
 

Review
 The concept of choice and free will are only relevant to Skinner’s 
theory as a means to an end, in that he views individual differences as 
the direct result of consequential contingencies[1]. Choice and free-
will are not useful constructs in the manipulation of environmental 
stimuli such as removing your hand from a hot stove. The theory pre-
supposes that all behavior responses are based on consequences and 
distinguishable discriminative stimuli in the individual’s environmen-
tal experience. Skinner asks what selves are operating in the statement 
a person knows him or herself[1]. Who is the knower and who is the 
known? This is an existential contemplation that leads him to question 
the concept of multiple selves and the integration of those selves. This 
lends itself to Freud’s model of mind and personality [2]. The dimen-
sion of purely private events that are beyond even the individual’s 
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awareness is of no use in Behavior Theory. Only events that are in the 
individual’s awareness can function as operants. Skinner lists various 
means that individuals employ to guide their behavior in one direction 
over another. In so doing they are controlling their own behavior to 
suit their own goals and objectives. Skinner doesn’t examine what 
those objectives are and why they are of importance to the “behav-
er” except in relation to deprivation and satiation which determine 
the effectiveness of reinforcement [1].An individual’s desires, goals, 
and objectives are beyond the scope of his model of discriminating 
stimuli and consequential reinforcement. Once individuals learn the 
environmental contingencies within their experiential circumstances 
they set out to arrange the contingencies toward their favor. The social 
value attached to those contingencies is a matter of importance to the 
analyst.

 How do we define ourselves? Our personal characteristics, politi-
cal, moral, and religious views; and the roles we play in life serve to 
answer this question superficially. But our unique awareness, sense of 
individuality, and integrated experiences provide a more intimate por-
trait of who we are. Our life work may be to discover and/or cultivate 
this elusive definition of ourselves. As per Socrates “An unexamined 
life is not worth living”, and Shakespeare’s Hamlet “to be or not to 
be” - that is the question. Adolescents, facing new responsibilities, 
distinguish themselves as a function of parallel development with so-
cial cognition [3]. 

 According to Titchener“…..stimuli do something more than 
arouse sensation; they give rise to processes of a different kind, to 
“feelings” in a special sense; we do not merely take the impressions 
as they come, but we are affected by them, we feel them” [4].

 The outward display of how we think about ourselves and others is 
a line of research beginning with self-awareness, self-recognition, and 
personal agency in infancy. When can babies distinguish themselves 
from others? What body scheme do they possess and is it present as 
a psychological primitive (phylogenic innate phenomenon)? When 
does the temporal concept of extended self-establish the basis of our 
self-concept? In other words - when do we recognize ourselves as 
having existed in our past memories. For example, it’s fascinating 
to watch a toddler go away on vacation and come home with fresh 
memories of being in a faraway place playing and having fun. When 
they come home you see a more mature child who is grappling with 
the fact that they remember the vacation time but now they are back 
home again.Secure attachment and supportive, evaluative, feedback 
from caretakers factor into a child’s sense of self [3].

 Skinner’s argument that self-awareness in animals and humans 
alike is the result of reinforcing social contingencies of individual dis-
criminative behavior has since been extended to provide a relational 
frame interpretation of discrimination in human behavior [5]. Though 
Skinner denounces mentalisms such as self-development, self-con-
cept, and self-esteem as causes for behavior, research subsequent to 
his assertions has produced a vast array of literature on the transfor-
mational chain of discriminated responses into an emergent self-con-
cept and self-development. Skinner most likely would feel that these 

Hunter G, J Psychiatr Depress Anxiety 2019, 5: 021
DOI: 10.24966/PDA-0150/100021

HSOA Journal of
Psychiatry, Depression & Anxiety

Review Article

Gail Hunter*

College of Humanities and Social Sciences, George Mason University, 
Fairfax, Virginia, USA

The Self: Can Behaviorism  
Inform the Study of The Self?

Abstract

 Burrhus Frederic Skinner’s discussion of Self-Control begins with 
the explanation of its implicit nature in establishing relations between 
stimuli and responses. In functional analysis an independent variable 
operates as a means of controlling a behavior response for either an 
analyst or individual. This phenomenon is the focus of experimental 
science and validating the relational effect is the objective of behav-
iorist study. Regarding individuals controlling their own behavior their 
issue of responsibility is of relevance. A major part of adolescent 
development is learning to take responsibility for his or her self. The 
learning process coincides with biological, social, and psychological 
developments that must be navigated with care to avoid negative ef-
fects on the individual’s self-concept and self-efficacy (belief in one’s 
capacity to function competently). Developing a behavior response 
repertoire to environmental stimuli is a moment to moment endeavor 
that Skinner acknowledges but insists on focusing on the behavior 
and not the behaving individual. By discriminating between stimuli 
and altering environmental circumstances organisms behave.
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investigations are a waste of time but we are closer to assisting cli-
ents’ coping with stressors when we show them how their self-worth 
and self-efficacy affects their responses to environmental stimuli. The 
real issue here is that Skinner is not trying to help psychologists help 
their clients. He is strictly trying to help psychologist change behavior 
in individuals and society at large. He doesn’t claim to be a practi-
tioner or humanistic theorist but his theories do illuminate how the 
environment can assiduously control behavior.

 In Kumru& Thompson’s three tiered model of self-operations the 
personal, relational, and societal aspects of self-development operate 
to increase self-awareness, improve other’s view of ourselves, and 
to function authentically in society [6]. To that end we monitor, con-
strue, compare, and appraise ourselves. We determine our self-worth 
and devise strategies to achieve our goals with self-determination 
based on our self-efficacy, which is the belief that we can achieve a 
goal[6].These researchers correlated self-monitoring (changing to fit 
immediate circumstances) with Marcia’s identity statuses and found 
that identity-achieved adolescents (those who explored and are com-
mitted to a career path and a philosophical basis for themselves) have 
significantly lower self-monitoring behaviors (changing based on sit-
uational influences) than diffused (no exploration or commitment), 
foreclosed (committed without exploring), or moratorium (still ex-
ploring or no commitment) status adolescents [7]. This indicates less 
sensitivity to the opinion of others and a more stable self- presentation 
and sense of self within the identity-achieved adolescent status group. 

 In educational settings adolescents are influenced by the achieve-
ment levels of their peers and tend to exaggerate their comparisons 
as much better or much worse than their classmates. This over evalu-
ative response provides an exaggerated self-evaluation and provides 
a basis for understanding how self-construal is moderated by social 
comparison in educational settings [8]. Pfeifer et al. took a neurolog-
ical approach to this aspect of self-development and discovered that 
neural activity was most activated when adolescent’s cognate reflect-
ed appraisals (other’s opinions) as opposed to their own direct self-ap-
praisals [9]. Using fMRI scans the researchers observed significantly 
more activity in the medial fronto-parietal network when adolescents 
considered the perspective of others. In an experiment using fabricat-
ed assessments about the importance of professional traits, Eisenstadt 
et al. compared reaction times and the effects of feedback on adoles-
cent rejected and ideal self-construals (understandings of constructed 
meaning) [10]. They detected a high occurrence of defense avoidance 
at faster rate when the subjects judged themselves against unrealistic 
traits that they themselves felt they did not match. This indicates a 
self-protective function against environmental feedback. 

 Swann et al. purports the essentiality of self-views and the im-
portance of developing and implementing theoretically informed pro-
grams that aim to improve them [11].

 To quote William James, in Principles of Psychology“Personality 
implies the incessant presence of two elements, an objective person 
known by a passing subjective thought and recognized as continuing 
in time” [12].

 Modell delineates the conception of “self” as structure vs. con-
sciousness, presenting arguments of theorists and researchers who 
support both concepts [13]. First, Modell attempts to observe and 
describe private events (private experience) from an outsider’s 
viewpoint. With full awareness of the interconnected unconscious 

processes and conscious experience, Sigmund Freud and William 
James are the primary theorists set up with these seemingly opposing 
views of structure and phenomenology of consciousness [13]. The 
research method introspection is a function of the fluid self-conscious 
and James’ term stream of consciousness - is in fact - the self. Another 
aspect to be considered here is the stable (not fluid) entity known as 
core identity - which some view as an almost biological entity serv-
ing as a recognizable and retrievable essence regardless of situational 
conditions [13].

 According to Modell, Freud purports the objective concept of ego 
as opposed to the unscientific subjective self-experience [2,13]. This 
stands as the ongoing dilemma of placing the ego in an impersonal 
schema devoid of uniqueness and individuality. I would not go so 
far in my review of Freud’s ego theory [2]. For it is the work of the 
therapist to extract individual uniqueness through Freud’s structure 
of the mind or personality model [2]. I also support James’ phenom-
enological, philosophical identification of consciousness and the self. 
Through my studies I find myself able to synthesize philosophical 
dualities. I recognize that we can only understand what is presented 
in dualism (two seemingly opposed theories). Presenting what some-
thing is in terms of what it is not may be the consequences of our right 
brain left brain neuro-structure [3].

 Continuing, Modell points out that there is a school of thought that 
doubts the validity of the self-concept from either perspective [13]. 
One such notable is David Hume, who argues that if the concept of 
self is contingent upon self-awareness then it may be only a fantasy 
which Skinner would call a mentalism [1]. Hume believed that unre-
lated, fleeting, and unfettered thoughts are evidence that there is no 
continuity which can be called a “self”. However, the field of psycho-
pathology has presented formidable evidence that the loss of a sense 
of self, the feeling that one has no self or that it has been devoured by 
someone else is a devastating, catastrophic psychological state known 
as “annihilation anxiety” [13].

 Just as the nervous system is comprised of the central and the au-
tonomic nervous systems, and the autonomic is comprised of the sym-
pathetic and parasympathetic the continuing self and consciousness 
of self-work together to allow humans to interact with and respond 
to environmental stimuli while maintaining a central identity [3]. 
Consciousness of self is modified by affirming and negating environ-
mental stimuli (Skinner’s concept of reinforcement). Feedback from 
others sometimes operates outside of our awareness but none-the less 
impacts our state self-esteem (how good we feel about ourselves in 
the current emotional context) [14]. Park et al. investigated the effects 
of negative interpersonal feedback [14]. The researchers were able to 
correlate self-presentation goals and goal pursuits/actions with affect 
and state self-esteem (mood and situational feelings about our self). 
In their adolescent sample they found some subjects based their self-
worth on others approval to a greater extent than did others. And those 
with high self-esteem valued themselves as warm and caring, where-
as subjects with low self-esteem valued physical attractiveness to a 
greater degree. In another study, Sealey listened to tape-recordings 
of a sample of 8 to 11 year olds which revealed what he termed three 
dimensions of Freud’s id in three aspects of the social self. They are 
the immediate actor, the individual self, and the self in wider social 
relations [2,15]. 

 Ecclesexplored personal-identity-related processes and applied 
these ideas to gender collective identities and behavioral choices16].  
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Who am I? Questions like this we ask ourselves in an effort to create a 
foundation for the psychological aspect of identity, especially during 
adolescence. Eccles summarized an expectancy value perspective 
on this aspect of human psychology focusing on how personal and 
collective identities impact motivated action and expectations of suc-
cessful outcomes toward uniqueness and its subsequent satisfaction 
[16]. Defining these aspects of one’s identity as what is most person-
ally valued by the ME self, the self-one comes to know by observing 
one’s own behaviors, the author contrasts this ME self against col-
lective identities, - the WE-self, which consists of gender, race, reli-
gion,social class, culture, and family. A positive correlation between 
essentiality to the individual and motivation to enact behaviors that 
sustain these connections was evidenced.

 Using these longitudinal methods, the Socio Cultural expectancy/
value model: motivated behavioral choices, was validated. Activity/
task pleasure is highest for activities providing a challenge and an 
opportunity for mastery. Moderately difficult activities of achievable 
tasks will yield the greatest variance in expectancy related concepts of 
self and task value subjectivity. This concept would make an interest-
ing correlation with reinforcement schedules. It may be that the most 
effective schedules correlate with the expectancy/value model and the 
associated self-concepts. 

 All of the researchers included in this paper chose to explore ideas 
that Skinner would have labeled fictions and mentalisms. Though 
he recognizes that self-awareness is created by social contingen-
cies that reinforce discrimination, he rejects the importance of self 
in subsequent operant relations [17]. This causes a huge chasm in 
psychology that has been creatively bridged by innovative theorist 
and researchers bringing forth important developments in the area of 
depression therapy and personality theory.Self-discrimination implies 
self-awareness which has been extensively, empirically studied [17]. 
This extends the behavior analytic conception of self-awareness to 
address maladaptive environmental transactions which according to 
Ferster and Lewinsohn’s, 1973 model lead to symptoms of depression 
[17]. The behavioral analytic treatment of acute major depression and 
the prevention of a relapse within two years was found to outperform 
cognitive behavioral therapy in the Jacobson and Gortner, 2000 study, 
as cited in Barnes [17]. The behavioral analytic approach was based 
on increased activities that provide access to rewarding, pleasurable 
and mastery experiences and reduced aversive control.  

 Who is controlling who? Is there one entity or more than one? 
Technology has answered this question recently according to Gaia.
com 2018. Consciousness does not originate in our body. It is sep-
arate energy that coexists within our body individually and collec-
tively. Skinner seems to accept Freud’s theory of mind/personality 
(id/reinforced basic drives, ego/mediating environmental exigencies, 
and superego/sense of morality). However, he emphatically denounc-
es the self as the cause and originator of behavior, instead turning to 
the environment for influences that usually go unnoticed. He simply 
states that the concept of self is not necessary for the analysis of be-
havior and blames the convenience of “personification” for our per-
petual reliance on the self as responsible for human behavior [1]. 

 Skinner acknowledges the “inner determiner” as a self/personality 
and that these “selves” are often in conflict with each other. The in-
ternal duality/multiplicity begs the questions – are they aware of each 
other, and which is in control at any given time ? “The self is most 
commonly used as a hypothetical cause of action” [1]. Skinner states  

that we create the idea of a self-due to anxiety about unexplained phe-
nomena such as - who is controlling whom in the actions of self-con-
trol and self-knowledge? Skinner continues with the statement that 
“the self is an organized system of responses”. An explanation of a 
functionally unified system includes the concept of contextual per-
sonality brought about by discriminative stimuli. In order to achieve 
particular reinforcement a common mode of action is employed. Skin-
ner states that we may be composed of various types dwelling within 
us and deploying contingent upon the available reinforcements. This 
sounds as if we are all born with the same capacity to possess any 
personality and perform any type of behaviors that our environment 
reinforces. There are no individual traits or talents, virtues or pro-
pensities just pure learned responses. Even if this were absolutely 
true it wouldn’t logically follow that there is no entity known as the 
self. Twin studies reveal that regardless of environment the two end 
up with similar professions and lifestyles. It is possible that the two 
environments provided the same reinforcements and thus the same 
responses for the twins [18]. But that indicates that there was a self 
there upon which the environment acted.And twins raised in the same 
physical environment respond differently to reinforcements within 
that environment because there are other aspects involved (such as 
gene-environment correlations) that individualize the experience for 
each of the twins [18,19]. 

Conclusion
 Since the beginning of the twentieth century the study of human 
behavior has been of great interest to psychologists [20]. After exper-
imenting with animal learning the objective study of behavior was 
in direct opposition to introspection. By 1912 this new methodology 
was based on Thorndike and Pavlovian conditioning [20]. During the 
1950s, Skinner called for strict epistemological objectiveness without 
the mentalist concept of consciousness. This perspective was preva-
lent in the US until increased interest in Chomskian psycholinguistics 
ushered in a new era at the end of the 1960s [20]. Behaviorism is still 
applied to practical situations and directly applied in the treatment of 
autism. Throughout the relatively brief history of behaviorism it has 
contributed very little to the understanding of mentalistic conceptions 
such as the self as a psychological entity [20,21]. However, with in-
creased interest in Positive Psychology since the beginning of the 21st 
century researchers will gain new insight into how behaviorism and 
cognitive behaviorism support the development and maintenance of a 
healthy self.
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