
In Response
On Critchfield’s Proposal: Student Concerns

and Recommendations

Makenzie W. Bayles, Ariana R. Boutain, Julie A. Ackerlund
Brandt, Nikki Call, Joseph D. Dracobly, Brian D. Greer,

Danielle L. Gureghian, Amy M. Harper, Todd A. Merritt,
Jonathan R. Miller, Steven W. Payne, and Edward K. Morris

University of Kansas

The previous issue of The Behavior
Analyst contained an article by
Critchfield (2011), entitled ‘‘Interest-
ing Times: Practice, Science, and
Professional Associations in Behav-
ior Analysis,’’ about a rift between
the field’s scientists and practitioners.
Critchfield observed that the science
and practice of behavior analysis are
subject to different contingencies of
survival. He argued from history that
scientists and practitioners are served
best by aligning with separate profes-
sional associations to manage these
contingencies. And, he concluded
that behavior analysis would be
served best if its scientists aligned
with the Association for Behavior
Analysis International (ABAI) and
its practitioners with the Association
of Professional Behavior Analysts
(APBA).

When I, Ed Morris, read Critch-
field’s article, I was swayed by his
observations, argument, and conclu-
sion, and sent him this e-mail:

I just read ‘‘Interesting Times …’’ and loved
it twice. First, I loved the product: the argu-
ment and its conclusion. Second, I loved the
process: using history to inform the argument

and its conclusion. I am teaching the history
of behavior analysis this semester. Assigning
your paper is a perfect way to end the
semester: students can see the value of doing
history. Maybe I’ll assign it at the beginning of
the course next time. I addressed the issue of
‘‘Why history?’’ in the first week … but I did
not have a great exemplar from behavior
analysis. Now, I have one. Thanks for doing
this. (Personal communication, December 3,
2011)

The week I assigned Critchfield’s
article, the class had a lively discus-
sion about it. Unlike me, they were
not swayed. They granted the cor-
rectness of Critchfield’s observations
and argument, but not his conclusion,
not for behavior analysis, at least not
yet. In particular, they were con-
cerned about the effect of separating
science and practice on the future of
behavior analysis and on their future
as behavior analysts. They also made
some recommendations.

Their discussion led me to suggest
that we write an ‘‘In Response’’ to
Critchfield’s article based on their
concerns and recommendations.
They agreed. So, they e-mailed me
the points they made, and I prepared
this response with them. It is orga-
nized into three parts: separate pro-
fessions, separate associations, and
separate conventions. None of the
students’ concerns is necessarily fatal
to Critchfield’s analysis, but they
suggest that his conclusion might be
qualified. Some of their concerns may
appear naive, given that the students
(and I) were not privy to discussions
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inside ABAI and APBA over the
past several years. In this, however,
we are little different from most of
the journal’s readers. Perhaps further
analysis by members of ABAI’s and
APBA’s governance could clarify
matters.

In any event, before turning to the
issues and recommendations, I offer
some terminological distinctions be-
cause behavior analysis, the topic of
concern, has several meanings. This
can be confusing. As a field, behavior
analysis includes a discipline and a
practice, both of them professions,
both of them called behavior analy-
sis. As a discipline, behavior analysis
includes the field’s conceptual sys-
tems and sciences, the latter being its
basic sciences (e.g., the experimental
analysis of behavior), applied scienc-
es (e.g., applied behavior analysis),
and permutations on them (e.g., trans-
lational sciences). As a practice, be-
havior analysis includes applications
informed by the discipline as a whole,
but especially by its sciences. With
these distinctions made, we turn to the
separation of science and a practice in
behavior analysis, that is, as separate
professions.

SEPARATE PROFESSIONS

Based on the history of other
fields, Critchfield argued that behav-
ior analysis would be served best if its
scientists and practitioners aligned
with separate professions, science
and practice, respectively. One of
the fields he mentioned was psychol-
ogy. This raises a variety of issues,
which we organize in terms of the
extent to which behavior analysis and
psychology are similar and different.

Similar Fields

If behavior analysis and psycholo-
gy are similar, the following issues
arise. First, although psychology has
evolved into separate professions for
science and practice, it did not have
to. Neither does behavior analysis,
the differing contingencies of survival

notwithstanding. Second, although
psychology has survived as separate
professions, it may not continue to.
Behavior analysis may not survive
as separate professions either. Third,
although psychology has evolved and
survived to the present as separate
professions, it is subject to different
contingencies of survival than behav-
ior analysis. These may override
those endemic to science and prac-
tice. For instance, psychology sur-
vives as a field, in part, because it
faces relatively little competition.
Thus, if separating its science and
practice weakened it, the effects seem
to have been negligible. Behavior
analysis, in contrast, faces stiff com-
petition everywhere in its science and
practice. Thus, if separating its sci-
ence and practice weakens it, the
effects may prove momentous. At
the very least, it will suffer in com-
petition with psychology.

Different Fields

If behavior analysis and psycholo-
gy are different, additional issues
arise. First, although the contingen-
cies of survival differ in science and
practice, the differences may be less
extreme in behavior analysis. For
instance, basic research in behavior
analysis elucidates principles (e.g.,
reinforcement) that are universal,
within biological constraints, across
individuals, societies, and cultures, as
well as across the domains of behav-
ior (e.g., social, emotional, cognitive).
As such, the principles apply directly
to practice, and practice depends
directly on the principles. The con-
tingencies of survival for its basic
science and practice are thus interre-
lated. Separating the professions may
impair the relations.

In contrast, basic research in psy-
chology is rarely basic in the forging
sense. It elucidates outcomes (e.g.,
behavior, reinforcers) that are histor-
ically situated within individuals,
societies, and cultures. As such, they
do not apply as directly to practice,
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and practice depends less directly on
them. The contingencies of survival
for psychological science and practice
are not as interrelated. Separating the
professions does not greatly impair
their relation.

Second, not only are the contin-
gencies of survival in science and
practice more interrelated in behavior
analysis, some behavior analysts en-
gage in both science and practice.
The contingencies of survival for
their applied science and practice
are thus interrelated. Separating the
professions may impair this relation
and belie the continuum that exists
between them. In contrast, few psy-
chologists engage in both science and
practice. The contingencies of surviv-
al are not as interrelated within
individuals. Separating the profes-
sions does not greatly impair their
relation and belies no continuum
between them.

Third, not only would separating
science and practice in behavior
analysis impair their interrelation, it
might also discourage translational
research, which behavior analysis is
uniquely positioned to advance, given
its science–practice continuum. In
psychology, separating science and
practice is less likely to discourage
translational research, which psy-
chology is less suited to advance,
given its science–practice dichotomy.
Federal funding for translational
research better aligns the contingen-
cies of survival for scientists and
practitioners in behavior analysis
than in psychology.

Additional Issues

Separating science and practice in
behavior analysis raises two other
concerns. First, if the settings for
science and practice are separated, it
may hinder scientists who recruit
research participants from practice
settings (e.g., autism treatment cen-
ters, early childhood classrooms).
They would be hindered by profes-
sional turf, the suitability of practice

settings for conducting science, and
the proximity of physical settings for
conducting research with those par-
ticipants. Without access to partici-
pants, the contingencies of survival in
science (i.e., publications, presenta-
tions) might constrain applied and
translational research. Second, sepa-
ration invites the creation of separate
science and practice graduate pro-
grams, the latter being analogous to
PsyD training in clinical psychology,
that is, practice without science. This
likely would destroy the strength,
integrity, and unity of behavior ana-
lysis, and not be in the best interests
of practice.

SEPARATE ASSOCIATIONS

Separating science from practice
would be accomplished institutional-
ly by their having separate associa-
tions, which was Critchfield’s main
point. The concerns we raised about
separating science and practice as
professions also apply to separating
their associations, but we do not
reiterate them. We note, instead,
some more practical concerns.

The mission of ABAI is ‘‘to con-
tribute to the well-being of society by
developing, enhancing, and support-
ing the growth and vitality of the
science of behavior analysis through
research, education, and practice.’’
The mission of the Association of
Professional Behavior Analysts is

to represent the interests of professional
behavior analyst practitioners who are cre-
dentialed by the Behavior Analyst Certifica-
tion Board, Inc. (BACB); to provide support
and resources to BACB-credentialed profes-
sional behavior analysts; to work with federal,
state, governmental, and third party entities
to enhance recognition of BACB-credentialed
professional behavior analysts; to work with
federal, state, governmental, and third party
entities to support the needs of BACB-
credentialed professional behavior analysts;
to provide education opportunities to BACB-
credentialed professional behavior analysts; to
provide resources to professionals in other
fields and to consumers of behavior analytic
services concerning the practice of applied
behavior analysis; to bring professionals,
consumers, and vendors together at national
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and regional meetings; to support improve-
ments in and access to services provided by
BACB credentialed professional behavior
analysts; to promote public understanding of
the professional practice of behavior analysis.

Notwithstanding the different con-
tingencies for science and practice,
APBA’s mission is arguably con-
tained within ABAI’s mission.
Critchfield’s point was whether one
association could adequately address
the needs of both science and prac-
tice. He thought not, whereas we
think it should remain an aspiration,
as difficult as it may be.

The reasons for the aspiration
include communication across science
and practice in publications (e.g., a
house journal, newsletter) and gover-
nance (e.g., Executive Council repre-
sentation, committee structure, task
forces). The advantages of common
publications include (a) maintaining a
common language, suitable to each
profession in the context of the other
and the culture at large; (b) contact-
ing literatures that not only span the
field, but that also delve into each
other’s profession; (c) learning how to
translate research into practice and
practice into research to assist in
solving each other’s problems; (d)
improving teaching, for instance, by
providing scientists with practical
examples of the principles at work
and practitioners with the scientific
foundations of the their applications;
and (e) advancing behavior analysis
as an integrated cultural practice that
includes both science and practice.
The advantages of common gover-
nance range from (a) sharing resourc-
es whose duplication is wasteful for
both professions to (b) putting faces
to the names of scientists and practi-
tioners in a manner that engages them
in reciprocal social influence to ad-
vance both science and practice in
behavior analysis as a whole.

Recommendations

Should scientists and practitioners
have fully separate associations, they

can still advance common missions.
These may be aided by (a) including
representatives of each association in
their governance; (b) reducing the
dues for dual memberships, especially
for students and junior colleagues
who can least afford them and whose
early patterns of membership may
influence their later patterns; (c)
reducing journal subscription costs
for nonmembers of the other associ-
ation (or members in both) for their
journals; and (d) working together on
common projects. The latter might
include implementing a certification
process similar to that of the Inter-
national Society for Performance
Improvement (http://www.ispi.org/
content.aspx?id51544). By using re-
sults-based certification, behavior
analysis could use training and as-
sessment techniques they have al-
ready developed (e.g., personalized
systems of instruction, repeated mea-
sures of behavior, data-based deci-
sion making), thus increasing the
probability that they certify only
those who engage in effective prac-
tice, not just test taking or hours of
supervision.

SEPARATE CONVENTIONS

The concerns we raised about
separating science and practice into
different professional associations al-
so apply to annual conventions, for
instance, (a) maintaining a common
language; (b) contacting presenta-
tions that span the field and delve
into each other’s professions; (c)
learning how to translate research
into practice and practice into re-
search; (d) improving teaching; (e)
advancing behavior analysis as a
cultural practice; (f) sharing resources
whose duplication is wasteful; and (g)
engaging reciprocal social influence
that advances behavior analysis as a
whole.

Recommendations

Should scientists and practitio-
ners eventually hold fully separate
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conventions, they can still advance
common missions. These may be
aided by reducing substantially the
registration and workshop fees for
those who attend both conventions,
again especially for students and
junior colleagues whose early patterns
of conference attendance may influ-
ence their later patterns. Even senior
colleagues, though, will be pressed to
attend separate conventions without
a reduction in registration.

Alternatively, the conventions
could be held concurrently, succes-
sively, or jointly. They could be held
concurrently in the same city at
adjoining venues, as ABAI and the
Association for Psychological Science
once did, albeit by happenstance.
This would save travel expenses. The
conventions could be held successive-
ly, as ABAI does with the Society for
the Quantitative Analysis of Behavior
(SQAB), which meets immediately
before the ABAI convention. This
saves travel, lodging, and conference
expenses, and integrates SQAB
speakers into the ABAI convention.
The APBA could share similar sav-
ings and integration by meeting im-
mediately after the ABAI convention.
Although this would make the ABAI-
APBA convention more expensive for
attendees and might differentially
influence attendance, it would be less
expensive than attending two conven-
tions. Finally, and most advanta-
geously, the conventions could be
held jointly, further reducing the
aforementioned costs and increasing
integration.

CONCLUSION

My students acknowledge, of course,
the difficulty of having one asso-
ciation address the contingencies of
survival that affect both science
and practice. Critchfield may well be
right. Nonetheless, they urge that the
benefits of maintaining one profes-
sion, one association, and one con-
vention are worth the effort. Main-
taining them is a problem in cultural
engineering that behavior analysts
know something about. Perhaps we
need more baseline data. What data
confirm or deny ABAI’s success in
supporting both science and practice,
and why (e.g., conference attendance,
participation)? Would the data be
different if we had separate associ-
ations? What data confirm or deny
that ABAI members are unhappy
about its support for science and
practice, and why? Would the data
be different if we had separate asso-
ciations? What experiments could
ABAI undertake to improve these
outcomes? ABAI’s ability to address
the contingencies of survival for both
the science and practice of behavior
analysis is a problem to be solved.
The integrity of the field may be at
stake, as well as it competitiveness
with other fields and organizations,
red in tooth and claw.
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