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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the study was to investigate the function of positive . (j?

attentional cues as cognitive factors in the modification‘of fear responseg

.in a desensitization-like treatment procedure. In this study, positive
attentional cues were defined as positively-valenced descriptors of the

feared stimulus. Two groups ©of two Ss each”were.assessed as to the inten--

sity of their fear responses along behavioral and cognitive dimensions.

The behavioral measure consisted of a two-part Behavioral Approach Test

(BAL) in which a fear thermometer was used to rate the S's level of anxietj.

The S was requested to (1) aoproach and touch the feared animal,| and¢ (2) @

. enter a small room with the feared animal .and close the door. An Opinio

Scale ( which asse'ssed the S's reaction to positive and negative char- ‘
acteristics of the fear stimulus, an Anxiety Rating Scale (ARS), and a SUDs
* ranking scale derived from the hierarchy provided indices of cognitive

reaponse to the fear stimulus, After two relaxation gession;; the standard o
treatment group (ST) and the experimental group (PTY received the same . K

( desensitization treatment with one exception. the hierarchy of the PT

group was supplemented with the inclusion of a positive atteniional cue,
Results generaily indicated that while both groups improved, the PT group @\
made someuhat greater improvement on the behavioral measures; howeven,

follow-up data after twelve weeks revealed that the PT group lost some of

their initial gains while the, ST group had continued to improye. Since

1]




the. PT subjects ‘generally manifested improvement on the approach énd‘ SUDs ’

. measures, it of positive atientional cues to —
== - == - e _
the standard hierarchy m T ast in &

. . - - - . - 5 ~ — - -
Ll rapid-and intensive treatment program. The measures of cognitive change

..do not appear ttz have been sufficiently powerful to detect poéitive ’
change if, in fact, such change did occuV‘Of course, it is also possible
that cognitive.change did not occur and that this was accurate]:y reflected.
More refined instrumentation, such as the use of a semants:f differential,

is indicated for further experimentation.
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Introduction
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- Behdvior therapists have generally vieﬁed—their technidues~as~--~"W' e T

limited to the modification of pathological behavior disorders which are,
by definition, publicly observable and therefore measurable. However,
Lazarus (19712, 1971b) has argued that behavior therapists mst also con-
sider the cognitive components of pathology, necessarily covert opera-
tions. Others, including Beck (1970a), Bergin (1970), and Wawas (1970),
have recognized the relevance of igsues concerning cognitive modification
. in behavior therapy. Most recently,‘Hahoney (197ka, 197hb) has chaIlenged
behavior therapists to reconsider their stance toward congitiye behavior
approaches, Thus, it appears that behavior therapists are beginning to
. deal with the possibility of including cognitive techniques in their
therapeutic repertoire, )

. In recognition of the,potential of ccgnitive modification techniques'
in behavior therapy, the objective of the study was to investigate some of
the cognitive components involved' in desensitization. T

_Background. Although the research'data are mixed, Lang (1969), after ré- ‘
viewing the literature, reported that "Research does provide clear evidence AH

that cognitive set can attenuatesverbal and somatic ocomponents of fear

behavior" (p. 185). Approaching\this issue e:perimenta%;y, Beck (1970b)

' supported Lang 8 contention through an examination of the effect of fantasy

on pathological functioning.. Basing much of his.work on the successful
use of imaginalvscenes - ‘ Ny
’ ' ' )
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in desensitization research, he..found. that "Induced fantasies were helpful in

' -t s ¥ - e L

de11neat1ng cognitive dlstortlons Structured or guided fantasiéé~wére$¥pund" e

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

to facilitate .more adaptlve behavior" (p. 16). Furthermore, he concluded that

N - - . -
N ' i Rt

7 "Modlficatlon of these cogn1t1ve patterns appeared to be reSpon31b1e for thera-

peutic improvement" (p.'16). The cognitive modification process that he used

>
.

with these fantasies ‘was termed.''cognitive restrugturing”.. ',
gni g

In an attempt to distinguish the relative effects of neutral and reinforcing
.A4(‘m_

(positive) covert imagery with a desensitization-like strategy, Bernal et. al.

.

(1974) shed light on the cognitive modification aspects operating in desen-

.sitization. Within this study, he was unable to detect any significanﬁ

.
.

differences related to’ the reinforcing capabilities between the two types

. . . 4 .
of covert imagery.” However, in an analysis of the scene presentations by the

present researchers, it was noticed that in every scene, the phobic object, 5

-

a snake, was presented to the c11ent in a ver§ pos1t1ve manner; more spec1f1ca11y,

- rl

[

several pos1t1ve character1stzcs ofsthe snake, i. e., beauty, grace, form, and

other special attributes, were emphasized in the déstription of the imaginal |

scene. The therap1st had 1nadvertent1y planned the scene presentatlons such

p
~

that the c11ent attended to the more pos1t1ve characterlstlcs of the snake.
L

It is hypothes1zed that the snake which had heretofore'been identified as a
. / - @ N R i .
”b%d objeck! was slowly becoming associated with its more positive characteristics.

In regard 'to these considerations, it appears, that the cliept would have

. . "
mproved régardless of the added covert 1magery Thus, there exists the Q\\\*

5 . i

~

.'possibility that selective focusing'on positive cues accounted for much o the

overall treatment effect. ;hls process appears to. be similar to Beck's (1970b)

qognitive restructurlng," since the scenes were structured such that the

subjects must* attend to, the positive descriptiqn of the -snake.,




. ¥ Discussing the importance of attentional/factors in maladaptive behavior

b A

_ _______ pattefns, Mahpney (1974a) contends tﬂﬁtjﬁaléajfkive attention to covert stimuli
. /. o . |
~  x —
oo —... 1s_related to maladaptive behavior. These aftentional patterns, respectively _ w—

Eefﬁéd-ﬁaladaptive'fodhsihg dnd self-arous s appear to serve a cueing function.

»

phopic object; i.e., the "positive attentional .
. LY

-

positive characteristics of the

N

cues'" (PACs). Returning to Ber?7 's study, it now seems.reasonable to further

’ A
" (1936) used positive /imagery to significant}§ reduée.advérée symptomatol&gy of

» .

]
] s

e the fear of darkness in §oung children. Finally, Hekmat and T

e s

~e

(1971) used ﬁ%at tﬁey termed "semantic" desernsitization to supceésfully‘

rease’ fear of sna}es by pairiné éh@ word, "snake,'" with positive imaginal
- LL y 1

assoctates. Therefore, the use of p6§itive ﬁnagg;y or as termed ‘more exactly

N

*by Mahqﬁey, the positive attentional cuye has tentatively been found effective

*

/
” 1

in the reduction of ahxiety. . . :

\' - ] ’ < ¢ « hal

’ Purpose of the siudy. The purpose of this. study was to investigate the

.

‘ function of positive attentional cues as cognitive f%ctors in the modifigcation
. . . NN ’ ’ ¢

of fear responses in a desensitization-like treatment procedure. !

~ -

\




single item with a large number of Terror responses, six female subjects with
- /

three feared objects (snakes, stinging insects, and dogs) were selected for

=

—-

this study. Ss were randomly assigned to the experimental conditions, The
therapists, four doctoral candidates in counseling, were randomly assigned

to treatment.conditions, ' - 3

.

Instrumentation. Three instruments and one approach test were constructed.

<

The first of thesg was an. Anxiety Response Scale (ARS) thch listed six

) Strongly Disagree 0 Strongly Agree, One 10-item hierarchy was built and
” . slightly adj ted for each animal., The Behavioral Approach Test (BAT) had two
. . .
componenté, The subJect was fi/;f asked to approach and touch the feared

Anxiety was rated % on a ten point Scale at fixed distances from the

animal, The second component involved measuring subjects' willingness to S

14

3

*

enter a small room with the feared animal and close the door, -
. - /)-—'-’/ -, - ' ’ %

. -
N -

Procedure. AlY subgects.participated in two relaxation sessions prdor to ,

treatment. Howfver, two S8 were deleted from the study due to illness.

3

Uniformity in training across Ss was maintaihed throggh the use of a standand

30 minute relaxation tape, (The Ss each attended twb -sessions where the: tape

. was played and they discnssed problems they we{'e experiencing with relaxation )

' ~

The Ss were encouraged 1o practice at home tuice daily.




. During the third session the Ss responded to the pre—tesq instruments,
4

- r

© — ° ~ranKed the tem hierarchy items and Tated them according to Subjective Units T

» alid were rateda on the Behavioral Approach Test. L

- Déseﬁéiﬁizéfiéﬁ>wés:5eguﬁ‘ét‘ﬁﬁe fSQééh:Ees;ibh:; Eﬁéh désédéiffzééibn“
‘e . ’
‘ session cbng}stga'of 5—1? miﬁg&pé/:;/relaxatioq, 30;minutes of moving throggh
( . the hieraychy, and 5-10 minuéés gf debriefing. - One S completed the hierarchy
. ;n two sessions, while the other three completed it in three éessions;
“‘ Both groups received essentially the same standard systematig

- desensitization procedufe. Subjects signalled when they felt relaxed and

were then instructed to imagine a neutral scene of their own choosing. Aft%r

the S signalled that the scene was clear, he was instructed to stop imagining

the scene and to concgntrate on relaxation. The first hierarchy {item was then

. .
v . N

presenéei._ 1f the subject felt anxious he Wwas told to stop imagiming the
. -
scene and concentrate on relaxation. He was then asked to rate
'
.4.»{;, ] qn ’ . ' ' .. ~
on a 10-point scale. When the hierarchy item was presented thre

is anxiety .
A .
times with

no signal of anxiety, the therapist moved to the next hiergrchy[item.

W

The experimental and cohtrol groups received the same t eatment” except
that in the case of the experimental ‘group, the neﬁtralkhierarqhy items were
: . A

supplemented with positively-orienped_deécriptors of the feare&_stimulus: i.e.,

\,
f L. * NG o . )
These positive cues we;:\:etatgd bn an irregular basis such that
N ,

. fis 1 4
repeayed scenes were not attached to.fhe same positive statement.’.
. 7 .

.

£ ! o/ . '
After the ten-item hierarchy was completed, the post-tests were * .

Ly

’ 4
inistered in exactly the same manner as the pre-tests. Twelve weeks after
v’ ' .

. ~ ¢ ’

R the post-test Ss again responded to the ten-item hierarchy, rating, the items

.

“according to the Subjective Units of Discomfort.

- ERIC A | R
i - . - N . . S
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Results

e —— s ke

ATT"Ss manifested some behavioral improvement on the measures employed;

‘*see Table 1 for a summary of the data. S and 82 were in the Positive Treatment
R _ . L

(PT) group, S3 and S4 were in the Standard Treatment (ST) group. Bothysl and

S5 had the same feared object (stinging insects) in common; comparisons between
them are tHerefore likely to be the most meaningful.
On the Behavioral Approach Test (BAT), only 53 was unable to touch, the-’

feared object. That is, S, and Sy (PT) and 54 (sT) were able to touch the object
# . v

¥

at the end of treatment.

Because the Ss initially reported various SUDs scores, 'the percentage:
of reduction of these scores was used as a measure. The PT'group yielded better
. /l
results across all Ss; the contrast between S, and S3 also favored PT (Figures

1 and 2). .’ )

4

The groups were approximately equal on the Anxiety Response Scale‘xARS) i

The contrast between S "and S3 favoredgthe PT group, however, the contrast
1 P

between 82 and Sy contraindicated this. Thus, whether real change occurred i

or was measured here is a matter of conjecture. ’

o

The Opinion Survey (0S) was employed as a measure hf cognitive change. ‘

The results, although slightly favoring the PT group, are not definitive. .ﬁoth

the 0S and the ARS showed generalization of treatment effects. From the Pre-to
Post-test measures, the Pdsitive Treatment (PT) Ss improved more than Standard

3 N -
Treatment (ST) Ss. Within the follow-up period, though, it appeared that the ST .

subjects continued to improve while the PT subjects lost some of their initial

gains. . { ) iy
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// TJable 1. —-Sﬁmmary of Outcome Measures Aclx:oss,Ss.~ — \\
J T ! .:_, e - P e = e N\
- - - ———— - N . M*ie___oe N i’}_‘,reatment“e- " L ¥
! Measure o ! PT ' * 8T f
l. ’\ .
} S, Sy N sy S,
1) % Reduction SUDs . :
, (Pre to Post) 74.1 ©59.3 - . 30.5 24,0
. (Pre to-Follow-up) 56.6 32,0 - 43.9 36.5
- ( ‘Ak_
2) ARS--Generalw . -15.0 3.0 % -8.5 . -10.0
Object -7.0 - -1.0 méa -3.5 -3.0
. s
§ﬁ'os~-ceﬁera1** ' #+2.0 +14.0 ‘%Xx +5.0 +12.0
object ‘ © +6.0 +4.0 \%+2.5 +2.0
2 ‘- W
4) BAT--In room Yes Yes ‘ No ‘Yes
Touch Yes © Yes ) ‘ Y, Yes
/ ’ 3 — ‘ Lt f ‘ N
. *Includes score for feared Object. ) i )
*#Does not include score for feared Object.’ ' - /
\ .
* Discussion L
[ —_— ¢ £ .

Since the subjects generally manifested, improvement on the’ﬁpproach.and

l‘ .

. pa . . - -
SUDs measures, it appears that the inclusion of positive attentional ques in
4

the standard desensitization hierarchy may facilitiate initial improvements
in the therapeutic process, at least in a rapid and intensive treatment program;

: . . P
- however, some of thé gains over the standard desensitization approach are lost,

ozer time. Perhaps the cognitive process lost much of 1t§*power in effécting

!
. - continuihg change due to the absence of the relnforc1ng eE?ect of the theraplst

.

~ v

Y after treatment. Demand. factors may have been influentlal especiglly at the’
: ' §4 . NG
post test. Other explanations of change, includlng ﬁbe regression efféct are
~ k! -~
‘ . - 5 \
equally tenable at this point.’ ! R vy . )
[ _'. ! o ; : N . ~ —*
v : s ¢

. . . PN .
. ' ) »
‘ - ) N £ -
ERIC ' Lor e 8 *
» ° - v >
A Fuiext provid ic . .




i
]
y
I
i
'

550

»

500
L50
Loo
350
300

250

’

Afiount of Ahxiety (SUDs) Reduction

200

~ 150 | 185

o0

, . Pre-test : Post-test

.

, \ ) . Y N
. Figure 2. Amount of Anxiety (SUDs). Reduction
o , , .




550

500

L50

™

L0oo

350

Amount of Anxiety (SUDs) Reduction

= 0 ‘ - - \ 3
4 - Pre-test " Post-test Follow=-up /

!

Figare 1. Amount of Ahxiety (SUDs) Reduction by Subject.

“ERIC 18 -




N 12

. The measures of cognitive change do not appear to have been sufficiently
. *

powerful if in fact such change did occur. Of course, it is also possible that
A}
cognitive changﬁ did not occur and that this was accurately reflected. More

refined instrumentation, such as the use of the Semantic Differential as in

the Hekmat and vanian (1971) study, isiipgéggted for further experimedtation.

' L]

A S
One possible confounding variable discovered after the study was
completed concerns variation in item presentation. At the point where an item

®
elicited a&\f?xiety ;;;k;{Sh, the therapists were nox consistent in their
’ &
- N
decision to repeat a previously mastered item} The effect of this variable

. . . .

« should have been controlled.
Although the role of posttive attentional cues immediately following
fg!; presentation was investigated, placing such cues prior to the item or
integrating them within the item deserves examination. Consideration of negative

a

attentional cue® might also serve to enrich the theoretical rationale for

-

o

k2

these effects. Finally: a more comprehensive Jesign facilitating data analysis

through 4 MANCOVA technique is now under consideration.

-

¢ - o/

- €
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