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Skinner’s Analysis of
Verbal Behavior:
Complex Behavior

The functional units of echoic, mand, tact, intraverbal, textual, and
transcription, along with the audience relations form the foundation of
a verbal behavior analysis

“But this is only the beginning. Once a repertoire of verbal behavior
has been set up, a host of new problems arise from the interaction of
its parts. Verbal behavior is usually the effect of multiple causes.
Separate variables combine to extend their functional control, and new
forms of behavior emerge from the recombination of old fragments.”
(p. 10)

“A speaker is normally also a listener. He reacts to his own behavior
in several important ways. Part of what he says is under the control of
other parts of his verbal behavior.” (p. 10)

Skinner's Analysis of Verbal Behavior has significantly shaped our understanding of language acquisition
and the role of behavior in communication. B.F. Skinner, an American psychologist, is widely known for
his work in behaviorism, particularly in the study of operant conditioning. In his seminal work "Verbal
Behavior," published in 1957, Skinner proposed a functional analysis of language, treating verbal behavior as
a form of behavior that can be analyzed and modified. This article delves into his analysis of verbal

behavior, exploring its principles, implications, and relevance in contemporary psychology, linguistics, and

education.

Overview of Verbal Behavior

Skinner's analysis of verbal behavior departs from traditional views that regard language primarily as a
cognitive or innate ability. Instead, Skinner posited that verbal behavior is a learned behavior shaped by
environmental influences and social interactions. He categorized verbal behavior into distinct types based on
the function it serves, emphasizing the importance of reinforcement and conditioning in language

development.

Key Concepts in Skinner's Analysis

1. Verbal Behavior Defined: Skinner defined verbal behavior as any behavior that is reinforced through the



mediation of other people. This contrasts with non-verbal behavior, which does not involve communication

with others.

2. Operant Conditioning: Central to Skinner's theory is the idea of operant conditioning, where behaviors
are shaped by their consequences. Reinforcement (positive or negative) strengthens behaviors, while

punishment weakens them.

3. Functional Analysis: Skinner employed a functional approach to language, analyzing how different types
of verbal behavior serve specific communicative purposes. He focused on the relationship between the

speaker's intent and the listener's response.

Types of Verbal Behavior

Skinner identified several categories of verbal behavior, each defined by its function and the nature of the

reinforcement involved. These categories include:

1. Mands

- Definition: Mands are commands or requests made by the speaker to obtain something they desire.
- Example: A child asking for a cookie is engaging in a mand.

- Reinforcement: Mands are reinforced by the fulfillment of the request, such as receiving the cookie.

2. Tacts

- Definition: Tacts are statements made to describe or comment on the environment; they are often used to
share information or observations.
- Example: Saying "It's raining" while observing rain is an example of a tact.

- Reinforcement: Tacts are usually reinforced by social acknowledgment or attention from others.

3. Echoics

- Definition: Echoics involve the repetition of sounds or words heard from another person.
- Example: A child repeating "hello" after hearing someone greet them is engaging in echoic behavior.

- Reinforcement: Reinforcement for echoics typically comes from social praise or encouragement.



4. Intraverbals

- Definition: Intraverbals occur when a speaker responds to another's verbal behavior with related words or
phrases.
- Example: If someone asks, "What is your name?" and the response is "John," this is an intraverbal.

- Reinforcement: The reinforcement may include social interaction or acknowledgment.

5. Autoclitics

- Definition: Autoclitics modify the strength or meaning of other verbal behaviors. They provide additional
context or nuance.
- Example: Saying "I think it will rain" includes an autoclitic that expresses uncertainty.

- Reinforcement: They are reinforced through effective communication and social responses.

Implications of Skinner's Analysis

Skinner's functional analysis of verbal behavior has profound implications in various fields, including

education, linguistics, and psychology.

1. Educational Practices

- Behavioral Techniques: Skinner's analysis has led to the development of teaching techniques that utilize
reinforcement to encourage language development in children.

- Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA): This approach, rooted in Skinner’s work, is commonly used in special
education to teach communication skills to individuals with autism and other developmental disorders.

- Language Intervention: Programs that focus on functional communication training are informed by

Skinner's principles, promoting effective verbal exchanges through reinforcement.

2. Linguistic Studies

- Behaviorist Perspective: Skinner's work contrasts with nativist theories of language acquisition, such as
those proposed by Noam Chomsky, who emphasized innate grammatical structures.
- Functional Linguistics: Skinner's focus on the functional use of language has influenced functional

linguistics, which examines language in its social context.



3. Psychological Research

- Behavior Analysis: Skinner's work laid the groundwork for behavior analysis as a distinct field of
psychology, emphasizing the importance of observable behavior and environmental factors.
- Language Development Research: His theories encourage researchers to investigate the environmental

variables that contribute to language development, shaping modern approaches to studying communication.

Critiques of Skinner's Analysis

Despite its significant contributions, Skinner's analysis of verbal behavior has faced criticism from various

scholars and linguists.

1. Ignoring Cognitive Processes

Critics argue that Skinner's behaviorist approach overlooks the cognitive aspects of language acquisition.
They contend that language is not merely a product of environmental reinforcement but also involves

internal mental processes that cannot be fully explained by behaviorism.

2. Nativist Perspectives

Nativists, such as Chomsky, argue that humans are born with an innate ability to acquire language, which
cannot be accounted for by Skinner's analysis. They point to the rapid and uniform language development

observed across different cultures as evidence of an inherent language faculty.

3. Limitations in Complexity

Some linguists believe that Skinner's analysis fails to address the complexity and creativity of human
language. They argue that language is not solely a behavior to be reinforced but a dynamic system capable

of generating novel expressions and meanings.

Conclusion

B.F. Skinner's analysis of verbal behavior represents a pivotal shift in the understanding of language as a

learned behavior shaped by environmental factors. His categorization of verbal behaviors—mands, tacts,



echoics, intraverbals, and autoclitics—provides a framework for analyzing how language functions in social
contexts. The implications of his work extend into education, psychology, and linguistics, influencing
practices and theories surrounding language development. Despite critiques regarding its cognitive and
innate aspects, Skinner's functional analysis remains an essential contribution to the study of verbal
behavior, highlighting the intricate relationship between language, behavior, and reinforcement. As the
fields of psychology and linguistics continue to evolve, Skinner's insights continue to resonate, prompting

ongoing exploration into the nature of language and its acquisition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Skinner's analysis of verbal behavior?

Skinner's analysis of verbal behavior is a behavioral approach that examines language as a form of behavior
influenced by environmental variables and social interactions, focusing on how verbal responses are shaped

and maintained by their consequences.

How does Skinner differentiate between types of verbal behavior?

Skinner differentiates between various types of verbal behavior, including mands (requests), tacts (labels),
echoics (repetitions), intraverbals (conversational responses), and autoclitics (modifiers), each serving

different functions in communication.

‘What role do mands play in Skinner's verbal behavior?

Mands are a type of verbal behavior where an individual makes a request or demand. They are directly
reinforced by the fulfillment of the request, highlighting the functional relationship between language and

the environment.

Can Skinner's analysis of verbal behavior be applied to teaching language
skills?

Yes, Skinner's analysis can be effectively applied in educational settings, particularly in behavior analysis
and special education, where structured reinforcement strategies are used to teach language and

communication skills.

What is the significance of tacts in verbal behavior analysis?

Tacts are significant as they involve labeling or describing objects, actions, or events in the environment,
helping to establish connections between language and real-world stimuli, thus enhancing communication
skills.



How does Skinner's analysis address the concept of grammar?

Skinner's analysis does not focus on grammar as a set of rules but rather considers the functional use of
language, suggesting that grammatical structures emerge from learned verbal behaviors reinforced through

social interactions.

What are the implications of Skinner's verbal behavior analysis for
understanding autism?

Skinner's verbal behavior analysis has significant implications for understanding autism, as it emphasizes
the importance of functional communication and provides strategies for teaching language skills to

individuals with autism using behavior modification techniques.

How does reinforcement influence verbal behavior according to Skinner?

Reinforcement influences verbal behavior by strengthening the likelihood of certain verbal responses
occurring again in the future, based on the consequences that follow those responses—either through

positive reinforcement or negative reinforcement.

What criticisms exist regarding Skinner's analysis of verbal behavior?

Critics argue that Skinner's analysis may oversimplify the complexity of language acquisition and ignore
cognitive processes, emotions, and social factors that play a role in human communication, advocating for a

more integrative approach to studying language.
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