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Moral and Legal Control

Richard W. Malott
Western Michigan University

Both immoral behavior and illegal behavior usually interfere
with the well being of humanity, while moral behavior contrib-
utes to the well being of humanity. Society adds both moral and
legal contingencies to counteract the natural contingencies of
reinforcement and punishment that support immoral and illegal
behavior and to supplement ineffective natural contingencies
that fail to support moral and legal behavior. Because these
contingencies are usually indirect-acting analog contingencies,
they control behavior only when expressed as moral and legal
rules. Generally, society adds moral analog contingencies to
control behavior that is harder to observe and legal analog
contingencies to control behavior that is easier to observe.
Moral analog contingencies usually have nonmaterial out-
comes, whereas, legal analog contingencies usually have mate-
rial outcomes. Analogs to avoidance are more effective than
analogs to reinforcement, because the avoidance deadline pre-
vents infinite procrastination. Therefore, effective moral and
legal analog contingencies must be based on aversive control.

I have based this analysis of legal and moral control on the
three-contingency model of performance management (Malott,
1993, 1998). That model involves a number of definitions, prin-
ciples, and guidelines, as well as a special way of diagramming
behavioral contingencies. I will take the liberty of introducing
necessary elements of this model, throughout the present analy-
sis. I have also based this analysis on an approach I call behav-
ioral anthropology (Malott, 1988). An earlier version of this
analysis can be found in Malott, Malott, and Trojan (2000, pp
415-425).

Ineffective Natural Contingencies

“Don’t dump your hazardous waste here, buddy, because it will
pollute the environment and decrease the quality of life for your
friends and neighbors.” (See Fig. 1.)

This is an example of a natural contingency. (A contingency
that occurs in nature, without being designed by a performance
manager to control behavior.) Society in general and we be-
havior analysts in particular are concerned with those natural
contingencies that affect the quality of life of the individual and
the members of our society but are, nonetheless, ineffective in
controlling behavior.

Figure 1

’

An ineffective natural contingency. (Note that the “Before"
condition in these diagrams is not the same as an S; it is
more like, but not exactly like, an establishing operation.)
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(Contingencies are ineffective in controlling behavior if they
involve outcomes that are too improbable or too small, though
the cumulative impact of many such outcomes may be signifi-
cant. Contrary to the standard lay and behavioral view, ac-
cording to the three contingency model, the delay of the out-
come is of little importance, as long as the behavior knows the
rule describing that contingency.)

These ineffective contingencies fail to control our behavior
directly as reinforcement or punishment contingencies. Also,
such contingences often fail to control our behavior indirectly
through rules describing them. The rule advising not to dump
waste because it will pollute may be ineffective; and, if so, its
ineffectiveness is probably because the impact of dumping
only one barrel of hazardous waste may make too infinitesimal
a contribution to the pollution of the environment. Because of
the ineffectiveness of the anti-pollution rule, pollution may
gradually overwhelm us, one infinitesimally significant barrel
at a time, unless we intervene. One way to intervene is to pass
laws against pollution.

Legal-Rule Control

“Don’t dump your hazardous waste here, buddy; or we'll fine
you.” (See Fig. 2.)
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Figure 2.
Before Behavior Delay After
| You have | (Youdumpa| [Onemonth| | You have |
$N. =) barrelof =) later. =) $N-2,000.
waste |

An effective performance-management contingency

That is an example of a performance-management contin-
gency. (Performance-management contingency—a contin-
gency that does not occur in nature and is designed by a per-
formance manager to control behavior.) If the person obeys
this rule and refrains from dumping, then we have an example
of control by a legal rule. (Legal-rule control—control by
rules specifying added, indirect-acting contingencies or added,
direct-acting, behavioral contingencies. Legal rules specify
material outcomes, a different type of outcomes than moral
rules specify, as I will suggest shortly.)

An example of a legal rule specifying a direct-acting be-
havioral contingency is: All curfew violators will be shot on
sight. (Direct-acting contingency—a contingency for which
the outcome of the response reinforces or punishes that re-
sponse.) However, most often, legal rules specify contingen-
cies for which the outcome is too delayed to reinforce or pun-
ish the causal behavior; for example, the $2,000 fine might not
actually be collected until a month after the behavior occurred.
Nonetheless, rules specifying these indirect-acting contingen-
cies can still control the causal response, in spite of the delay.
(Indirect-acting contingency--a contingency that controls the
response, but not because the outcome reinforces or punishes
that response. To repeat, it is the rule specifying the contin-
gency, not the contingency itself that controls the behavior,
because the outcome involved in the contingency is too de-
layed to reinforce or punish the causal response; a rule might
even control behavior, though the specified outcome of that
behavior never occurs, as might be the case for religious rules
specifying afterlife outcomes.)

This anti-pollution contingency is an analog to a penalty
contingency (Analog to a penalty contingency--an indirect-
acting penalty contingency where the delay between the causal
response and the loss of the reinforcer is too great to punish
that response.) As indicated earlier, the rule specifying this in-
direct-acting analog to a penalty contingency can control the
causal response, even though the contingency itself does not
directly do so.

Again, rules describing contingencies can fail to control
our behavior for two reasons: (1) The outcomes are too im-
probable (e.g., the low probability of the need for a seat belt
results in a low frequency of wearing seat belts); and (2) Any
single instance of the outcome is too small to be significant,

though the accumulation of many such outcomes would be
significant (e.g., the small polluting effect of dumping a sin-
gle barrel of to toxic waste.) Social agencies often attempt to
supplement these ineffective natural contingencies with ef-
fective performance-management contingencies. In other
words, they pass laws that consist of rules describing the
performance-management contingencies. The laws are effec-
tive to the extent that the contingencies they describe involve
outcomes that are both sizeable and probable. If these laws or
legal rules are ineffective, it is generally due to their lack of
enforcement (the probability of the outcome) rather than the
magnitude of the penalty (the size of outcome).

Moral (Ethical) Rule Control

“Ah, ain’t nobody lookin.” So I'll just dump this hazardous waste
over here and. . . ."

“STOP!”

“What? Who's that? Who said that?”

“This is your conscience, brother. Even when the cops aren’t
around, I'm always here to keep you on the straight and narrow”

“Well, hee hee, I was just kidding. I wasn’t really gonna’ . . ..’
(See Fig. 3.)

"

Figure 3
A potentially effective performance gement contingency
Before Behavior After
You have a b You dump a [ Youhave a
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That is another example of a performance-management
contingency: if the person obeys the rule and refrains from
dumping, then we have an example of control by a moral rule.
(Moral-rule control—control by rules specifying added indi-
rect-acting contingencies or added direct-acting behavioral
contingencies; moral rules specify social, religious, or super-
natural outcomes.) In the present case, the outcome is immedi-
ate; thus the contingency would be a direct-acting punishment
contingency. However, the aversive outcome (e.g., the guilty
conscience) might not present itself until later that night when
the person is having difficulty falling to sleep because he
found himself contemplating the evilness of his deed. In that
case, the guilty-conscience outcome would be delayed, and
this would be an indirect-acting contingency, an analog to a
punishment contingency. Regardless of whether the contin-
gency were direct acting or indirect acting, it would only sup-
press the person’s polluting behavior, if the person’s moral
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training were sufficient that the resulting guilty conscience
would be both probable and significantly aversive.

“Come on, conscience; it'll cost too much to move these barrels
over to an authorized hazardous-waste dump.”

“Brother, you dump it here and you'll be a polluter”

“So?”

“Polluters are evil people who don’t care about anything but the
fast buck”

“Well, for sure I don’t want to be an evil person.”

“Brother, I knew you'd choose the moral path”

“But still, I've only got a few barrels; and that won’t hurt much.”

“NO!”

“Why not, conscience, just a few barrels?”

“Because God will not like you. There is no room in Heaven for
polluters”

“Are you sure? No room for just one or two?”

“No room for even the little toe of a single polluter. Never!”

“That’s heavy.” (See Fig. 4.)

Figure 4

A potentially effective performance-management contingency. (Note
that in Fig. 2, the delay between the behavior and the outcome (after
condition) is indicated by a separate box; however, in this and subse-
quent diagrams, when the before condition is in future tense, then it
seems best to indicate the delay in the before and after conditions
themselves, rather than in a separate delay box.)

After

| You will go to You dump dnej You will not go|
'Heaven, when =)barrel of waste=) to Heaven |
you die. when you die. |

Before Behavior

That is another example of an indirect-acting, morality-
based performance-management contingency. In this case it is a
religious contingency, because it involves a spiritual or super-
natural outcome. Religious contingencies are indirect acting, if
they involve a delayed outcome, such as entrance to Heaven or
Hell, excommunication, or reincarnation into a higher or lower
caste. However, sometimes religious contingencies can be di-
rect acting, such as an immediate lightning bolt from God or an
immediate answer to a prayer for intercession. (Perhaps a more
precise way to put it is that the relevant religious rules would
describe indirect or direct-acting contingencies, regardless of
the actual existence of those contingencies.) If the person’s re-
ligious training is sufficient, control by religious rules will be
effective because they usually specify outcomes that are both
probable and sizeable, regardless of the delay of those out-
comes.

The religious contingency in Fig. 4 is an analogue to a
penalty contingency—exclusion from Heaven'. It could also
be an analogue to a punishment contingency if the alternative
to eternity in Heaven were an eternity in Hell and not just an
eternity in limbo.

Other Examples of More-Rule Control

The hungry Yanomamo hunter goes into the Brazilian forest
and bags a monkey. Does he skin it, cook it, and eat it on the
spot? No, he takes it back to the village to share with the oth-
ers. Why? Because he believes that, if he fails to share, the
hunting god will take away his hunting skills. In some cul-
tures, hunters even insist that everyone else get a piece of meat
before they do, again avoiding the loss of their hunting skills.
The rule is “Share it.” The religious performance-management
contingency is punishment by the loss of a reinforcer (the
hunting skills) if the hunter eats the kill before sharing. The
ineffective, natural punishment contingency is that, if the
hunter eats his fill before returning to the village, there may
not be an optimal distribution of the meat. This contingency
may be ineffective because one instance of the hunter’s eating
more than his share of the meat will usually have only an in-
finitesimal effect on the community’s health, though the
hunter’s consistent eating rather than sharing might result in
community harm that is cumulatively significant, significantly
aversive even in the eyes of the hungry hunter. Of course, that
natural punishment contingency might be ineffective because
the hunter is completely insensitive to the well being of his
community members; but, as Skinner has pointed out, we
should pity such a community that has not inculcated this level
of sensitivity, for it shall not survive; in other words, such
complete insensitivity to community needs is probably rare in
surviving communities. (Obviously, wherever there is the need
for a punishment contingency (either natural or performance-
management), this means there is probably an effective, natu-
ral competing contingency that is reinforcing the undesirable
behavior. In this case, the food reinforcement contingency
would normally reinforce the hungry hunters immediate con-
sumption of the monkey.

Closer to home, consider the Ten Commandments, for in-
stance: Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife. The implicit
performance-management contingency is: If you commit
adultery, you will encounter the wrath of God. The ineffective
natural contingency is that one instance of adultery will only
infinitesimally harm the family and community, though an

! The contingencies described in this article are generalized forms of moral
and legal control; of course cultures vary in the specifics of moral control. The
use of Heaven and Hell in religious rules comes from Judeo-Christian tradi-
tions; other traditions have other supernatural outcomes, such as reincarna-
tion,

Vol. 1, Fall 2001. Behavioral Development Bulletin



accumulation of many such instance will cause serious harm.
The rule is: Do not endanger the stability of the community by
committing hanky-panky. The contingency is punishment by the
wrath of God.

Legal Vs. Moral Control

Usually, legal control works well, as long as someone is around
to observe the behavior and impose the contingency. But often
no one is looking—for example, midnight polluters, or solitary
hunters, or married people with roving eyes. In such cases,
moral or ethical control is crucial. Therefore, society needs to
arrange for individuals to observe their own behavior and apply
the punishment and avoidance contingencies (perhaps auto-
matically). That way society can cause people to follow the
rules for behaving in the best interests of society, even when no
one is looking.

As we have seen, sometimes moral control works when le-
gal control fails. But the reverse also applies. Sometimes legal
control works when moral control fails:

“Fellow citizens, you have a moral obligation to your country
to preserve our scarce resources during these times of crisis.
Therefore, to preserve our oil supplies, I ask that you not exceed
55 mph.”

Lots of luck.

“Fellow citizens, we have a new law in this great land of ours.
Anyone caught exceeding 55 mph will get a traffic ticket. Collect
a few of those tickets, and you’ll need to dust off your walking
shoes, good buddy.”

Another example:

“Fellow citizens, you have a moral obligation to your babies
and toddlers under four to secure them in an infant or child re-
straint seat, when driving.”

“Well, I meant to. Be reasonable, I drive carefully. And be-
sides, who are you to tell me what to do; I know what’s best for
my child, do not 17"

“Here ye, here ye, fellow citizens. It is now a law of the land
that all children under the age of four must be buckled into an in-
fant or child restraint seat.”

If society cannot observe the behavior or its outcomes, it has
no choice but to use moral control. For example, impure
thoughts are not illegal, just immoral. If society can observe the
behavior and cares about the outcome, it uses legal control. For
example, letting your parking meter expire will not cause you to
go to confession; but it might cost you a buck or two. If society
can sometimes observe the undesirable behavior and sometimes
not, it often uses both moral and legal control. For example,
stealing may send you both to the confessional and jail.

The Costs and Benefits of Moral Control

Moral control is hard to establish and maintain. For example,
to establish and maintain moral control, the Jewish culture
needs the Old Testament and the Christian culture needs both
the Old and New Testaments. These cultures also need the
continuous efforts of the rabbis with their synagogues and the
priests and ministers with their churches.

Religion battles eternally with harmful direct-acting con-
tingencies—direct-acting contingencies that will destroy the
temple of our bodies—(e.g., drugs of a rapidly increasing vari-
ety, from nicotine, through alcohol, and on to cocaine). Relig-
ion battles eternally to prevent the powerful from exploiting
the powerless (except when a representative of religion has
been bought by the powerful, then religion’s function re-
verses).

Moral control is hard and costly to establish, hard and
costly to maintain, and often fails. However, when no one else
is looking but you and your conscience’ (or you and your
God), moral control earns its keep, even though it is often less
than optimally effective. The world would be in an even
greater mess if we did not have these moral contingencies.

For moral control to work, society must have established a
special, learned aversive condition—the thought of the wrath
of one’s God or the thought of the wrath of one’s parents. And
those thoughts must be aversive, even when no one is looking;
such an effective aversive condition is hard to establish and
hard to maintain.

Getting people to memorize the specific commandments or
rules is easy. The hard part is putting teeth in the bite of those
commandments. The hard part is arranging learned aversive
outcomes for noncompliance with those commandments. “Do
not be selfish.” That is easy for people to memorize. If you are
selfish, you will not be able to enter Heaven. Getting people to
accept that rule is the hard part, especially when being selfish
generates so many sizable and probable reinforcers.

However, it is sometimes easier to establish legal control,
because it is easy to establish the fear of legal outcomes as
learned aversive conditions: “Steal this, buster, and we're
throwing your rear in jail.” Children need not go to Sunday
school for six years to establish the possibility of going to jail
as an aversive condition. And the parents need not go to
church the rest of their lives to maintain that possibility of go-
ing to jail as an aversive condition. As long as jail is a highly
probable outcome, rules involving it will control behavior
well. Of course, it all falls apart when jail is improbable.

Yet, there is a trade off. True, it takes most of the efforts of
organized religion to establish and maintain our sensitivity to
the reinforcing and aversive values of religious outcomes. But

? I beg for poetic license in my use of “conscience” by which I only mean self-
observation, self-evaluation, and rule control.
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all it takes is God or our conscience to monitor compliance with
those moral rules, once society has established a conscience or a
belief in God. And we need not pay taxes to support God or our
conscience (though we must financially support religion’s ef-
forts to maintain our sensitivity to the reinforcers and aversive
conditions associated with religious moral rules).

Furthermore, we do pay heavy taxes to support the police
and the judges. Also it may not cost us much to establish the
thought of jail as an aversive condition, but the jails and prisons
themselves add a heavy tax burden. By contrast, we do not have
to pay taxes for the maintenance of Heaven and Hell; we just
have to support religion’s efforts to establish and maintain our
belief in those afterlife possibilities.

The Aversive Basis of Moral and Legal Control
Why Do We Need Hell To Have Moral Control?

Why are not the promises of Heaven enough to produce moral
behavior from believers? Why do we need the threat of Hell, as
well? Why must aversive control play such a large role in our
moral contingencies?

It greatly helps that religion invoke the threat of Hell. Here
is the problem with using rule-governed analogs to reinforce-
ment based on the promise of rewards in an afterlife (e.g., en-
trance into Heaven). We can always postpone that difficult walk
on the razor’s edge that leads to Heaven. We can always sin
today and struggle up the straight, narrow, and steep road to
Heaven tomorrow, or maybe the day after tomorrow. But rule-
governed analogs to punishment and avoidance often control
our behavior more reliably than rule-governed analogs to rein-
forcement. Why? Because they do not let us procrastinate away
our lives in sin.

This rule will not control our behavior very well: Perform a
lifetime of good deeds and you will spend eternity in Heaven.
Why not? Because the statement of that rule does not make any
one instance of noncompliance a sufficiently aversive condition.
It allows us to cop out and procrastinate. It allows us to say, “I
am too busy to perform any good deeds right now, but I will
perform them when I get time." This is an ineffective rule-
governed analog to reinforcement by the presentation of a rein-
forcer. The ineffectiveness of this rule is most apparent when
we do a molecular analysis, when we look at the implications of
this rule for any single instance of doing one good deed, rather
than at the molar aggregate of many good deeds. While per-
forming a lifetime of good deeds certainly has a supernatural
outcome sizeable enough to function as a powerful reinforcer,
performing a single good deed probably will not. (See Fig. 5.)

And what about this rule? Commit a single mortal sin, and
you will spend eternity burning in Hell. Unlike the previous
rule, the statement of that rule does make noncompliance a suf-
ficiently aversive condition (for believers). Therefore, this is an
effective rule-governed analog to punishment. (See Fig. 6.)

Figure §
An ineffective, rule-governed analog to reinforcement by the
presentation of a reinforcer

Before Behavior After
You will be a You will be
given distance You perform infintesimally

from entering one good deed. closer to
heaven, when entering
you die. heaven, when
you die.
Figure 6
An effective rule-governed analog to punishment
Before Behavior After
You will not You will
spend You commit spend
eternity in one mortal eternity in
Hell, when sin. Hell, when
you die you die.

What Is The Role of Heaven in Moral Control?

You might say however, moral control is not all that aversive.
People think of Heaven as an afterlife rich with reinforcers. |
agree that Heaven, rich with reinforcers, can be crucial to reli-
gious moral control but not because Heaven is the end result of
procrastination-tolerant reinforcement contingencies.

Then what role does Heaven play in supporting our moral
behavior? Heaven gives us something to lose. If you do too
many evil deeds (sins of commission), you will not get the
reinforcers of Heaven (a rule-governed analog to punishment
by the prevention of the presentation of reinforcers). And if
you fail to do enough good deeds (sins of omission), you also
will not get the reinforcers of Heaven (a rule-governed analog
to avoidance of the loss of reinforcers).

With analogues to avoidance, come procrastination battling
deadlines. For example, at one time, parents instructed their
children to perform the following prayer: “If I should die be-
fore 1 wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.” The parents said
or implied something like this: “Say your prayers before you
go to bed (deadline), so you will avoid harm to your soul,
should you die before you awake.”

A similar precautionary rule might be: “Do a good deeds
every day to ensure the salvation of your soul, because you
never know when you may die.” (In this case, the deadline is
the end of the day, by which time you should have performed
your good deed.) But this is similar to the analogue to rein-
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forcement contingency I discussed earlier; so why would this
analogue to avoidance contingency control behavior when the
simple instruction to perform many good deeds (analogue to
reinforcement) would not? Because the daily-deed rule contains
an effective deadline (the end of the day). But the rule recom-
mending that we do many good deeds before we die does not
contain an effective deadline (when you die).

Normally, the when-you-die deadline allows a lifetime of
procrastination, procrastination to the point where there may not
be enough remaining time to do an adequate number of good
deeds. (See Fig. 7.)

Natural Deadlines

Deadlines that fight procrastination may also be established in
other ways. When an occasion for a good deed is presented to a
person, it sets up a deadline for doing that good deed. For ex-
ample, if you are driving along the highway at night and you see
a stranded motorist, you can help that motorist and thus avoid
losing your proximity to Heaven, for surely each instance of
failure to be your brother’s keeper removes you a little further
from heaven's gate. But, that occasion has a deadline. You need
to help the motorist now. If you come back next week to help
the motorist, it will be too late—the motorist will be gone and
you will have lost your proximity to Heaven. (See Fig. 8.)

Figure 7

An effective, rule-governed analog to avoidance of the loss of the op-
portunity for a reinforcer. (Note that, only for the moment, are you
avoiding the loss of the opportunity to enter Heaven. Performing one
good deed does not provide a perpetual guarantee for Heaven's en-
trance. The later commitment of a sin or the failure to do a good deed
on another day can also void your entrance to Heaven. Also, note that
the time before the deadline functions as an S°, a stimulus condition
in the presence of which a behavioral contingency is in effect. Al-
though, we need deadlines for avoidance contingencies, for punish-
ment contingencies, a deadline for the occurrence of the behavior is
usually not needed.)

Figure 8

An effective, rule-governed analog to avoidance of the loss of the
opportunity for a reinforcer.
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Until the
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Before Behavior After
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you die. you die.

In sum, moral rules control sins of commission (commit-
ting bad deeds), when they are stated as analogs to punish-
ment. And they control sins of omission (omitting or failing
to do good deeds), when they are stated as analogs to avoid-
ance. This suggests that moral control is exclusively, or al-
most exclusively, aversive control. In the case of religion,
that aversive control uses rule-governed analogs to punish-
ment and avoidance. Hell (or something like it) is the aver-
sive condition to be presented, and Heaven (or something like
it) is the paradise to be lost.”

When Does Moral and Legal Control Fail?

As | said before, if we did not have moral and legal control,
our world would be in an even bigger mess than it is now. But

*However, some argue that once you are saved, once you accept Jesus Christ
into your heart, you are going to Heaven, automatically. Perhaps, but surely,
only if accepting Jesus Christ means that you stop sinning and dedicate your-
self to a life of good deeds. In other words, how do we know you have truly
accepted Jesus? We know people not simply by their words, but also by their
deeds. To accept Jesus Christ into your heart means you walk the walk; you
do not just talk the talk. If you claim to accept Jesus but continue in extremely
sinful ways, surely Heaven's gates would not open for you. Heaven is so
difficult to access that Jesus felt compelled to warn that the burden of a sack
of gold across your back will keep you from passing through Heaven's gate
more surely than the burden of the hump on the back of a camel will prevent
it from passing through a needle. Again, it seems like Heaven is entered only
by those who live a righteous life, not by those who merely say they have
accepted Jesus Christ. There is also the more predestinationist Christian view
that states that Jesus died to save us from our sins, that whether or not we sin,
it has been preordained that we either will or will not enter to Heaven. How-
ever, if you sin, in spite of what Jesus has done for you, you are a disap-
pointment, even though you may have been predestined to sin and be a disap-
pointment. And it might be that this knowledge that you will be a disap-
pointment also sets up analog avoid and punish contingencies that

¥

are part of the predestinationist system that prevents you from sinning.
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one reason we are now in such a mess is that moral and legal
control often fail. Why do these control systems fail? Often, for
legal rules, the penalty for each act is too improbable (for ex-
ample, you probably will not be caught speeding during the next
minute). Often, with religious rules, the penalty for each act is
too small. For example, “Surely one small sin of commission or
omission won’t matter that much in the eyes of a forgiving Je-
sus.” Also, we are adept at rationalizing exemptions from reli-
gious and moral rules: “It says we’re not supposed to kill, but
God didn’t mean we should do away with the death penalty for
hideous crimes.”

SUMMARY

1. Immoral behavior and illegal behavior do not differ fun-

damentally. Both usually harm society.

2. Society must add both moral and legal contingencies to
counteract the natural contingencies of reinforcement and pun-
ishment that support immoral and illegal behavior.

3. Both moral and legal contingencies are usually indirect-
acting analog contingencies; therefore, they control behavior
only when described as moral and legal rules.

4. Though immoral and illegal behaviors do not differ
fundamentally, in practice, it is harder to observe some behav-
iors than others.

5. Generally, society adds moral analog contingencies to
control behavior that is harder to observe and legal analog con-
tingencies to control behavior that is easier to observe. There-
fore, behavior we call immoral is usually harder to observe, and
behavior we call illegal is usually easier to observe.

6. We often combine moral and legal contingencies, when
we can sometimes observe and sometimes not observe the same
behavior.

7. Moral analog contingencies usually have outcomes
that do not materially affect the behavior. For moral analog
contingencies based on religion, the outcomes are supernatural
or spiritual, not material. For secular, moral analog contingen-
cies, the outcomes for the behavior are social approval and
disapproval.

8. Legal analog contingencies usually have material out-
comes (e.g., penalties or imprisonment).

9. Moral and legal rules describe both behaviors that
should occur and those that should not.

10. Rules describing analogs to punishment and penalty
contingencies suppress behaviors that should not occur.

11. Rules describing analogs to avoidance support behav-
iors that should occur.

12. Analogs to avoidance are more effective than analogs
to reinforcement, because the avoidance deadline prevents
infinite procrastination.

13. Therefore, moral and legal analog contingencies must
be based on aversive control.
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From the present behavior-analytic approach, moral behavior
has certain exclusive characteristics that make it different
from other social behaviors: (a) behavior is intentional or
deliberate; (b) behavior is perceived, named, or thought of as
“right” or “good” by the agent and has no obvious or appar-
ent direct beneficial consequences for that person; and (c)
behavior is governed by verbal rules. This paper addresses
some of the main problems with the traditional cognitive-
developmental approaches. The case is made that by identify-
ing and studying the different forms (or structural dimensions)
of rules and their varied functions, controlling relations, and
the various processes involved in the derivation or transfer of
new rules, it is possible effectively to address some paradoxi-
cal questions regarding moral actions. One basic question
emerges: What maintains behaviors denoting "self-sacrifice”
or "altruism," where no obvious direct contingencies for the
actor appear to be controlling these kinds of behavior? Em-
pathy is discussed as an establishing operation derived from
aversive controlling histories and determined both biologi-
cally and contextually.

The Present Behavior-Analytic Approach

Morality involves both reasoning and acting. It refers to the
quality of acting in accord with standards of "good" conduct
while possessing a system of verbal behavior (rules) about
"right" and "wrong" conduct. Paradoxically, both Kant and
Hobbes influence the present approach. Like Kant, it is
stressed here that moral behavior has certain exclusive charac-
teristics: (a) it is behavior that is marked by intentional or de-
liberate actions (e.g., saving someone’s life by accidentally
pushing the person away from a passing car, is not perceived
as a moral act), and (b) it is behavior that is perceived, named,
or thought of as right or good by the agent and may have no
obvious beneficial consequences for the moral agent. To
Hobbes on the other hand, definitions of moral concepts such
as right and wrong, good and bad, involving justice or injus-
tice, are assigned by their historical and current context.

The present view is in agreement with existing behavior-
analytic views (e.g., Gewirtz & Peldez-Nogueras, 1991;
Goldiamond, 1968; Hayes, Gifford, & Hayes, 1998; Malott,
1988; Newman, Reinecke, & Kurtz, 1996; Schoenfeld, 1993;
Skinner 1953). As Skinner (1953, p. 324) has noted: “The
behavior of an individual is usually called good or right insofar
as it reinforces other members of the group and bad or wrong
insofar as it is aversive.” The main emphasis, however, in this
paper is the analysis of moral behavior and moral judgments
based on verbal behavior and embedded in a system of rule-

governed behavior (see also Peldez-Nogueras & Gewirtz,
1995). In this paper, the analysis of forms (or dimensions) of
rules (Peldez & Moreno, 1998) receives special attention.

Problems with Cognitive-Developmental
Approaches and Hypothetical Moral Dilemmas

Cognitive-developmental theorists like Piaget (1932) and
Kohlberg (1969, 1981, 1984; Kohlberg & Diessner, 1991)
have stressed that understanding children's moral behavior,
requires the understanding of their reasoning about moral
dilemmas (e.g., DeVries, Reese-Learned, & Morgan, 1991).
Cognitive theories of moral development, however, often fail
to adequately consider both moral action per se and the rele-
vant contingencies. For the most part, the cognitivists have
concentrated on judgments and expressed reasons about hy-
pothetical dilemmas. This reliance on the moral reasoning
and judgment of the child based on hypothetical situations
has limited an understanding of the proximal causes and in-
fluences of moral action, particularly in cases where verbal
judgments and reasoning are neither precursors, nor concomi-
tants, of overt moral action. Unlike cognitive-
developmentalists, our behavior-analytic position holds that
moral reasoning (as verbal behavior) and moral conduct can
result from independent processes, different setting factors,
and sets of contingencies. No simple contingent relation or
association is taken to exist between saying and doing and, in
a given context, any correspondence between stating a rule
and following it, must result from training. Knowing or being
able to verbalize a rule does not necessarily predict that the
subject will behave consistently with that rule (Reese, 1989).
Thus, a systematic focus on environmental/controlling vari-
ables is essential, and requires the functional analysis of be-
havior in past and present contexts.

Morality as a System of Rule-Governed Behavior

Moral actions are often governed by self-stated verbal rules,
which can preclude the agent from experiencing the direct
contingencies. One question central to this paper concerns
the relationship between the different types of rules (e.g.,
implicit, self-generated) and altruistic behaviors. As contex-
tual factors or establishing operations, how do rules affect
overt moral actions such as those involved in altruistic or
self-sacrificial behaviors (i.e., to give one’s life for a cause or
to save others)?

If one accepts the notion of morality as a system of rule-
governed behavior, then one should identify and study the
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different forms of rules in addition to their different functions
and controlling relations. The various learning processes in-
volved have special significance. As we have discussed else-
where (Peldez-Nogueras & Gewirtz, 1995), moral behavior is
rule-governed, and can result from diverse developmental
learning processes ranging from generalized imitation to de-
rived stimulus relations, the transfer of learning and transfor-
mation of rule function. Identifying these different processes
in the generation or derivation of new rules, in particular trans-
fer and transformation of function, enables the effective ad-
dressing of some paradoxical questions related to moral ac-
tions.

Paradoxical behaviors include those of self-sacrifice, mar-
tyrdom, and altruism, where no obvious direct-acting contin-
gencies for the agent appear to be controlling his/her moral
behavior. Actually, the consequences are rather obvious for
the behaving agent. The following excerpts, from a news re-
port in August of this year concerning events in Palestine, shed
light on the deep rooted concept of martyrdom (shahada) in
Islamic thought and its effect on the “intifada.” In this excerpt,
one notices the religious devotion of suicide bombers before
embarking on their attacks, the joy demonstrated by children
who express their will to become martyrs and the customary
jubilation of mothers when learning of their son’s deaths. The
Palestinian press repeatedly exalts the religious status of the
martyr (shahid) for the sake of Allah. The rules describing the
rewards earned by the shahid according to Islamic tradition are
as follows:

From the moment his first drop of blood spills, he feels no pain.
He is absolved of all his sins; he sees his seat in heaven; he is
spared the tortures of the grave; he is spared the horrors of the
Day of Judgment; he is married to a "black-eyed' [woman]; he
can vouch for 70 of his family members to enter Paradise and,
he earns the crown of glory whose precious stone is worth all of
this world. (Miami Herald, August, 2001)

Experts in religious studies explain that pursuit of martyrdom
is virtuous in Islam, but the community and its leaders see not
every soul as capable. The individual striving for martyrdom
must have a high degree of faith, religious determination, de-
votion and loyalty to supreme religious and national causes.
The religious concept of martyrdom is evident in statements
attributed by the media to relatives of shahids, and to the sha-
hids themselves. Al-Hotari, who committed a suicide bombing
in Tel-Aviv, left a note that expressed faith in the divine re-
ward that awaited him: *‘There is nothing greater than being
martyred for the sake of Allah, on the land of Palestine. Cry in
Jjoy, my mother, hand out candy, my father and brothers, for
your son awaits a wedding with the black-eyed in heaven."

The above illustration points to the question of interest:
How do rules (whether explicitly or implicitly provided, self-
derived or stated by others) acquire control over this type of
moral action? I address this issue next.

The Forms and Function of Rules

Rule-governance can accommodate the description of com-
plex behavior determined by a class of antecedent verbal
stimuli. This implies a strong relationship between moral
behavior and language. Rigorous analysis of rules requires
identifying the contingencies involved in terms of stimulus
form and response function. The two sets of contingencies to
be analyzed are those described in the rule (SD--R--SR) and
those contingencies affecting the listener’s moral behavior
(Sd--R--SR); the latter contingencies resulting from direct
moral acts.

Any change in the components of a contingency, as well
as in the contextual variables within which the contingencies
operate, could alter the function of the moral rule. Moral
behavior, like other complex human behavior, can only be
meaningfully understood when analyzed as an interdependent
unit. Co-dependent relationships exist between the contingen-
cies described in the rule and the moral behavior of the lis-
tener. A rule’s function can only be identified in terms of
how the behavior of the speaker affects the behavior of the
listener. In the same way, the behavior of the listener can
only be understood with reference to the speaker-provided
rule. For a complete analysis of the different types of rules
based strictly on the function of rule-governed behavior, it is
important to read the classification of rule-governed behavior
by Zettle and Hayes (1982). These authors outlined a theory
of behavior based on compliance, tracking, and augmenting
types of rule-governed behavior. Subsequently, their analysis
was extended to moral behavior using the same principles
(Hayes, et al., 1998).

The present paper, however, emphasizes the form (struc-
ture) of rules based on conventional language meaning and its
potential relation to response function. That is, in studying
moral action one must analyze both the structure (form or
morphology) and the function of the rules. This is because
the probability of the listener (the moral agent) behaving ac-
cording to a rule depends upon: (a) the verbal contingencies
described in the speaker’s rule (form); (b) the context within
which the rule is provided; and (c) the listener’s history with
that or other comparable rules and contingencies. The es-
sence of rule-governed behavior cannot be fully understood
by examining the relation between implicit behavior and pre-
sent contingencies. Instead, the analysis should focus on the
relationship between implicit behavior and non-present con-
tingencies, via the analysis of linguistic behavior (Ribes,
1987, p. 326). In other words, linguistic behavior is instru-
mental in creating and transforming the linguistic contingen-
cies described in the rules as functional or direct-acting
events.

A moral rule results from, or is acquired through: (a) di-
verse developmental learning processes ranging from gener-
alized imitation to derived-stimulus relations, or (b) transfer
and transformation of rule function. When rules are fol-
lowed, listeners may have abstracted or learned the rule from:
(a) their direct experience with the contingency arrangements;
(b) transfer of learning and rule generalization; or (c)
through the formation of stimulus-equivalence or derived-
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relational frames. The discussion will now turn to the four di-
mensions identified in rules and their potential effects on moral
behavior.

Originally proposed by Peldez and Moreno (1998), this
taxonomy of rules takes into account dimensions of an entire
contingency arrangement (the three-term-contingency) verbally
described in the rule and considers how such contingencies
may relate to behavior. This classification is made according
to four dimensions of rules: (a) explicitness; (b) accuracy; (c)
complexity; and (d) source. Figure 1 shows 16 possible types
of rules resulting from combinations among the four different
dimensions (i.e., explicit, inaccurate, higher complexity, and
self-provided). Deconstructing rules into their constitutive
elements and examining each of these dimensions individually
allows a more precise moral-developmental approach. Such
efficiency could be crucial in future experiments that feature
the manipulation of different rules to determine their impact on
rule-governed moral behavior and its developmental progres-
sion.

Figure 1. Acombined taxonomy resulting in 16 types of rules.
Each cell in the table represents a case of rules conformed to
the basic four dimensions identified.

Lower | Complexiy | Higher | Complexity
Accurate Inaccurate Accurate Inaccurate
Explicit Provided by . b < d
others
Self- . f 8 h
provided
Tmplick | Provided by T 7 1 ]
Others
Self- m n o [
provided

Explicit Versus Implicit Moral Rules

In terms of form, moral rules can be classified as explicit or
implicit. Explicit moral rules verbally describe the entire
three-term contingency arrangement (Sd-R-Sr). In this type
of rule, specified consequences necessarily follow specified
behavior in the presence of specified discriminative stimuli.
Implicit moral rules, on the other hand, are incomplete in that
the discriminative stimuli, context, or the consequence for the
moral behavior in question are not explicitly stated in the rule;
they are only implied. For example, in the rules: “You shall not
steal” or “Killing is wrong,” the punishing contingency is only
implied. The rule may control behavior because the subject
has a history of contingencies for obeying a class of "shall not"
rules. This implicit rule may operate very explicitly in a par-
ticular individual who has an extensive history with commands
and contingencies imposed by the rule giver. Hence, in rule-
governance analyses, the various sources of control must be
identified.

For the most part, correspondence between rule-governed
behavior of the listener and the rule provided by the speaker
will be determined by the explicitness of the contingencies
described in the rule. The more explicit the elements of the

contingency expressed in the rule, the more direct the influ-
ence upon the listener’s behavior, particularly in novel situa-
tions (Martinez, Gonzalez, Ortfz, & Carrillo, in press; Trigo,
1998). Recent experimental attempts to organize the present
taxonomy with children showed that youngsters who have
extensive experience with the situation and the operating con-
tingencies responded very poorly when the rule provided was
too explicit and burdened with unnecessary information
(Herrera, Peldez, Reyes, Figueroa, & Salas, 2001).

The direct influence of explicit rules in novel situations
involving moral acts, may be due to the conventional verbal
stimuli involved. Contemporary behavior-analytic ap-
proaches, such as relational frame, are beginning to appreci-
ate the significance of listener behavior (Hayes et. al., 1998 p.
254). Studying the behavior of the listener and the develop-
ment of sets of derived stimulus relations that have linguistic
conventional meaning to speakers and listeners will enhance
our behavior-analytical approaches.

Accurate-Versus-False Moral Rules

Another important dimension of rules is the accuracy of the
rules in terms of their correspondence with the direct-acting
contingencies. An accurate rule specifies contingencies that,
when followed, match or correspond to certain event-
consequence relationships in the environment. An inaccurate
(false or incongruent) rule describes contingencies that do not
correspond to those encountered in the environment or de-
scribes remote (or improbable) contingencies that cannot be
falsified or verified (e.g., “if you behave immorally you will
go to hell”). The moral agent adjusts well to the rules when
the contingencies described correspond to the programmed
(direct-acting) contingencies (Degrandpre & Buskist, 1991).
But when a lack of correspondence exists between the de-
scriptions and the actual contingencies, following the rules
becomes increasingly problematic and unlikely.

Research shows that rule-governed behavior may be sen-
sitive (or adjusted) to the prescribed contingencies only to the
extent that these prescriptions are consistent, or correspond,
with the programmed contingencies. Following inaccurate
rules may desensitize the listener to the effects of direct pro-
grammed contingencies (e.g., Buskist & Miller, 1986; Cata-
nia, Matthews & Shimoff, 1982). On the other hand, the be-
havior of the listener, may eventually become insensitive to
incongruent or inaccurate rules or instructions, which do not
lead to reinforcement (Martinez & Ribes, 1996; Michel &
Bernstein, 1991; Martinez & Peléez, 2000).

Lower-Versus-Higher Moral-Rule Complexity

Rule complexity refers to the number of dimensions of the
antecedent verbal stimuli and their relations (Peldez & Mo-
reno, 2000). A rule’s lowest level of complexity specifies no
conditionality, or conditions under which there are exceptions
to the rule. For example, “I shall not kill another person un-
der any conditions” represents an unequivocal rule with one
possible interpretation. However, a moral rule of higher
complexity specifies one dimension or condition under which
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the rule applies, and another condition under which the rule
does not apply. For example, “I shall not kill, except under the
condition where my life is threatened.” This rule specifies a
higher level of conditionality. Furthermore, a rule of an even
higher level of complexity might involve a second- or third-
higher-order class relation. A rule that specifies a second level
of conditionality would be: “It is okay to kill the person who is
threatening my life, unless my attempting to kill that person
would endanger the life of innocents bystanders.” In this case,
the higher-order relation includes a second-order stimulus con-
trol of rules and associates one relation to multiple dimensions.
Thus, language modalities and context or conditions are of
significance.

Rule complexity, based on levels of conditionality, could
be organized hierarchically. The system is inclusionary, which
means that each level of complexity constitutes part of the next
level. A multiple relation includes several dimensions and a
second-order relation includes at least one first-order relation.
Potentially unlimited complexity exists in such rules, as it is
always possible to add more dimensions and more relations.

Correspondence between levels of rule complexity and
verbally-controlled behavior is likely. In other words, less
complex rule-governed behavior more often corresponds to
simpler rules. In turn, more complex behavior adjusts to
higher-level contingency arrangements. For the listener to ad-
just or respond according to a specified rule, his or her optimal
performance should ultimately correspond to the complexity of
the verbal stimuli controlling his or her behavior. A concept
similar to maximizing may help clarify this point. Provided
two or more rules, an individual may follow the rule with
higher probability of reinforcement. However, increased be-
havioral complexity may occur even in those cases character-
ized by changes solely in response function, but in which re-
sponse topography remains the same. Therefore, in analyzing
behavioral complexity, one should keep in mind the interde-
pendence between the form of stimuli and response function.
This is because the probability of the listener following a rule
would ultimately depend on the context within which the rule
is provided, the listener’s history with this context, or the lis-
tener’s history with other similar rules. Furthermore, the lis-
tener’s history of rule following may explain disparities in be-
havior among recipients of similar rules in comparable con-
texts.

Moral Rules Given by Others versus Self-Generated
Rules

In cases of rules provided by others, the speaker (other than
the listener) specifies, implicitly or explicitly, the criterion for
the listener’s behavior. In cases of self-provided rules (or self-
instructions), the speaker and the listener are the same individ-
ual. Self-provided rules can be taught by others, self-
generated, or abstracted by the subject from learning experi-
ences. In the first case, although the moral rule is self-
provided, it does not originate in the behavior of the subject
(e.g., as a result of direct-acting contingencies in problem solv-
ing). Instead, the moral rules originate in the behavior of oth-
ers. Rules taught by others are often learned via imitation

processes, including immediate, delayed and pervasive or
generalized imitation (Gewirtz & Peldez-Nogueras, 1991;
Peldez-Nogueras & Gewirtz, 1995). Self-generated rules ap-
pear to be derived or abstracted from other taught relations
(i.e., through transitivity, combinatorial entailment or other
processes).

In order to emit rule-corresponding behavior, the listener
must acquire a receptive understanding of the contingencies
described in the rule and be able to express the rule. When an
individual can state or describe to others the orderliness of
the environmental relations (the contingencies), we assume he
or she “knows” the rule. This self-generated moral rule ap-
pears to develop at a later phase of language development,
when the individual can verbally describe social interactions,
derive the operating contingencies, and transform its func-
tions to other relations.

When rules are provided by others, the speaker specifies
the criterion for the listener’s behavior, expecting the listener
to adjust, conform, or respond according to rule descriptions
(e.g., as in the mand). When rules are self-provided, whether
taught by others or self-generated (derived), the individual’s
ability to verbalize the rule seems to interfere with his or her
subsequent level of correct responding

Self-generated moral rules can derive from other existing
moral rules through generalization, equivalence classes, tran-
sitivity, naming, or relational frames. Rules derived through
these processes have the potential to be as effective in con-
trolling behavior as verbal rules that have been directly
shaped or learned through imitation. However, the processes
accounting for the derivation of new rules awaits empirical
validation. Thus far, researchers studying moral development
have only shown that it is possible to teach young children
how to instruct themselves to follow rules and to resist temp-
tations (e.g., Mischel & Patterson, 1976).

The transmission of these “non-present complex contin-
gent relations” can be achieved only through language,
through processes such as derived stimulus relations, and
transfer of learning. In this way, individuals may behave mor-
ally from the outset in accordance with rules that they have
never before encountered. In transfer of function, novel
classes or rearrangements of the components of an earlier
moral rule come effectively to control a behavior, even when
the individual has had no previous experience with the rule
(Malott, 1989). Regardless of which of these processes is
responsible for the emergence of the new self-derived rule
and the transfer of its function, the important common feature
among these processes is the notion that /inguistic knowledge
is instrumental in substituting and transforming the verbal
contingencies into functional acts.

Developmental Sequences in Moral Patterns

Originally, in early moral development, the child’s patterns of
“moral” or prosocial behaviors appear to be shaped and
maintained by avoidance of aversive social consequences
(e.g., disapproval, removal of privileges, rejection, repri-
mand) as well as aversive nonsocial consequences (e.g., re-
moval of material privileges or activities). This would be
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equivalent to the punishment and obedience orientation, or the
first stage within Kohlberg’s preconventional morality level
(Kohlberg, 1969).

At a later point in development, moral behaviors are estab-
lished through prosocial experiences such as sharing, caring,
helping, and cooperation. These responses are shaped and
maintained by direct positive social reinforcement (e.g., ap-
proval, acceptance, praise, affection), and appear to be equiva-
lent to those required in the “good boy” or “bad boy” orienta-
tion in the third stage proposed by Kohlberg (the conventional
morality level).

The moral behavior of young children with limited verbal
skills is originally established by direct shaping, modeling, and
imitation processes including immediate, delayed and perva-
sive or generalized imitation (Peldez-Nogueras & Gewirtz,
1995). As the child's verbal behavioral repertoire becomes
more complex, and his or her receptive and expressive lan-
guage increases, the child’s moral actions become more under
the control of verbal rules given by adults. These rules de-
scribe indirect acting contingencies (or contingencies with
delayed outcomes), relative to the control of direct reinforcing
or punishing contingencies imposed by the speaker (e.g., when
parents begin to lose control over their child’s behavior be-
cause they are no longer available or present to deliver imme-
diate consequences). Children are verbal before their verbali-
zations control their behavior, thus addressing the difference
between stating a rule and following a rule is important.

First, the child’s moral actions come under the control of
rules given to him/her. Second, with an increase in expressive
language repertoire, self-generated rules are derived or ab-
stracted from other learned or derived rules (i.e., through tran-
sitivity, combinatorial entailment or other processes). It is my
assumption that only after having acquired a receptive under-
standing of a rule and expressed an explicit rule, can the moral
child emit rule-corresponding moral behavior. Third, when a
child can describe to others the orderliness of the environ-
mental relations and specify the ultimate contingencies, we
may assume that he or she “knows” the rule. Fourth, in later
adolescent development, capable of abstract thinking, moral
rules come to control behavior for long periods, in different
contexts, and without the individual directly experiencing the
consequences of their actions.

In our analysis, we must distinguish between a child com-
plying with a moral rule and a child conforming to a moral
rule. Complying with rules means to follow and behave ac-
cording to the rules within one’s society or culture, or which
form part of the child’s repertoire of rules. Conforming to
rules, on the other hand, means to behave consistently with the
rule in the environment, but not being able to state or verbalize
the rule (Verplanck, 1992).

As the child's verbal-behavioral repertoire increases, and
repertoires of social referencing and perspective taking de-
velop, he or she is able to discriminate between the immediate
and the delayed, remote or long-term consequences of moral or
immoral actions. The child begins to understand the feelings
and emotions of others (as in the case of empathy). This is
because he or she has learned to verbalize and predict the con-
sequences of a given action; that is, which consequences pre-

vail in a particular setting, and how, when and by whom these
aversive or reinforcing consequences would be applied, and
has also learned perspective taking.

Empathy

Many mainstream developmental psychologists have treated
empathy as an “intersubjective” experience (Thompson,
1994). Although empathy entails the affective, the cognitive,
and the behavioral components, theorists vary in the emphasis
they place on each. For example, the ethologists see empathy
as a primitive experience of affective sharing that has its early
origins in the playful exchanges shared by mother and off-
spring. The cognitivists conceive of empathy as revealing a
child’s capacity to interpret and respond to another’s emo-
tional expressions, as in social referencing (Gewirtz &
Peldez-Nogueras, 1992; Thomson, 1994). It develops with
the child’s cognitive grasp of another’s emotional perspec-
tive, and emerges much later in development when the child
has already developed social referencing and role-taking
skills.

From a behavior-analytic perspective, empathy may work
as a setting event or establishing operation. It refers to a vi-
carious emotional response signaled by another’s emotional
cue and responses. Therefore, showing altruistic behavior,
self-sacrifice behavior, or helping in the presence of another
person’s distress, often times is facilitated by empathy work-
ing as an establishing operation. For example, feeling empa-
thy, which works like feeling hungry or feeling thirst, or feel-
ing emotionally aroused, may enhance the value of rein-
forcers associated with behaving. Empathy is not only
manifested in sympathetic behavior, but also may be mani-
fested with behaviors denoting anger or behaviors denoting
guilt in the presence of a distressed individual who is re-
sponding emotionally. In other words, empathy may increase
the probabilities of altruistic behavior, but, on other occa-
sions, may induce aggression. For example, it may appear as
aggression towards an attacker, as when someone fights to
defend another’s rights. It may also appear as aggressive be-
havior towards a victim-as in the case of euthanasia. At
other times, empathy may trigger self-deprecation or with-
drawal from a given situation, as when a candidate for food in
a prison or concentration camp may withdraw his opportunity
to eat for the sake of another hungry or ill person.

The development of empathy is multifaceted and relates
to the interpretation of the emotional signals of others (i.e.,
social referencing). It develops with the increasing
understanding, through learning experiences, that the
emotional cues of others are relevant and contextually
determined. Due to the difficulty in distinguishing empathy
from other emotions, its role as a motivational or setting
factor has been neglected in behavior analysis. It is crucial
that empathy is understood in terms of its emotional aspect
and not become equivalent to the prosocial or moral
responses it is presumed to motivate, that is, to serve as a
setting factor. For example, pressing the lever faster is not
equivalent or the same as the rat being hungry.
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