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Operant research was never about counting key pecks, lever presses, switch
closures, or keyboard taps. These easily indexed, convenient, sometimes arbi-
trary responses were adopted as a means to yield data that could tell us
something about matters that were more grand and important than a relay
pulse. The title of Skinner’s (1938) seminal The Behavior of Organisms was
criticized by contemporaries as an immodest overreach (Finan 1940; Hilgard
1939), but a more unassuming title such as “The Lever Pressing of the Rat”
might quickly have relegated the book to dusty university library stacks and
antiquarian bookstores. Instead, the book remains in print to this day1 because
it was big, bold, and brash, and set the occasion for a science that could and
would handle anything the world might throw at it, taking us from rats to
human behavior (Skinner 1953) and from lever presses to language or in
Skinner's (1957) terms, verbal behavior.

Other audacious extrapolations inspired by this work followed. A five-page
paper describing the behavior of three pigeons (Herrnstein 1961) led to the
matching law (Herrnstein 1970); a six-page report of choices by six pigeons
(Ainslie and Herrnstein 1981) gave us the hyperbolic discount function. Both
the matching law and hyperbolic discount function now challenge rational
choice theory and the foundation of neoclassical economics (Herrnstein 1990)
and helped usher in behavioral economics (Furrebøe and Sandaker 2017). The
hyperbolic discount function spawned research in a wide range of topics from
quotidian behaviors such as choices for consumer items (Fagerstrøm and
Hantula 2013; Oliveira-Castro and Marques 2017) or employment
(Schoenfelder and Hantula 2003) to serious social problems such as substance
abuse (Green and Myerson 2019; Mitchell 2019). Indeed, work on discounting
has become so sophisticated that discount functions can predict treatment
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1Traditional paper copies or e-book copies of The Behavior of Organism may be purchased from the B. F.
Skinner Foundation (https://www.bfskinner.org/bookstore-2/).
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outcomes (Stanger et al. 2012), relapse (Yoon et al. 2007), and may well be an
index of a transdisease process that contributes to many disorders (Bickel et al.
2012; Bickel et al. 2015; Koffarnus et al. 2013).

The matching law and delay discounting are but two examples of the intellectual
progress and social contributions that can be made by behavior scientists who retain
rigor in research while looking to larger issues. Perhaps the catchphrase here should be
“Study small, think big,” or in keeping with the zeitgeist “small data, big ideas”2 This is
not to encourage “Science and Human Behavior Lite” flights of fancy offering a
speculative qualitative “analysis” of some “behavioral” issue, but rather to remind us
that there is a bigger, more important picture looming above us as we carefully count
responses.

Unfortunately, the decades since Skinner’s first book have tended to grind away at
its audacious agenda. Basic research seemed to slip into the sins of scholasticism, to the
point of being labeled the “esoteric analysis of behavior” (Poling 2010, p. 8). Applied
behavior analysis, which was supposed to provide the social justification for basic
behavioral research, can seem so constricted in its methodological practices as to
exclude problems of great social significance from its oeuvre (Cataldo 2017;
Critchfield and Reed 2017; Friman 2017; Hyten 2017), focusing more and more on
smaller and smaller segments of the population (Axelrod et al. 2012; Federov in press).
According to Applied Behavior Analysis’ (ABA) founding article (Baer et al. 1968) the
term “applied” refers not to any particular procedure but the degree to which the
behavior in question is “socially important.” However, the “social importance” con-
struct is rarely interrogated. Instead, it appears to be taken as self-evident that any
behavior exhibited by an individual with a disability is “socially important.” Without
careful consideration of how “social importance” is determined and defined, by whom,
and under what circumstances, the supposed societal value of applied behavior analysis
may be called into question. In a strange twist of fate, an applied movement that was
supposed to be beneficial to the experimental side of the field could ultimately prove to
be detrimental. With its limited methodology, constrained populations, and debatable
social relevance, it may be fair to now refer to ABA as “attenuated behavior analysis.”

In This Issue: From the Tails to the Top

The narrow niches that both the experimental analysis of behavior and applied behavior
analysis devolved into and now occupy might be comfortable, but ultimately they are
self-defeating. Certainly there is much to be said for careful systematic science and also
for the applications of behavior science that have helped the most vulnerable of our
fellow humans. However, there is more to be said for tackling the challenges, issues,
and problems that vex the larger population. This editorial’s title is a tip of the keyboard
to Pat Friman’s (2006) excellent article exhorting ABAI members to turn their attention
to the 68% of the population that may be found within ±1 standard deviation of the
mean. In Friman’s terms, we should look “under the dome” of the normal distribution:

2 For those drowning in the “big data is the future” wave here is a lifeline. Among the data science
cognoscenti, “small data” is the next big thing (Fahey 2019; Faraway and Augustin 2018; Idrus 2019;
Lundquist 2013; Michel 2018; Show me the data 2019).
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instead of focusing on the small slice of the population that comprises the distribution’s
tails, we should spotlight its center of the distribution.

In short, we must emerge from the tails to engage with the larger world, and an
increasing number of scholars are doing so. Some have advanced suggestions for other
fields and issues that could benefit from a behavioral approach (Friman 2010; Normand
and Kohn 2013). Others, such as those who work in Organizational behavior manage-
ment (OBM) have been “under the dome” from the beginning (Hyten 2017). The recent
pages of PoBS are filled with articles taking on topics under the dome such as
incarceration (Apel and Diller 2017), consumer behavior (Foxall 2017), higher educa-
tion (Brodsky and Fienup 2018), progressive political movements (Mattaini and
Aspholm 2016), narrative (Hineline 2018), leadership (Houmanfar and Mattaini
2016), the “replication crisis” (Laraway et al. 2019), connectionist models of human
and computer learning (Ninness et al. 2018), healthy eating (Rafacz 2019; Sigurdsson
et al. 2017), poverty (Silverman et al. 2019), conditioning plants (Adelman 2018),
understanding concepts (Layng 2019), flirtation (Wade 2018), and maternal health
(Washio and Humphreys 2018).

Friman (2006) advocated expanding our populations of interest. This issue’s articles
take the idea a step further, with two special sections showing how we can expand our
units of analysis to expand both our populations of interest and our units of analysis.
Traci Cihon and Mark Mattaini organized and edited a special section on cultural and
behavioral systems science. This section is a fascinating collection of articles addressing
such topics as cultural practices, corruption, aggression, metacontingencies, and self-
organizing systems. Heather McGee andManny Rodriguez assembled a special section,
“Organizational Behavior Management in Health and Human Services,” comprised of a
selected group of papers from the ABAI preconference meeting of the same title. OBM
applications in human services are well-researched (Gravina et al. 2018) and its expan-
sion into health care looks promising (Kelley and Gravina 2018). In both special
sections, we see how behavior science can be employed to understand topics that are
clearly under the dome—culture, child attachment, prosocial behavior, service delivery,
occupational safety. An important lesson to be learned from these two special sections is
that if the world will not come to behavior science and behavior analysis, then behavior
science and behavior analysis must go to the world. It is time that we lost our tails.

Thanks and Recognition for a Job Well Done

In what would be his final Thanksgiving proclamation (issued prior to his assassination),
U.S. President Kennedy said in 1963, “As we express our gratitude, we must never
forget that the highest appreciation is not to utter words but to live by them.” PoBS
editorial board members’ exemplary efforts in scholarship and service provide us all
with models to live by. Each editorial board member is an active and first-rate researcher
who generously dedicated time to improve the journal and the field as a whole.

Editorial board members’ work in loose collaboration with authors, so their contri-
butions are largely unseen, yet no journal can prosper without them. PoBS editorial
board members have been exemplary in providing timely, in-depth, and helpful
reviews. Our editorial board members make good articles better and provide invaluable
constructive feedback to authors of articles that we cannot accept. Through their efforts,
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PoBS now publishes many more articles than ever before, boasts a 44-day mean time to
initial decision and an impact factor of 2.46. But beyond these contributions, the PoBS
editorial board continues to be an excellent source of ideas, guidance, and counsel as
we have made a transition into a wide-ranging quarterly journal of behavior science. I
thank outgoing editorial board members John Borrero, José E. Burgos, Traci M. Cihon,
Anthony DeFullio, Iser G. DeLeon, Ronnie Detrich, Wendy Donlin Washington,
Claudia Drossel, Tim Hackenberg, Marta Hubner, Elizabeth Kyonka, Jack McDowell,
Jonathon R. Miller, Suzanne H. Mitchell, Nancy A. Neef, Christopher Podlesnik, and
Claire C. St. Peter for their hard work, expert reviews, and sage advice over the past 2
years. They have served the journal and our science with great distinction.

The Last Waltz

With this issue my term as editor-in-chief of PoBS is completed. I am grateful for the
support and encouragement offered over the last 3 years by the ABAI Publications
Council, ABAI Executive Council, ABAI Executive Director Maria Malott, PoBS
editorial board members, and authors of the articles we published (and of those articles
we did not publish). I am especially grateful to associate editors Tom Critchfield, Erin
Rasmussen, Dave Jarmolowicz, and Ingunn Sandaker. Their tireless work on behalf of
PoBS, sage counsel, good humor, grace under deadline pressure, and tolerance of
multiple late night emails made the journal into what it is today. When this first
editorial team (Tom Critchfield and Erin Rasmussen) signed on in 2016 we set an
audacious goal: that ABAI’s flagship journal would be a top scholarly journal that
reflects the full complement of topics that behavior science can address. We strategized
and discussed and developed a plan to rebrand and redirect the journal to meet the
challenges of research and scholarly publishing in the 21st century. As submissions
flourished we added Dave Jarmolowicz and Ingunn Sandaker to the editorial team.
After 3 years, it looks like we made it. PoBS grew into a quarterly journal that boasts
hundreds of thousands of downloads from Springer’s site alone, an enviable impact
factor, and an expanded scope of articles, new online supplements (video, software,
data), and a bright future. We leave PoBS in Chris Newland’s capable hands and look
forward to reading the groundbreaking articles that will appear with his careful
guidance.

Acknowledgements I thank Tom Critchfield for his comments on this manuscript.
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