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Abstract

An investigation of the efficacy of covert negative reinforcement
(Ascher and Cautela, 1972) was replicated. Thirty Ss wefe randomly
assigned to one of three groupse. Ss in the experimental group were,
trained to imagine a noxious scene, then to shift to the image of a
ringing bell. During the test phase, the word "bell" was used to
reinforce over- or under-estimations of the diameters of circles.
Two control groups received differentiél treatment relevant to the
purpose of the study. Results of the present study failed to repli-
cate those of the original study. Several possible explanations are

discusséd. . o




An Experimental Test of Covert Negative Reinforcement:

A Congtructive Replication of a Study by Ascher and Cautela

‘90vert negative reinforcement (CNR) was intially proposed by Cautela
(1970a) as a c}inical procedure for increasind the frequency of a desired
client response. CNR is "covert" in that both the aversive stimulus and
the contiguous target behavior are imagined by the client. Thus, the ther-
apist describes in detail the pnpleasant or aversive stimulus, while the
client imagines the stimulus. When the image is clear, the client is in-
structed to "shift" to a scene of himself performing the behavior to be
increased. Inasmuch as "escape" from the aversive stimulus is reinforcing,
the target behavior should be increased. Note, however, that this procedure
only approximates negatlve reinforcement, since the targét response simply
follows the aversive stimulus rather than being instrumental in its termina-
tion.

Covert negative reinforcement has been viewed as particularly suitable
for clieqts who have difficulty imagining positive visual scenes, thereby
precluding the use of covert positive reinforcement (Cautela, 1970b). Cautela
found that many clients who were unable to imagine positive scenes had no
difficulty with aversive scenes, and he specula‘’ 1 that imagined target
behaviors could be increased using negative as well as positive reinforce-
ment. Cautela reports that this procedure has been used successfully in the
treatment of such maladaptive approach behaviors as smoking marijuana, homo<
sexuality, and obesity. However, it is viewed as being especially appropriate
in treating maladaptive avoidance behaviors, and success 1is reported with
school phobia, impotence, fear of leaving the house, and a fear of breezes
(Cautela, 1971).

As in all covert conditioning procedures, a major assumption of CNR is
that increases in the desired covert response will transfer to the desired
overt response. It is further assumed that covert behavior, in this case a
visual image, can be 1nf1uenced in a manner identical to overt behavior, e.g.,
through negat1Ve relnfqrcement.

To test these assumptions, Ascher and Cautela (1972) indirectly investi-
gated the effects of covert negative reinforcement on a simple laboratory
task. Three training procedures were used which were expected to differen=~
tially influence subjects’' size estimates of circle diameters in the test

phase of the experiment. The results indicate that covert negative reinforce-
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ment, or, more specificall&, a stimulus (cue word), previously associated
with termination of aversive imaginéé scenes, can influence responses upon
which it is made contingent. However, because the Ascher and Cautela study
did not control for the effects of the feedback value of the cue word, which
was used contingently during the test phase of thesstudy to influence sub-
jects' size estimates, their conditioning explanation can be seriously ques-

tioned.

Ascher and Cautela employed a covert negative reinforcement group and
two control groups. In the CNR group, subjects were asked to imagine a
noxious scene and then to "shift" to an image of a ringing bell when E said
the word "bell." They were told that as they imagined the Finging bell,
"The noxious scene will disappear, and all that yill remain is the sound of
the ringing bell (p. 2)." During the test phase of the experiment, E said
the word "bell" contingent upon Ss' over- or under-estimations of circle
diameters, in an'attempt to influence the size estimates of diameters. 8

Control group A was included to control for the effects of ihagery
training. ;Eggpefore, the experimental procedure was identical to the CNR
group for control group A, except that images were not paired during training.
(Ss imagined a ringing bell for 30 trials and then a noxious scene for 30
trials). Subjects in control group B receiQed no imagery training, and dur g
the tesé phase were used as "matched controls; they were reinforced in a
manner identical to their matched experimental partners (p. 3)." That is,

the word "bell" was stated following size.estimates of diameters on a non-

. contingent basis for Ss in group B. The purpose of a non=imagery control

gfoup receiving non-contingent feedback for task performance is unclear.

The fact that a non-imagery control group designed to control fof the infor=
mation value of thé cue word "bell" was not included obscures the results of
the study. )

To date, Ascher and Cautela's is the only study attempting to empirically
investigate the ef€icacy of CNR. Insofar as all covert conditioning proce- -
dures (Cautela, 1971) are based on the same assumptions, empirical support
for CNR lends credence to other covert conditioning procedures. In light of
the dearth of emrirical support for covert conditioning, Mahoney (1972) and
Johnson and Elson (1974) have asserted that replications of key studies such
as this one are needed to help establish their validity. Thus, the purpose
of the present study was to geplicate the Ascher and Cautela experiment, with

one small but significant précedural difference, namely, to replace the
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ma tched control group with an information~feedback control group

. Method
Thirty undergraduate students enrolled in an introductory psychology
class at a small college in mid-Michigan were given extra~credit for volun-
teering for this experiment. Both males and females participated. Sube-
jects were randomly assigned to one of three groups (n=10),

The procedures are identical to those in the original study. Each

subject was itndividually involved In both a tral Jhg—phase, which was diff-
erent for the three groups, and a test phase, which was identical for all
subjects. In the training phase, experimental Ss were g¢given a standard set
of instructions:(see Ascher and Cautela, 1972). Essentially, they were
asked to select, think abéﬁt, and describe the most noxious situation they
had ever experienéed. They were then asked to imagine the scene, while E
embellished their image with a verbal description of 'the scene. Further,
the Ss were prompE;d to use all five senses in imagining the scene and were
asked to signal E by raising an index finger when the scene was clear. After
letting S imagine the scene for several seconds, E questioned S about the
clarity of the scene and verbally reinforced all indications of clarity.
Suggestions were also made for greater imagery vividness.

Next, S was Iinstructed to imagine the sound of a ringing bell. A demone
stration bell was rung briefly, and again S was prompted-to use all five
senses in producing the image. S was questioned about .and verbally reinforced
for all indications of clarity. Finally, E informed S that the two images
were to be paired; that is, S was to imagine the noxious scene and signal
when the scene was clear, then shift to the image of the ringing bell when
E said "bell" five seconds later. After S imagined the ringing bell for
five seconds, E said, "Stop." This procedure was administered to experimental
Ss 30 times with 30-second inter=-trial intervals.

Control group A was used to control for the effects of imagination traine-
ing. Thus, each subject was asked to imagine a ringing bell on 30 successive
occasions and then to imagine a noxious scene on 30 successive occasions.

Note that £ﬁe bell and the noxious scene were not paired. Imagery trials were
separated by 15-second intervals.

A Control group B served as an information control, and Ss in this group
received no imagery training whatsoever. They were, however, informally ine

terviewed by E for approximately the same amount of training time received by

6




4

the other two groups. ‘
Following the training phase, each S was taken to a darkened room, where
he/she was exposed to a series of circles projected Ly a 35mm slide projeqtor‘
onto a screen approximately 15 feet away. A total of six circles, whose dia=-
- . meter ranged in size from four ‘to rine inches in one-inch increments, comprised ’ )
the experimental stimuli. Fach circle was presented to each subject three
_times, under three different conditions. Thus, in t;e baseline condition, as
well as in the over- and under-estimation conditions, each subject was exposed
‘to 18 circles.

Prior to the presentation of the stimuli, S was given the following ine-
structions. "You are going to see a series of circles. I want you to estimate
the size of their diameters in inches." After each response, each circle
remained exposed for approximately five secoﬁds. '

During the baseline condition, the 18 circles were prééented without
comment by E. Responses were recorded, and means were computed for each circle.
The mean response to each of the six circles was used to determine if res-
ponses in the next two conditions were either over=- or under-estimates. During
the over-estimation condition, E stated the word "bell" each time S over-esti-
mated a circle relative to the mean of the baseline responses. Likewise, the
word "bell" was stated by E after each under-estimation in the under-estimation

condition. These last two conditions were counterbalanced, so that half of

the Ss in each group were in the over~estimation condition first, and half were
in the under-estimation condition first. A buffer set of 18 slides was pre-
sented between the over- and under-estimation conditions, during which E made

no comments, and responses were not recorded.

Results

Group means for each condition are presented in table I.

TABLE I. MEANS OF CIRCLE=-SIZE JUDGMENTS FOR THE THREE
EXPERIMENTAL CONDITIONS WITHIN THE THREE SUBJECT GROUPS

Baseline Under Over
EX 5.79° 6.16 5,57
A 6.26 6.18 5.91
B 4.65 4.74 4,97

*inches

Means were computed by summing over all subjects and all responses in each
condition and then dividing by the number of subjects per cell (10) and the
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number of responses per condition (18). Thus, the data presented in table I

represents the average response of all subjects in each condition.

Inspection of the results indicates that there was no systematic effect
of the word "bell" upon responses, regardless of type of training received.
In fact, the means in the experimental condition are opposite to the predicted
direction. The large differences between group B estimates and the estimates
of the other two groups is very likely due to two subjects in group B whose
estimates of circle diameters ranged from one inch to four inches, thereby

depressing the mean estimates.

Discussion

The results of the present experiment are at variance with those obtained
in the original study. It is conceivable that these differences may be due to
possible procedural variations between the two studies. Because Ascher.and
Cautela's description of their procedures was cursory, and although every
effort was made to duplicate those procedures, the possibility of differences
in }magination training c?nnot be precluded. For example, Ascher and Cautela
may have spent more time during the training phase embellishing the noxious
scene for Ss in the original study than was spent in the presépt study. If
that is true, and if escape from more vivid scenes results in mére reinforcing
value for the word "bell," then use of the word "bell" during the test phase
might have influenced Ss responses éo a correspondingly greate# degree.

A second possibility is the unlikely one that differences;in the popula=-
tion from which the subjects were drawn were substantial enough to result in
the differential responsivity of the subjects to the task. This seems impro-
bable, since both groups of subjects were male and female college students,-
ranging in age from late teens to early twenties. Both these procedural
possibilities appear to have little explanatory credibility. '

A more fruitful inquiry into these discrepant results might be to ask
why the original investigators obtained the results that they did. Ascher and
Cautela postulate several alternative explana$ions for their results. One
explanation is that the Ss had hypotheses about the purpose of the study which
influenced their behavior. However, the autgérs note that procedures such as
(a) obscuring the purpose of the study, (b) not answering questions until the
experiment was concluded, and (c) using an ambiguous task which is difficult
to fake, were used to prevent experimental demand characteristics. Further,

a post-experimental interview revealed that subjects were not aware of the

contingrncies used in the test phase of the study. In-addition, if demand
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characteristics were operative, then the results of the two studies shoGIS\\\
have been similar.

Another explanation of the origii il results is that the use of the word
"bell" was of sufficient reinforcement value to influence Ss' responses.
Although Ascher and Cautela dismiss this explanation, it seems a plausible
one, tecause a control group was not included to test it. One purpose of
the present study was to control for just that possibility. However, the
inability of the present study to find any systemétic group differences pre-

cludes the possibility of investigating this hypothesis.

Another avenue of inquiry involves the operations employed in the exper-
iment to test covert negative reinforcement. Ascher and Cautela assumed that
the word "bell" would gain secondary reinforcing properties as a result of
its contiguous association with the termination of the noxious scene. Thus,
its later use in attempting tc¢ influence subjects' responses would have been - .‘
enhanced beyond mere feedback value.’

As pointed out earlier, this is an indirect'test of CNR and rests on the

assumpbtion that a secondary reinforcer can be established by negative rein-
forcement-tvpe operations. However, the available efperimental literature
on attempts to produce reinforcement value in a neutral stimulus by simply
introducing it when an aversive stimulus ends is equivocal (Nevin, 1973).
As Ascher and Cautela note, some investigators have een able to establish
secondary reinforcers using escape conditioning, while dthers have not. Tne~
asmuch as the animal literature fails to yie'd consistent rosults iq this
phenomenon, it is not surprising that experiments dealing with human imagery
would also be inconsistent.

Consequently, it could be argued that the present investigation has not

been an investigation of covert negative reinforcement but rather a test of

an inadequate analogue of CNR. Therefore, results cannot be taken as either
supportive of or damaging to the assumptions underlying CNR; rather, they .
can be seen as tvpical of previous research inconsistencies involving labor-
atory investigations of conditioned negative reinforcement.

One final possibility can be offered, namely, that the operative compo-
nent in all covert conditioning procedures is covert modeling (e.g., Flannery,
1972a; 1972b). Mahoney (1974) has noted that covert conditioning requires
that the client imagine himself engaging in successive approximations of the
target kehavior. The efficacy of simply imagining oneself performing new or

difficult behaviors appears to be clearly established (bonaldson, 19723




Meichenbaum, 1972; Kazdin, 1973a; 1973b). Thus, the clinical utility of CNR
may simply involve the covert modeling portion of the procedure, rendering
the naxious scene irrelevant.

A feasible speculation regarding the results of the present experiment
is that since covert modeliqg was not a part of the procedure, subjects®
responses could not be influenced. This explanation cannot, however, account
for the positive results of the earlier study. Future investigations of CNR
should attempt to isolate the effects of covert modeling from covert negative

reinforcement. Further, more clindcally- relevant dependent variables should

be employed. \

’ Essentially, this study has failed to replicate t.ne results of a key
covert conditioning experiﬁent. Several explanations of both the failure of
the present study and the positive results of the original study were offered:
- Pltimately, the clinical utility of covert negative‘reinforcement will be
established by comparative group studies investigating its effects upon cline
ically relevant subject behavior. Thus, it is apparent that neither study
disgussed here can be viewed as conclusive., However, the fact that the results
of the original study could not be duplicated underscores the need for further

research, to include replications of key covert conditioning studies.
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Abstract '
~

-3

An investigation of tge efficacy of covert negative reinforcement
(Ascher and Cautela, 1972) was replicated. Thirty Ss were randomly
assigned to one of three groups. Ss in the experimental group were’
trained to6 imagine a noxious scene, then to shift to the image of a
ringing bell. During the test phase, the word "bell" was used to-:
‘reinforce over- or under-estimations of the diameters of circles.
Two control groups received differential treatment relevant to the
purpose of the study. Results of the present study failed to repli-

, cate those of the original study. Several possible explanations are

discussed.
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An Experimental Test of Covert Negative Reinforcement:
A Constructive Replication of a Study bY Aschexr and Cautela
\

Cover; negative reinforcement (CNR) was intially proposed by Cautela
(1970a) as a clinical protedure for increasing the frequency of a desired
cliegt response. CNR is "covert" in that both the aversive stimulus and
the contiguous target behavior are imagined by the client. Thus, the ther-
apist describes in detail the unpleasant or gyérsive stimulus, while the
client imagines the stimulus. When the imagé is clear, the client is in-
structed to "shift" to a scene of himself performing the behavidé to be
increased. Inasiiuch as "escape" from the aversive stimulus is reinfercing,
the target behavior should be increased. Note, however, that this procedure
only approximates negative reinforcement, since the térget response simply
Follows the aversive stimulus rather than being instrumeqtal'in its terminae
tion. _ '

Covert negative reinforcement has been yiewed as particularly suitable
for clients who have difficulty imagining positive wvisual scenes, thereby
precluding the use of co&ert positive reipforcement (Cautela, 1970b). Cautela’
found that many clients who were unable to imagine positive scenes had no
difficulty with aversive scenes, and Hé speculated that imagined target
hehaviors could be increased using negative as well as positive reinforce-
ment. ¢autela reports that this procedure has been used successfully in the
treatmeh@ of such maladaptive approach behaviors as smoking marijuana, homo-
sexuality, and obesity. Hcwever, it is viewed as being especially appropriate
in treating maladaptive avoidance behaviors, and success is reported with
school pﬁobia, impotence, fear of leaGing the house, and a fear of ‘breezes
(Cautela, 1971). |

As in all covert conditioning procedures, a major assumption of CNR is
that increases.in the desired covert response will transfer to the desired
overt response. It is further assumed that covert behavior, in this case a
visual image, can be influenced in a manner identical to overt behavior, e.ge.,
‘ through negative reinforcement.

To test .these assumptions; Ascher and Cautela (1972) indirectly investi-
gated the effects of covert negative reinforcement on a siwple laboratory
tésk. Three training procedures Wére used which were expected to differen=-
tially influence subjects' size estimates of circle diameters in thé test

phase of the experiment. The results indicate that c?vert negative reinforce~
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mént, or, more specifically, a stimulus (cue word)}, previously associated
witn termination of aversive imagined scenes, can influence responses upon
which it is made contingent. However, because the Ascher and Cautela study
did not control for the effects »f the Feedback value of the cue word, which
was used contingently during the test phase of the study to influence Sub-
jects' size estimates, their conditioning explanation can be seriously ques-
tioneds ;

Ascher and Cautela employed a covert negative reinforcement group and
two control groups. ‘In the CNR group, subjects were asked to imagine a
noxious scene and then to "shift" to an image of a ringing bell when E said
the word "bell." They were told that as they imagined the ringing bell,

"Phe noxious scene will disappear, and all that will remain is the sound of
the ringing bell (p. 2)." During the teskt phase of the experiment, £ sald
the word "bell" contingent upon Ss' ovefn or under-estimations of circle
diameters, in an attempt to influence the size estimates of diameters.

Control group A was included to control for the effects of imagery
training. Therefore, the experimental‘procedure was identical to the CNR
group for control group A, except that images were not paired during training.
(Ss imagined a ringing bell for 30 trials and then a noxious scene for 30
trials). Subjects in control group B received no imagery training, and during
the test phase were used as "matched controls; they were reinforced in a
manner identical to their matched experimental partners (p.\3)." That is,
the word "bell" was stated following size estimates of diaméter§ on a none
contingent basis for Ss in group B. The purpose of a non-imagefy control
group receiving non-centingent feedback for task performance is unclear.

The fact that a non-imagery control group designed to control for the infor-
mation value of the cue word "bell" was not included obscures‘the results of
the study.

To date, Ascher and Cautela's is the only study attempting to empirically
investigate the efficacy of CNR. Insofar as all covert conditioning proce-
dures (Cautela, 1971) are based on the same assumptions, empirical support
for CNR lends credence to other covert conditioning procedures. In light of
the dearth of eméirical support for covert conditioning, Mahoney (1972) and
Johnson and Elson (1974) héve asserted that replications of key studies such
as this one are needed to help establish their validity. Thus, the purpose
of the present study was to replicate the Ascher and Cautela experiment, with

one small but significant procedural difference, namely, to replace the

1
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matched control group with an informationefeedback ?ntrol group
i

~

Method R

Thirty undergraduate students enrolled in an int%fductory psychology
class at a small college in mid-Michigan were given extra-credit for volun-
teering for this experiment. Both males and females participated. Sube
Jects were randomly assigned io one of three groups (n=10).

The procedures are identical to those in the original study. FEach
subject was individually involved in both a training phase, which was diff=~
erent for the three groups, and a test phase, which was iégntical for all
subjects. In the training phase, experimental Ss were givén a standard sét
of instructions (see Ascher and Cautela, 1972). Essentialiy, they were
asked to select, think about, and describe the most noxious}sitGation they
had ever experienced. They were then asked to imagine the /scene, while E
embelilished their image with a verbal description of the scene. Further,
the Ss were prompted to use all five senses in imagining the scene and were
asked to signal E by raising an index finger when the scene was clear. After
letting S imagine the scene for several seconds, E questioned S about the
clarity of the scene and verbally reinforced all indicatig\ of clarity.
Suggestions were also made for greater imagéry vividness. )

Next, S was instructed to imagine the sound of a ringing bell. A demon~
stration bell was rung briefly, aqd again S was prompted to hse all five
senses in producing the image. S Qas questioned about and verbally reinforced
for all indications of clarity. Finally, E informed S that the two images ’
were to be paired; that is, S was to imagine the noxious scene and signal
when the scene was clear, then sgift to the image of the ringing bell when
E said "bell" five seconds later. After S imagined the r%nging bell for
five seconds, E said, "Stpp." This procedure was administéred to experimental
Ss 30 times with 30-second intér-trial intervals. f

Control group A was used Fo control for the effects‘éf imagination traine
ing. Thus, each subject wés\#sked to imagine a ringing bF;l on 30 successive

occasions and then to imagin%‘a noxious scene on 30 successive occasions.

AY

Note that the bell and the ndxious scene were not paired{ Imagery trials were

separated by 15esecond inte?gals. ;

Control group B served as an information control, ahd Ss in this group
received r. imagery training whatsoever. They were, hoyever, informally in-

terviewed by E for approxihately the same amount of training time received by
!

!
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the other two groups.

Following the training phase, each S was taken to a darkened room, where
he/she was exposed to a series of circles projected by a 35mm slide projector
onto a screen approximately 15 feet away. A total of six circles, whose dia-
meter ranged in size from four to nine inches in one=-inch increments, coﬁprised
the experimental stimuli. Fach circle was presented to each subject three
times, under three different conditions. Thus, in the baseline condition, as
well as in the over- and under-estimation conditions, each subject was exposed
to 18 circles.

Prior to the presentation of the stimuli, S was given the following ine=
structions. "You are going to see a series of circles. I want you to estimate
the size of their dzgmeters in inches." After each response, each circle
remained exposed‘ for approximately five seconds.

During the baseline condition, the 18 circles were presented without
comﬁent by E. Responses were recorded, and means were computed for each circle.
The mean response to each of the six circles was used to determine if res-
ponses in the next two conditions were either over- or under-estimates. During
the over-estimation condition, E stated the word "bell" each time S over-estie
mated a circle relative to the mean of the baseline responses. Likewise, the
word "bell" wa§ stated by E after each under-estimation in the under-estimation
condition. These last two conditions were counterbalanced, so that half of
the Ss in each group were in the over-estimation condition first, and half were
in the under-estimation condition first. A buffer set of 18 slides was pre-
sented between the over- and under-estimation conditions, during which E made

no comments, and responses were not recorded.

Results

Group means for each condition are presented_in table I.

TABLE I. MEANS OF CIRCLE-SIZE JUDGMENTS FOR THE THREE
EXPERIMENTAL CONDITIONS WITHIN THE THREE SUBJECT GROUPS

Basel ine Under i Over
EX 5.79° 6.16 5.57
A // 6026 6018 5 91\
B’ 4.65 4.74 4,97 \
*inches AN

\,

AN
Means were computed by summing over all subjects and all responses fn each

condition and then dividing by the number of subjecfs per cell (10) and the\\
i 3

\



number of responses per condition (18), Thus, the data presented in table I
represents the average response of all subjects iA each condition.

Inspection of the results indicates that there was no systematic effect
of the word "bell" upon responses, reqgardless of type of training received.
In fact, the means in the experimental condition are opposite to the predicted
direction. The large differences between group B estimates and the estimates
of the other two groups is very likely due to two subjects in group B whose
e;%imates of circle diameters ranged from one inch to four inches, thereby

depressing the mean estimates.

Discussion

The results of the prgsent experiment are at variance with those obtained
in the original stydy. It is conceivable that these differences may be due to
possible procedurai variations between the two studies. Because Ascher and
Cautela's description of their procedures was cursory, and although every
effort was made to duplicate those procedures, the possibility of differences
in imagination training cannot be precluded. For example, Ascher and Cautela '
may have spent more time during the trafning phase embellishing the noxious
scene for Ss in the original study than was spent in the present study. If
that 1is true, and if escape from more vivid scenes results in more reinforcing
value for the word '"bell," then use of the word "bell" during the test phase
might have influenced Ss responses to a correspondingly greater degree.

A second possibility is the unlikely one that differences in the popula=-

. tion from which the subjects were déawn were substantial enough to result in
the differential responsivity of the subjects to the task. This seems impro-
bable, since both groups of subjects were male and female college students,
ranging. in age from late teens to early twenties. Both these procedural
possibilities appear to have little explanatory credibility.

A more fruitful inquiry into these discrepant results might be to ask
why the original investigators obtained the results that “hey dide Ascher and
Cautela postulate several alternative explanations for their results. One
explanation is that the Ss had hypotheses about the purpose of the study which
influenced their behavior. However, the authors note that procedures such as
(a) obscuring the purpose of the study, (b) not answering questions until the
experiment was concluded, and fc) using an ambiguous task which is difficult
to fake, were used to prevent experimental demand characteristics. Further,

1 post-experimental interview revealed that subjects were not aware of the

contingencies used in the test phase of the study. In addition, if demand
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characteristics were operative, then the results of the two studies should -
have been similar. ' \

Another explanation of the original results is that the use of the word
"Hell" was of sufficjent reinforcement value to influence Ss' responses.
Although Ascher and Cautela dismiss this explanation, it seems a plausible
one, hecause a control group was not included to test it. One purpose of
the present study was to control for just that possibility. However, the
inability of the present study to find any systematic group differences pre-
cludes the poss;pility of investigating this hypothesis. .

Another avenue of inquiry involves the operations employed in the exper-
iment to test covert negative Eeinforcemeﬁ%. Ascher and Cautela assumed that
the word "bell" would gain secondary re1nforc1ng properties as a result of
its contiguous association with the termination of the noxious scene. Thus,
its later use in attempting to 1nfla\ ce subjects' responses would have been
enhanced beyond mere feedback value.eQ\

As pointed out earlier, this is an indirect test of CNR and rests on the
assumption that a secondary reinfoFcer can be established by,négative rein-
forcement~-type operations. However, the available experimental literature
on attempts to produce reinforcement value in a neutral stimulus by simply
introducing it when an aversive stimulus ends is equivocal (Nevin, 1973).

As Ascher and Cautela note, some investigators have been able to establish
secondary reinforcers using escape conditioning, while others have not. 1In-
asmuch as the animal literature fails to yield consistent results in this
phenomenon, it is not surprising that experiments dealing with human imagery
would also be inconsisfent.

Consequently, it could be argued that the present investigation has not
been an investigation of covert'negative reinforcement but rather a test of
an inadeqhate analogue of CNR. lTherefore, results cannot be taken as either
supportive| of or damaging to the assumptions underlying CNR; rather, they
can be seen as tvpical of previous research inconsistencies involving labor-
atory inveskigations of conditioned negative reinforcement. ) .

One final possibility can be offered, namely, that the operative compo-
nent in all covert conditioning procedures is covert modeling (e.g., Flannery,
1972a; 1972b). Mahoney (1974) has noted that covert conditioning requires
that the client imagipe himself engaging in successive approximations of the
target behavior. The efficacy of simply imagining oneself performing new or

difficult behaviors appears to be clearly established (Donaldson, 1972;
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Meichenbaum, 1972; Kazdin, 1973a; 1973b). Thus, the clinical utility of CNR
may simply involve the covert modeling portion of the procedure, rendering
the noxious scene irrelevant.

A feasible speculation regarding the results of the present experiment

is that sinte covert modeling was not a part of the procedure, subjecfé'
.responses could not be influenced. This explaration cannot, however, account
for the positive results of the earlier study. Future investigations of CNR
should attempt to isolate the effects of covert modeling from covert negative
reinforcement. Further, more clinically relevant dependent variables should
be empXlyed.

Essentially, this study has ﬁ;iled to replicate the results of a key
covert conditioning experiment. Several explanations of both the failure of
the present study and the positive results of the original study were offered.
Ultimately, the clinical utility of covert negative reinforcement will be
established by comparative group studies investigating its effects upon cline
ically relevant subject behavior. Thus, it is apparent that neither study
discussed here c;n be viewed as conclusive. However, the fact that the results
of the original study could not be duplicated underscores the need for further '

research, to include replications of key covert conditioning studies.
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