influence and function as they had before. But witnessing the process by which language produces meaning, under some conditions, can have a similar effect to revealing the secret behind a magician’s trick. Once a person is shown that ‘all is not necessarily as it seems’ when it comes to words, then the person can begin to see through the illusion of arbitrary language and choose to act as one desires, regardless of what the words are stating. Such disruptions to the context of literality have been practiced for millennia in Buddhist and other religious traditions (e.g., using meditation to consistently notice the process of thinking without being influenced by the product of thinking), and are also used frequently in cognitive defusion techniques in ACT (see Blackledge, 2007, for an expanded discussion of cognitive defusion and its role in disrupting the context of literality). 

Third, RFT has direct implications for teaching language to the developmentally disabled, and has in fact already been successfully used in these arenas (Murphy, Barnes-Holmes, & Barnes-Holmes, 2005; Rehfeldt & Root, 2005). Standard behavioral methods of teaching relations between stimuli involve a comprehensive approach where each facet of a mutual or combinatorial relation is specifically taught. For example, suppose a behavior analyst was teaching an autistic child to state his preferences among three stimuli using the relational terms “better” and “worse.” With this task, every reciprocal relationship between all the relevant stimuli would have to be explicitly and repeatedly taught. In other words, if the child was being taught to express his preference for beef, chicken, or fish, he would need to be explicitly taught all six of the following relations (let “>” stand as better than and “<” stand as worse than):  beef > chicken; chicken < beef; chicken >fish; fish < chicken; beef > fish; fish<beef). RFT theory has successfully predicted that a much more minimal approach can be taken, and that the processes of mutual and combinatorial entailment can be relied upon to produce an exponential number of derivations. As an alternative to the meticulous approach described above, for example, RFT research has shown that once autistic children are taught the applicability and reciprocal nature of the terms “better” and “worse,” a minimal number of relations need be taught for them to exhaustively apply the relations to new stimuli (Blackledge, Blackledge, Ward, Healy, & Leader, 2004). For example, using an RFT-based approach, teaching an autistic child to express a novel and comprehensive set of preferences between beef, chicken, and fish could potentially be accomplished by teaching two relations rather than six: beef >chicken; chicken>fish. Given the time-consuming and systematic work that needs to be engaged in to teach autistic and other developmentally disabled children language, such time efficient interventions can be considered very welcome, indeed.

Finally, RFT gives clinical psychology a natural science account of the effects of language and cognition. With the RFT framework, different psychotherapeutic techniques that have relied on hypothetical entities and explanatory fictions to explain their effectiveness now have a much more detailed technology to assist in greater understanding of why certain therapeutic approaches work. Rational emotive behavior therapy techniques have been analyzed with RFT (Blackledge, Moran, & Ellis, 2008) in order to give a more natural science explanation of how REBT cognitive disputing techniques can have therapeutic effects.

Conclusion


Stimuli affect behavior in different ways for different people and across different contexts. Behavioral processes such as operant and classical conditioning describe two ways in which stimuli can come to take on different behavioral functions, as well as prescribing specific interventions to counter the sometimes problematic effects of these processes. The language-specific process of derived relational responding posited by RFT describes an additional behavioral process: how language changes the functions of stimuli in ways that cannot be predicted or controlled using more longstanding behavioral processes. In continuity with the goals of behavioral theory, RFT both describes how language-based functions arise and how language-based processes can be used to address the problems they produce. Also in continuity with behavioral science, RFT comprises a parsimonious addition to behavioral theory that relies solely on the analysis of directly observable behavior. Pronouncements of behaviorisms death have been premature---behaviorism is alive and well, and mounting the challenge of successfully accounting for the dramatic effects of language and cognition on human behavior.
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