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The Renaissance of the Experimental Analysis of
Human Behavior

Cloyd Hyten and Mark P. Reilly
University of North Texas

Ten years ago, a number of authors commented on the dismal state of the basic research area known as
the experimental analysis of human behavior (EAHB). At that time, data on the number of research
articles using human subjects published in the Journal ofthe Experimental Analysis ofBehavior (JEAB)
indicated little progress since the early 1960s. However, updated publication data through 1991 reveal
that EAHB research has accelerated in the last decade, reaching a peak ofnearly halfof all research articles
published in JEAB, with an increasing trend evident. The increase in this percentage is not due solely to
a long-term declining trend in the total number of experimental articles in JEAB using either human or
nonhuman subjects, a trend that appears to have slowed or stabilized in the last 6 years. These data
indicate that the EAHB has made dramatic progress in a decade and is healthy and growing.
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A decade ago, the state of the basic
research area within behavior analysis
known as the experimental analysis of
human behavior (EAHB) was seen by
many researchers as rather dismal. Hake
(1982) discussed the fact that basic hu-
man research was often seen by other ba-
sic researchers as too applied and that
applied researchers saw it as too basic.
He added, "This has left human operant
research in a relatively weak position
which is more often described as the
'crack' between basic and applied instead
of the 'bridge' " (p. 23). Hake summa-
rized the state of the field: "The human
operant area consists of a small number
of researchers without a clear outlet for
their work and with their major function
being fulfilled in part by the applied re-
searchers" (p. 23). Miller (1983) had an
even more pessimistic assessment of
EAHB: "What once seemed so fresh with
prospect now seems never to have quite
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caught on and one is left to wonder
whether EAHB is just dormant or is ac-
tually in the final abortive phases of de-
mise" (p. 552).

Buskist and Miller (1982), and Nevin
(1982) in an editorial in the Journal of
the Experimental Analysis of Behavior
(JEAB), presented data showing the per-
centages of human research articles ap-
pearing in JEAB through 1981. Buskist
and Miller commented on their data,
"Compared to the amount of applied
work published in the last 20 years, these
figures paint a rather cheerless picture of
experimental activity in the study of hu-
man operant behavior" (p. 139). They
concluded, "It would appear from the
present census that the experimental
analysis of human behavior has thus far
fallen short of Skinner's 'active prose-
cution ofa science ofbehavior' " (p. 141).
Nevin used his data to encourage EAHB
submissions to JEAB. It is interesting to
note that two seminal stimulus equiva-
lence articles (Sidman et al., 1982; Sid-
man & Tailby, 1982) appeared as lead
articles in that very issue of JEAB.
Baron and Perone (1982), Hake (1982),

and Miller (1983) offered numerous rea-
sons for the paucity of basic behavioral
research with humans, ranging from a
shortage ofpeople interested in direct in-
vestigation of human behavior (the ap-
plied area had attracted most of them),
to confusion over the purpose of EAHB
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research, to practical problems such as
the lack of standard research methodol-
ogies. Despite the gloomy assessments of
the state ofEAHB, most ofthese authors
were optimistic about thefuture ofEAHB.
Hake went on to suggest that there was
a growing community ofresearchers who
were interested in behavioral phenomena
unique to humans, and suggested that in-
terests in verbal behavior and social be-
havior would revitalize the area. Buskist
(1983), in an introduction to a special
issue of The Psychological Record de-
voted to EAHB, announced that one of
the purposes ofthe issue was to advertise
some of the possible research topics and
stimulate interest in the area. That arti-
cles and commentary of this kind were
appearing at all was a leading indicator
ofa surge of interest in laboratory inves-
tigations of human behavior.

RECENT PROGRESS IN EAHB
The good news we report here is that

EAHB has experienced a renaissance
during the decade ofthe 1980s. To assess
the state of EAHB, we followed proce-
dures similar to those used by Buskist
and Miller (1982) in their summary of
JEAB publication data through 198 1. We
counted the number of experimental ar-
ticles appearing in JEAB by year, distin-
guishing between those that used human
subjects and those that used nonhuman
subjects. The focus of our analysis was
on articles presenting original research
that used human subjects, so we excluded
reviews, theoretical articles, and techni-
cal notes and articles. We did not distin-
guish between JEAB articles that were
truly "basic" in nature from those that
were "applied" in nature, as Buskist and
Miller did. Buskist and Miller (1982, p.
138) classified a JEAB article as applied
if its emphasis was on the analysis and
modification of personally or socially
problematic behavior rather than on the
functional analysis of some aspect of the
behavior per se. Articles of such an ap-
plied nature represent only a fraction of
human studies in the early JEAB issues,
and our data differ only slightly from
those of Buskist and Miller in the period

between 1958-1965. As an additional
consideration, we wanted to give the ben-
efit of the doubt to such early work with
human subjects at a time when the line
between basic and applied research was
not so clearly drawn.
We should point out that using the

number of articles published in JEAB is
a very conservative measure of the vi-
tality of EAHB. Despite the fact that
JEAB is the major journal for basic re-
search in behavior analysis, there are oth-
er significant outlets for EAHB research,
such as The PsychologicalRecord and the
growing journal The Analysis of Verbal
Behavior. Occasionally, behavioral arti-
cles also appear in more mainstream psy-
chological journals such as Learning and
Motivation, although in such journals it
becomes difficult to discern which arti-
cles are behavior analytic in orientation
and qualify as EAHB studies. For these
reasons, the conservative data presented
here underestimate the amount of work
in EAHB.
As noted by Buskist and Miller (1982),

a substantial proportion of human ex-
perimental studies appeared in JEAB
during the first few years of publication
(see Figure 1). The proportion of exper-
imental publications in the area dropped
during the late 1960s and early 1970s
a virtual "dark ages" for EAHB-hov-
ering around 5% ofthe total experimental
articles in JEAB. With the exception of
1980, there has been dramatic accelera-
tion in this measure beginning in the late
1970s through 1991. The peak percent-
age (42.2%) occurred in 1990, boosted by
the publication of the special issue on
EAHB in November of that year.

All the news is not so salutary. Figure
2 shows the total number ofexperimental
articles appearing in JEAB 1958-1991,
as well as the separation ofthese data into
the constituent numbers of human and
nonhuman experimental articles. Re-
garding the total number ofexperimental
articles (the sum ofboth human and non-
human research articles), Nevin (1982)
presented similar data showing that this
measure reached a zenith in the early
1970s. As of Nevin's 1981 data, an om-
inous decreasing trend appeared to be
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Figure 1. The percentage of experimental articles
in JEAB that used human subjects 1958-1991.

continuing; however, our updated data
show that this has at least slowed and
perhaps stabilized in the last 6 years.
Nevin suggested that these data revealed
a declining interest in behavioral re-
search during the late 1970s, presumably
because of a growing interest in cogni-
tively oriented research. If this is true,
then the data indicate that the so-called
cognitive revolution appears to have
taken its toll primarily on behavioral re-
search with nonhuman subjects. Other
factors may have contributed to the de-
cline in nonhuman research. A full treat-
ment of this topic is beyond the scope of
this paper, but several authors (e.g.,
Dinsmoor, 1991; Hayes, Zettle, & Ro-
senfarb, 1989; Lattal, McFarland, &
Joyce, 1990) have put forth various rea-
sons why nonhuman research has be-
come more difficult to do recently; these
include the increased costs of animal fa-
cilities required to meet revised specifi-
cations, more restrictive guidelines re-
garding animal rights and research topics,
reductions in grant funding for nonhu-
man research, and resulting difficulties in
obtaining or keeping jobs for researchers
in this area.

Figure 2 indicates that the lowest per-
centages ofEAHB articles seen in Figure
1 were due in part to the proportionally
large number ofnonhuman experimental
studies appearing during the late 1960s
and early 1970s. One might erroneously
conclude that the recent increase in the
proportion ofEAHB studies seen in Fig-
ure 1 is merely an artifact of declining
nonhuman studies. However, although
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Figure 2. The number of experimental articles in
JEAB by year. Filled circles are the total number
of all experimental articles (using either human or
nonhuman subjects), open circles are the number
of experimental articles using nonhuman subjects,
and filled squares are the number of articles using
human subjects.

the declining trend in nonhuman studies
amplifies the percentage ofhuman stud-
ies, Figure 2 reveals that the raw number
ofEAHB articles does show an increasing
trend. To accommodate the total number
of experimental articles, the scale of Fig-
ure 2 necessarily compresses the vari-
ability in the measure ofEAHB articles,
obscuring a detailed portrait ofthese data.
Figure 3 presents the data on the number
of EAHB articles rescaled to permit a
closer examination ofthe variability and
trends. It is apparent that the recent in-
creasing trend represents a twofold to
fourfold increase over the numbers seen
in the mid-1 970s.

Ironically, the cognitive revolution may
also be partly responsible for the increase
in EAHB research in the last decade. We
suspect that the rise of interest in cog-
nition and cognitive theory that exploded
in the late 1970s stimulated many be-
havior analysts to take a second look at
research on human behavior within the
field ofbehavior analysis. What behavior
analysts saw was much talk and assur-
ance that behavioral principles could ac-
count for complex human behavior, but
they found little direct support from the
basic research laboratory (Lowe, 1979,
pp. 159-160; also see the historical over-
views ofthis period by Hayes et al., 1989,
pp. 191-195, and by M. Vaughan, 1989,
pp. 107-108). The strong criticisms com-
ing from the cognitivists about the in-
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Figure 3. The number of experimental articles in
JEAB that used human subjects 1958-199 1.

adequacy of behavioral theory in ex-
plaining human behavior may have
functioned as an establishing operation
(Michael, 1982), making interest and in-
volvement in EAHB research suddenly
more reinforcing.
The editorial policies and practices of

JEAB supported this increased involve-
ment in EAHB. Editorials by John Nevin
(1982) and Edmund Fantino (1988) dur-
ing their terms as Editor (Nevin: 1980-
1983; Fantino: 1988-1991) explicitly
called for submissions in EAHB (among
other areas). Philip Hineline's editorial
term (1984-1987) was also marked by
support of EAHB and frequent place-
ment ofEAHB articles in the prominent
lead position in JEAB issues. Figures I
and 3 show that it was during the edi-
torial terms of these three editors that
EAHB experienced its upsurge, and they
and their Associate Editors deserve cred-
it for their substantial support ofboth the
quantity and quality of EAHB articles.
Two profitable lines of research have

appeared and become major topics in
EAHB: rule-governed behavior, or in-
structional control, and the area of con-
ditional discrimination known as stim-
ulus equivalence (Navarick, Bernstein, &
Fantino, 1990). As Hake (1982) predict-
ed, these two areas involve phenomena
that appear to be unique to humans (this
is disputed in the case of stimulus equiv-
alence; see Hayes, 1989a; McIntire,
Cleary, & Thompson, 1989; Saunders,
1989; W. Vaughan, 1989). Work in these
areas continues with the regular appear-
ance of stimulus equivalence articles in

JEAB and publication of the first major
book devoted solely to rule-governed be-
havior (Hayes, 1989b).
We have not classified the research ar-

ticles in JEAB by topic area, but it is
apparent that current EAHB research
covers more than rule-governed behav-
ior and stimulus equivalence. In the last
2 years, for example, EAHB articles have
appeared in JEAB on such diverse topics
as drug effects in humans, choice and self-
control, verbal self-reports, aggressive
behavior, behavioral momentum, mem-
ory in older adults, and leadership, to
name a few. In short, the EAHB area is
healthy and growing. From the vantage
point of 1992, the condition of the field
is vastly improved over the state ofaffairs
a mere decade ago. The experimental
analysis of human behavior has become
a major element of basic behavioral re-
search.
An additional indicator of the vitality

ofEAHB is the rapid growth ofthe EAHB
Special Interest Group (SIG) of the As-
sociation for Behavior Analysis (Mc-
Ilvane & Saunders, 1991), which pub-
lishes the Experimental Analysis of
Human Behavior Bulletin. In 199 1, the
membership of the SIG voted to discon-
tinue the practice ofholding special group
poster sessions for EAHB data at the As-
sociation for Behavior Analysis conven-
tion. Paradoxically, the main reason for
this decision was that the poster sessions,
the original purpose of which was to
stimulate interest in EAHB research, had
become a dramatic success! The number
ofEAHB posters had become so large in
recent years that they were unwieldy to
schedule, and many members felt that a
special effort to promote EAHB research
was no longer needed.

CONCLUSIONS
The data presented in this article in-

dicate a renaissance of interest and re-
search in EAHB. We do not believe these
data imply that there has been a break-
through in either theoretical or meth-
odological realms that has permitted this
growth, at least in the sense ofthere being
resolutions oflongstanding problems and
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questions. Researchers have not come to
a consensus on methods, theories, or fu-
ture directions in EAHB. In fact, there is
much lively debate and thoughtful dis-
cussion on these issues (see, e.g., the
questioning offundamental assumptions
guiding research by Hayes, 1987; the se-
ries of articles in this journal on labora-
tory lore and experimental methods in-
troduced by Buskist & Johnston, 1988;
and the series on the role of EAHB in
behavior analysis based on the target ar-
ticle by Baron, Perone, & Galizio, 1991).
This is a dynamic time for EAHB; in-
deed, some (Hayes, 1987) have charac-
terized it as a revolutionary period. Our
interpretation ofthe data we present here
is that researchers have begun to address
these issues and are currently struggling
with them. Resolutions of major issues,
such as the nature and determinants of
the interaction between verbal and non-
verbal behavior, the utility ofcurrent for-
mulations of basic principles for the ex-
planation and control ofhuman behavior,
and the development of improved re-
search methods with which to examine
such questions, await many more years
of effort.

If present trends continue, basic re-
search with human subjects may exceed
50% of JEAB articles sometime in the
1 990s. Whether such an event would bode
well for the overall health of behavior
analysis may be open to dispute (partic-
ularly ifit occurs because nonhuman lab-
oratories close down), but no one could
deny that the statement, "The majority
ofbasic research in behavior analysis uses
human subjects," would mark a signifi-
cant change in the field. It would certainly
be a salient signal to those outside of be-
havior analysis that this field is actively
committed to pursuing the investigation
of human behavior.
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