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Abstract
Culturo-behavior science addresses many of the world’s most significant problems 
and therefore has potential to create world-changing outcomes. Before systems level 
changes that improve the world can be implemented, however, it is first necessary 
for the public to know about and take interest in the accomplishments of culturo-
behavior science. Measurable evidence that this kind of influence is being achieved 
is a component of “dissemination impact,” an important but often overlooked form 
of accountability on sciences that target real-world problems. We describe a method 
for quantifying some aspects of dissemination impact and present data on how much 
of this impact has been earned by articles published in Behavior and Social Issues. 
The results provide considerable food for thought about how culturo-behavior sci-
ence can proceed toward making the strategic pursuit of dissemination impact a 
component of its evidence-based practices.

Keywords Dissemination · Citation impact · Translation · Social media · Public 
policy · Altmetrics

The culturo-behavior science (CBS) movement in behavior analysis (Cihon & 
Mattaini, 2020), for which Behavior and Social Issues (BSI) is the primary home, 
has created a legacy of many valuable contributions. The journal has featured 
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novel conceptual analyses of Big Problems1; introduced behavior analysts to data 
and concepts from outside of behavior analysis that are relevant to those prob-
lems; and produced some promising empirical analyses related to those problems 
(for surveys, see Cihon & Mattaini, 2021; Mattaini, 2019). In these ways, the 
CBS movement has stretched the boundaries of applied behavior analysis, some-
thing that is sorely needed in a field that has been criticized for being rigid in its 
approach. Behavior analysis tends to be methodologically and conceptually con-
servative, sometimes leaving the impression that topics of study are chosen, not 
for their relative importance to humankind, but rather at least partly because they 
fit into a familiar research tradition or a particular style of investigation (Critch-
field & Reed, 2017; Friman, 2006; see also Mattaini, 2019). Recently, Heward 
et  al. (2022) catalogued 350 domains of socially important behavior that have 
been addressed by empirical behavioral analyses. Though the list was long, and 
included numerous studies aimed at improving individual quality of life, it proved 
somewhat light on attention to problems at the culturo-behavioral level of analy-
sis. By contrast, CBS has generally been topically and methodologically adven-
turous, first selecting topics of the highest importance and only then attempting 
to figure out how to address them (Mattaini, 2019). As many writers in the CBS 
community have observed, this approach seems absolutely necessary if we are to 
take seriously Skinner’s (e.g., 1987) famous challenge to “save the world.”2 On 
this basis, it is not unreasonable to describe CBS as potentially the most impor-
tant thing happening in behavior analysis today.

As integral as an audacious agenda is to “saving the world,” the present arti-
cle identifies something further that is absolutely needed. This something will, 
however, be introduced in a roundabout way in order to place CBS into a context 
that every behavior analyst appreciates: accountability for effectiveness. Skinner 
(1948) framed this context even before behavior analysis had made the leap from 
bench to bedside: In Walden Two, he imagined re-engineering society through 
experimental communities whose practices would be shaped by data – no practice 
would be sacred unless empirically verified as effective; (e.g., see Glenn, 1986). 
When applied behavior analysis coalesced as a formal enterprise a generation or 
two later, it adopted the same perspective, with the only thing stressed as energet-
ically as the need for socially important behavior change being the need to docu-
ment that change with data (e.g., Baer, et al., 1968). Data-driven practices have 
also been proposed or established for such diverse pursuits as teaching (Detrich 
et al., 2013; Spencer et al., 2012), supervising staff (Sellers, et al., 2016; Turner, 
et al., 2016), managing organizations (Babcock et al., 1998); evaluating graduate 
programs (Critchfield, 2015), and cross-site scaling up of interventions (Fixsen 

1 Problems that often are so big and complex as to be formally designated as “wicked” (see Levin et al., 
2012; Rittel & Webber, 1973).
2 We think “save the world” belongs in air quotes because, in keeping with the present article’s theme 
of accountability, it’s unclear whether it is possible to ever declare this mission fully accomplished (e.g., 
Rittel & Webber, 1973). Skinner’s phrase is best regarded as a euphemism for “making some progress on 
Big Problems.”
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et  al., 2019, Horner et  al., 2014). It is no exaggeration to call relying on data 
to design and refine one’s practices one of the defining features of a behavioral 
approach.

How does CBS fit into this evidence-based tradition? Empirical accountability 
requires two things: specifying what outcomes are sought and identifying what evi-
dence describes how well the outcomes have been accomplished (Spencer et  al., 
2012). Regarding the former, it’s increasingly understood that CBS targets Big Prob-
lems such as:

• Poverty, and growing income and asset disparities
• Consumer excesses and financial exploitation encouraged by unregulated corpo-

rate capitalism
• Environmental degradation and climate change
• The escalation of imprisonment, especially among young men of color in the US
• The widespread failure of public education among disadvantaged populations, 

despite the availability of effective educational technologies...
• Collective violence, including political repression, war, genocide, and violence 

associated with drug, human, and weapons trafficking (Mattaini, 2013, p. 1).

Ultimately, to be called effective, CBS will need to produce implementation 
evidence (see Malott, 2021; Malott & Glenn, 2006; Spencer et al., 2012) showing 
that it is making headway toward ameliorating the Big Problems. Skinner, for his 
part, was impatient about implementation. “It’s not a question of starting,” Skinner 
(1948) wrote, “The start has been made. It’s a question of what’s to be done from 
now on” (p. 257). Compared to Skinner, however, the CBS community has been 
a bit more deliberate and realistic in its approach. A recurring theme in BSI has 
been that, before “world saving” can commence in a meaningful way, significant 
preliminary work is needed (e.g., Cihon & Mattaini, 2021; Mattaini, 2010, 2013, 
2019; Seniuk et al., 2019). The underlying assumption is that although these activi-
ties may not on their own constitute societal change, they plant the seeds of societal 
change by positioning culturo-behavior scientists to more intelligently steer toward 
Big Problem solutions.

Preliminary steps are needed, in part, because of a widely recognized constraint 
on the success of CBS: In the words of Ardila (1990), behavior analysis “has the 
principles and the laws to change the world, but it doesn’t have the power” (p. 
20). Or, as Miller et  al. (1992) explained, “The people who implement or decide 
to implement our procedures are ... caregivers, supervisors, administrators, politi-
cians, parents – ordinary people. We have not been granted dictatorial powers with 
these people” (Miller et al., 1992, p. 91). Unlike in Walden Two, whose experimen-
tal community was imagined into existence, fully formed and operating with the 
enthusiastic support of its inhabitants, real solutions require societal understanding, 
acceptance, and interest (see Rogers, 2003). This defines an important type of pre-
liminary milestone for CBS investigations (and one that has generated some trac-
tion, e.g., Fawcett et al., 1988; see also recent musings on dissemination efforts by 
Ardila Sánchez et al., 2020; Mattaini et al., 2020).
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For the skeptical reader, we offer the example of the Community Tool Box 
(https:// ctb. ku. edu/ en; see Fawcett et al., 2000; Watson-Thompson et al., 2020) as a 
case for the enduring importance of interest to prospective intervention success. In 
line with a participatory behavioral community approach, the Tool Box facilitates 
culturo-behavior science resource accessibility such that communities can take inde-
pendent and empowered steps toward resolving local instances of Big Problems. No 
behavior analyst need be present as a catalyst, but logic follows that some member 
of the local community must be sufficiently convinced of the value of a culturo-
behavior science before such practices are adopted. Influence sets the precedent for 
community interest. We propose that, in a similar fashion, influence is a marker for 
the ongoing promise for CBS to offer a meaningful solution to any of the world’s 
Big Problems.

Toward Accountability on Influence

And now, finally, we begin to sidle up to the purpose of the present article. Skinner 
(e.g., 1978, 1984, 1986, 1993) often observed, in effect, that, “We could do so much 
good if only the world would let us!” Clearly, a “world-changing” mission like that 
of CBS requires stimulating interest and investment at a scale needed to set the solu-
tions to Big Problems into motion. In a distinction that is central to the present arti-
cle’s theme, the quality of a solution and the reach of its influence are more or less 
independent issues, as Detrich et al. (2013) has observed: “We built a better mouse-
trap but the world did not beat a path to our door. It is somewhat ironic that what is 
arguably a science of influence (behavior analysis) has not been more effective at 
influencing the adoption rate of a science of influence” (p. 541). Of course, behavior 
analysts have suggested various ways to achieve greater influence (e.g., Cihon et al., 
2016; Critchfield, 2011, 2018; Fixsen et al., 2019; Foxx, 1996; Friman, 2006; Hine-
line, 2018; Lindsley, 1991; Mace & Critchfield, 2010; Poling, 2010; Seniuk et al., 
2019; Wolf, 1978). However, for the most part, the effectiveness of these sugges-
tions remains to be systematically evaluated.

In the spirit of the accountability tradition that started with Walden Two, the most 
important ingredient in meeting any goal, even one as audacious as “saving the 
world,” is having objective feedback on progress (Spencer et al., 2012). As Mattaini 
(2009) asserted, CBS “cannot survive without data” (p. 1). Yet, to our knowledge, 
no systematic data have been presented describing the level of societal influence that 
CBS has so far attained.3 Scholarly citations tell an informative story (e.g., Luke 
et al., 2017) but may be a bit beside the point of the present discussion because they 
measure scientists noticing other scientists, and scientists often are a poor proxy for 
stakeholders (e.g., Detrich, 2018; Mace & Critchfield, 2010; Rogers, 2003). Also 
available are outcome data showing how well a particular program or intervention 
worked (e.g., Fixsen & Blase, 2019; Horner et  al., 2014) and social validity data 

3 True as well for most areas of behavior analysis. For data on the dissemination impact of Behavior 
Analysis in Practice, see Critchfield et al. (2022).

https://ctb.ku.edu/en;
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showing how much stakeholders liked an intervention (Wolf, 1978). However, these 
are orthogonal to the problem of up-front influence because they can be obtained 
only after one has enough influence to implement a solution in the first place. Absent 
to date has been systematic evidence of how much various kinds of societal stake-
holders are noticing advances in CBS.

To quantify this kind of societal attention, one might at least adhere to the 
general idea behind scholarly citation impact. Citations are how scientists “talk 
about” their influences, and citation impact reflects the aggregate of these men-
tions. By extension, to determine how much stakeholders have attended to CBS, 
it might prove informative to track the extent to which they “talk about” it. For 
example, how often do professionals writing for official purposes other than pub-
lishing scientific reports (e.g., in public policy documents or patent filings) men-
tion CBS? How often do people working in communications mention CBS when 
writing for the general public (e.g., news articles, blogs, Wikipedia pages)? And 
how often do everyday people mention CBS when writing for one another (e.g., 
social media posts)? Early stages of dissemination impact (as contrasted with 
citation impact; Trueger et al., 2015) would be evident in the aggregate of these 
kinds of mentions.

Using Altmetric Data to Measure Dissemination Impact

There is, in fact, a convenient way to begin measuring dissemination impact. To 
promote the concept of  accountability on achieving influence, the present article 
describes it and presents some relevant dissemination-impact data for articles that 
have appeared in BSI.4 The data come from a massive database maintained by a 
company called Altme tric. com and were obtained using an application called Alt-
metric Explorer5 on February 12–28, 2022. The database summarizes mentions of 
journal articles (and some other scholarly outputs) in the types of non-scholarly 
sources described above (plus a number of others that will not be discussed here). 
Such data are referred to as altmetrics6 (Adie & Roe, 2013).

The Altme tric. com database updates daily to create a “lifetime” record of atten-
tion for any article mentioned in its sources, tracing back to the article’s date of 
publication. At the time this article was written, the database contained about 205 
million altmetric mentions of about 20 million scholarly products. The database 

4 Our search incorporated BSI Volumes 1 through 30 (1991–2021). The journal’s history actually 
extends back to 1978 via the predecessor titles Behaviorists for Social Action and Behavior Analysis 
and Social Action (see Luke et al., 2017; Mattaini & Cihon, 2019). However, the database that we used 
revealed no evidence of measurable dissemination impact for any article in the predecessor publications, 
so the present survey is limited to the journal’s current iteration.
5 The Explorer application is available free to persons with an academic affiliation (https:// www. altme 
tric. com/ produ cts/ free- tools/). For a way to access altmetric data without the Explorer, see Critchfield & 
Dixon (submitted).
6 So, to be clear: The company is Altmetric (capitalized, singular) or Altme tric. com, and the data are 
altmetrics (lower case, plural).

http://altmetric.com
http://altmetric.com
https://www.altmetric.com/products/free-tools/
https://www.altmetric.com/products/free-tools/
http://altmetric.com
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combines various types of mentions of a given article into an Altmetric Attention 
Score7 which, as it gets bigger, indicates more mentions and a higher relative rank 
of attention among all of the articles in the data base. In the latter case, for instance, 
among database articles published in July 2021, an Attention Score of 2 defined the 
median and a score of 10 defined roughly the 75th percentile. To provide some spe-
cific examples of Attention Scores, Table 1 lists the BSI articles with the highest 
ones, as well as their percentile rank for same-aged articles in the database and some 
of the kinds of mentions they have received. Notice that Attention Scores vary con-
siderably across articles, as do the types of attention comprising those scores.

Perhaps the most important thing to stress about Attention Scores is that they 
describe a type of impact that is almost completely independent of what scholarly 
citations describe. To illustrate, Fig. 1 shows the relationship, for all BSI articles in 
the Altme tric. com data base, between Attention Score and citation count. The weak 
positive correlation mirrors what has been reported in many previous investigations 
focusing on a variety of disciplines (e.g., Costas et al., 2015). Put simply, it’s all but 
impossible to infer an article’s dissemination impact from its citation impact, and 
vice versa. This makes it vital to directly measure dissemination impact rather than 
try to infer it from citation counts.

Some types of altmetric mentions (like those in social media, news, and blogs) 
tend to pile up quickly after an article’s publication, with mention-accumulation half-
lives ranging from a few days to a few months. Other types (like those in policy docu-
ments, patents, and Wikipedia pages) tend to accumulate more slowly, with half-lives 
measured in years (Fang & Costas, 2018; Ortega, 2018). In the Altme tric. com data-
base as a whole, different kinds of mentions occur with different relative frequencies 
that have shifted somewhat over time. Figure 2 shows the prevalence of several types 
of mentions during the years 2012–2021.8 As the figure suggests, mentions overall 
have been increasing over time, with social media providing the most mentions and 
Twitter, the largest source of social media mentions, accelerating in prevalence faster 
than other kinds of mentions. By showing how often different kinds of mentions 
occur generally, Fig.  2 will provide a good frame of reference for evaluating how 
BSI’s mentions, specifically, have changed over time, which will be discussed soon.

A final contextual point is that a complete assessment of dissemination impact, as 
measured via altmetric data, requires more than simply counting mentions. For any 
given article, it is, of course, important to know what is said. For example, what policy 
documents mention the article in what capacity? How substantive are mentions of the 
article in the news, in Wikipedia pages, and in social media posts? Overall, are men-
tions complimentary or critical? Such details can be mined from the Altme tric. com 
data base (e.g., see Critchfield & Dixon, 2022), but are beyond the scope of the present 
discussion. Suffice it to say that before fretting over what has been said about one’s 
work, it is first necessary to ascertain whether the work was noticed in the first place.

8 This range was chosen because many kinds of electronic sources of mention either did not exist, or 
were rarely used, before about 2012. Less than 3% of mentions in the Altme tric. com data base date from 
before then (see https:// www. altme tric. com/ explo rer/ timel ine).

7 Different types of mentions are weighted differently in the calculations. For details, see https:// help. 
altme tric. com/ suppo rt/ solut ions/ artic les/ 60002 33311- how- is- the- altme tric- atten tion- score- calcu lated-.

http://altmetric.com
http://altmetric.com
http://altmetric.com
http://altmetric.com
https://www.altmetric.com/explorer/timeline
https://help.altmetric.com/support/solutions/articles/6000233311-how-is-the-altmetric-attention-score-calculated-
https://help.altmetric.com/support/solutions/articles/6000233311-how-is-the-altmetric-attention-score-calculated-
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Attention Profile of Behavior and Social Issues

Having now glimpsed the dissemination impact of selected BSI articles (Table 1), 
let’s elaborate by comparing BSI to some other journals. Deciding what should 
count as comparison journals is difficult because BSI is the only CBS journal, and 
also because “saving the world” is complicated: to varying degrees, this is a prac-
titioner mission, a public policy mission, an ABA research mission, and a general 
behavior analysis mission. Therefore, Table 2 compares BSI mentions, aggregated 

Fig. 1  Relationship between 
altmetric attention score and 
citation count for behavior and 
social issues articles in the 
Altme tric. com database

Fig. 2  Prevalence of selected 
mention types in the Altme tric. 
com database, 2012–2021
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across all articles published in the journal to date, to those of selected journals rel-
evant to each of those four missions (all N = 5). Most of the comparison journals 
should be familiar to BSI readers and thereby require no special explanation.

The leftmost data column of Table 2 shows “lifetime” total mentions, those 
accruing for all of a journal’s published articles. Journals vary considerably in 
terms of how long they have been publishing and of how many issues and arti-
cles they publish per year; obviously, those with more articles have more oppor-
tunity to earn mentions. However, the lifetime mention count remains a reason-
able way to estimate a journal’s overall influence, as an analogy helps to explain. 
Polio vaccines have benefitted more people than COVID-19 vaccines. That polio 
vaccines have existed for longer and been the focus of more public distribution 
efforts does not diminish this fact. Similarly, for societal mentions of a journal’s 
contributions, more means more, regardless of other factors.

The second data column of Table  2 normalizes the results a bit by showing 
the density of attention received by mentioned articles (number of total mentions 
divided by number of articles that received mentions). We specify this denominator 
because it isn’t possible to determine from the Altme tric. com database what per-
centage of a journal’s articles have received mentions, as it lists only articles that 
have been mentioned at least once.9 By focusing only on articles that received men-
tions, however, the second data column of Table 2 provides a built-in adjustment for 
the fact that not all of a journal’s articles may have been crafted with dissemination 
in mind (think of a methodological article like Kaplan et  al., 2018; a treatise on 
technical terms like Baia & Sampaio, 2019; or a state-of-the field discussion like the 
present article). The interest here, then, is on the level of impact achieved by articles 
that at least some members of the public have endorsed with their attention.

Among 21 journals, BSI ranks last in terms of lifetime total mentions and men-
tions per article. To unpack these data a bit, the remaining columns of Table 2 show, 
for each of the journals, counts of some of the higher-frequency types of mentions in 
the database (see Fig. 2). This analysis represents the years 2012–2021, and limiting 
the analysis to the last 10 full calendar years largely avoids the problem of different 
journals having different lifespans.10 Among the journals listed in Table 2, BSI ranks 
no higher than 18th for any specific form of mention. For interested readers, Table 3  
lists all BSI articles that have been mentioned in policy documents, news articles, 
blogs, and Wikipedia pages.

A different approach to comparing journals is to consider only the most atten-
tion-grabbing instances from each, which we define as those earning a journal’s 20 
lifetime highest Attention Scores (as per BSI in Table 1). For journals in general, 

9 Examining tables of contents for BSI’s first 30 volumes, we counted 442 published articles of all types. 
Based on this denominator, about 23% of BSI articles have received altmetric mentions. What’s typical is 
unclear because we didn’t repeat this tedious evaluation for other journals, but presumably CBS scholars 
would hope for more than one in four BSI articles get some outside attention.
10 This is also the timespan during which the most mentions occurred generally. Because the Altme tric. 
com database is created by monitoring electronic sources, only a small percentage of its mentions date 
from before 2012.
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the Attention Score distribution is skewed such that low scores are common and 
high scores rare (Livas & Delli, 2018), so it’s possible that a journal with limited 
attention overall could produce viral “greatest hits” that rival those of other journals. 
However, Fig.  3 provides no support for this hypothesis where BSI is concerned. 
It compares BSI to some familiar applied and basic/theoretical behavior analysis 
journals, considering only articles from the interval during which BSI has published 
under its current name (1991–present; see Luke et  al., 2017). Although in some 
cases ordinate scaling makes details difficult to see, there is no overlap between BSI 
and any of the other journals at any point in the Top 20 range of Attention Scores 
(and note that the comparison journals chosen for Fig. 2 are not those from Table 1 
with the most dissemination impact). The discrepancy between BSI and higher-
attention journals is much greater than what’s shown in Fig. 2 – for instance, com-
pare BSI’s top Attention Score (38) to that of Psychological Science in the Pub-
lic Interest (2051) or Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy (3796). BSI’s top 
Attention Score would be #61 and #24, respectively, for those journals.

It is worth considering that CBS may be a “slow burn” movement that, following 
a long period of incubation, is only now beginning to find its way to dissemination 
impact. Figures 4 and 5 test this hypothesis. Figure 4 shows Attention Scores for 
all BSI articles in the Altme tric. com database with an impact score of 1 or higher, 
organized by year of publication. Amidst a lot of inter-article variation, which is 
expected, there is no systematic evidence of increasing dissemination impact across 
years: The trend line (a least-squares linear fit excluding one outlier data point) is 
nearly flat.11 Figure 5 shows cumulative records of several types of altmetric men-
tions of BSI (each data point represents cumulative mentions up to and including 
articles of a given year). A clear positive trend is evident for social media mentions 
via Twitter, which have increased dramatically in the past 5 or 6 years, and at a 
faster rate than in the Altme tric. com database overall.12 The figure shows no dra-
matically increasing trend for other types of mentions, despite the increased preva-
lence of those types in the database overall (Fig. 2). In summary, BSI is gaining 
Twitter mentions faster than might be expected, but other kinds of mentions more 
slowly than might be hoped for.

11 There are two competing influences in the Altme tric. com database. On the one hand, older articles 
benefit from having had the most time to accumulate mentions. On the other hand, older articles are 
disadvantaged because they were published before most of the electronic sources monitored by Altme 
tric. com existed. We suspect that the latter is the stronger influence given the explosion in recent years of 
activity in sources like social media and electronic news outlets (see Fig. 2). The expectation, therefore, 
is that the typical journal would see an increase in mentions per article over the past decade or so.
12 Whether these mentions are something that CBS scholars should particularly value is something that 
could be debated, for at least three reasons. First, social media posts can be superficial and unoriginal 
(e.g., Twitter re-tweets). Second, some posts are “institutional,” that is, originating from professional 
societies and publishers rather than the stakeholders who are the focus of the present discussion. Third, 
social media posts don’t necessarily say nice things about a given article. Our view is essentially that, for 
a fairly young field that is fighting for recognition, attention is better than no attention. If the goal is to 
be part of a societal conversation, then there may be value in any sort of mention that increases CBS vis-
ibility. These points aside, note that social media offer a kind of practical utility that most other kinds of 
altmetric mentions do not: nearly immediate attentional feedback. Tweets, for instance, can start appear-
ing on the day article is released.
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A final point of interest regarding altmetric data concerns who is doing the men-
tioning. For a given journal, the Altme tric. com database contains a  breakdown of 
this for certain kinds of mentions. For instance, the Table 3 lists the specific mention 
sources for BSI in the categories of public policy documents, news articles, blogs, 
and Wikipedia pages. For individual articles, the data base also tallies the types of 
Twitter and Facebook users that have posted about a given article (self-identified 

Fig. 3  Top 20 attention scores for Behavior and Social Issues and several comparison journals.
Journal abbreviations: JABA = Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis; BAP = Behavior Analysis in 
Practice; JCBS = Journal of Contextual Behavioral Science; JPBI = Journal of Positive Behavior Inter-
ventions; JEAB = Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior; BPROC = Behavioural Processes; 
POBS = Perspectives on Behavior Science (incorporates predecessor journal, The Behavior Analyst); 
TPR = The Psychological Record. Asterisk indicates that the top two Attentions Scores for BPROC 
(1675 and 651) are not shown due to scale truncation

Fig. 4  Attention scores for Behavior and Social Issues articles in the Altme tric. com database, by year of 
publication. Trend line was determined by least-squares linear regression omitting the outlier point indi-
cated with an asterisk
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Fig. 5  Cumulative totals of sev-
eral types of altmetric mentions 
for Behavior and Social Issues 
articles

Members of the Public, Scientists, Practitioners, and Science Communicators), and 
shows the contents of individual tweets. Presumably, the best dissemination impact 
is shown when favorable mentions come from people other than scientists. Unfor-
tunately, this information is not available in bulk for an overall journal; it must be 
accessed on an article-by-article basis (see Critchfield & Dixon, 2022).

The database does summarize countries of origin for mentions arising in Twit-
ter, Facebook, news sources, and policy documents. This information is worth not-
ing but must be taken with a grain of salt due to the generic limitation that digi-
tal data sources are biased toward countries where computers and internet access 
are plentiful. From the Altme tric. com data base overall, here is the percentage of 
origin-labeled mentions arising from four English-favoring, “developed” countries 
(United Stated, United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia): Twitter (58%), Facebook 
(68%); News (80%), and Policy Documents (83%). In BSI mentions (Table 1), one 
sees the same qualitative bias: Twitter (66%), Facebook (90%), News (80%), and 
Policy Documents (53%). This matters to the extent that a mission of “saving the 
world” implies all of the world. The four countries just listed comprise less than 
6% of the world population, so no matter how much altmetric attention a journal 
or article can boast of, this represents a tiny slice of the world that needs solutions 
to Big Problems.

Discussion: Can you “Save the World” Without Engaging it?

No claim is made here that altmetric data tell the whole story of dissemination 
impact. It is easy to think of many ways, beyond those quantified in altmetric 
mention counts, that members of the public could demonstrate that they have 

http://altmetric.com
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noticed and understood sociocultural behavior analyses. It is also easy to think 
of possible validity challenges that might make at least some Attention Scores 
an imperfect measure of dissemination impact.13 And of course there is the 
demographic problem just noted. In estimating the value of altmetric data as a 
source of feedback for a developing field that is concerned with dissemination 
impact, one is reminded of Montrose Wolf’s thoughts about social validity pro-
cedures. “Something of social importance would have to be judged by someone 
as having value to society”, mused Wolf (1978, p. 203, emphasis added), but he 
could think of no way to measure those judgments except by asking people to 
make verbal reports. And Wolf knew that verbal-report measurement has many 
potential problems. In the end, he decided that it was better to know what ver-
bal reports can tell us than not to know anything. Analogously, altmetric data 
are not perfect, but in the absence of other objective means of measuring dis-
semination impact, perhaps they will do.

What altmetric data tell us about the dissemination impact of CBS published in 
BSI provides considerable food for thought. One possible silver lining in the present 
report is that BSI’s altmetric attention profile is roughly similar to that of several famil-
iar behavior analysis journals. BSI’s mean mentions per article, for instance, is not too 
different from that of Behavioral Interventions, The Analysis of Verbal Behavior, Jour-
nal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior, and The Psychological Record. When 
BSI is compared to many other journals, particularly those emphasizing public policy, 
it seems obvious that there is considerable room for improvement in the level of societal 
attention that CBS articles attract.

To reiterate a point from our Introduction, societal attention, as defined here, 
might be considered the low-hanging fruit of dissemination. Even if the entire 
world were talking constantly about culturo-behavioral behavior analyses, it would 
not necessarily get “saved” – that would require implementing systems-level inter-
ventions. All that is claimed for present purposes is that getting the word out about 
CBS may promote one day being able to adopt and implement real change, and 
that a field that is serious about getting the word out should, if it is evidence-
based, be systematically monitoring its progress on this front. Consider the pre-
sent data as providing a baseline from which to move forward.

How might CBS achieve more dissemination impact? Before specific strategies 
are suggested, a critical step is to embrace the model of accountability already 
operating in many areas of behavior analysis. In this regard, the most important 
thing culturo-behavior scientists can do is also the most general: Operate as an 
“experimental community” whose practices evolve based on objective feedback 
about their success (e.g., Malott, 2021). This applies both to topics selected for 
study and means of communicating about them. Regarding topics, it has often 
been noted that CBS suffers from a shortage of material resources and properly 
trained professionals (e.g., Mattaini, 2013). This is a strong argument for using 

13 For instance, based on casual observation, it appears that some of the social media attention garnered 
by some journal articles consists of tweets issued by a publisher or scholarly society, and retweets of 
those. Since these mentions originate from scholarly sources they clearly violate the spirit of dissemina-
tion impact.



107

1 3

Behavior and Social Issues (2023) 32:88–114 

the field’s limited person power strategically, for instance, by focusing on a few 
Big Problems with the greatest chances of remediation, rather than on the whole 
smorgasbord of them that traditionally have been said to define the field (e.g., 
see Cihon & Mattaini, 2021; Mattaini, 2013). It’s reasonable to suggest that the 
Big Problems most likely to be solved are those for which the public shows the 
most interest in sociocultural behavior analyses. Dissemination impact data may 
be useful in identifying which Big Problems those are (falling in line with Wolf’s 
(1978) vision for social validity). We therefore recommend that every CBS scholar 
dig deep into altmetric data to get an empirical sense of just how much societal 
interest really exists for their preferred topics of investigation. The results are not 
always intuitive and, in some cases, may be counter-intuitive.14 Tracking these 
data may better inform effort allocation by guiding both research and dissemina-
tion focus.

Regarding communication, we already know that behavior analysts can strug-
gle with making their insights sound palatable to outsiders. Therefore, one 
critical focus involves how to describe one’s work clearly and persuasively, and 
behavior analysis is just beginning to grapple with some possible directions 
for improvement (Becirevic et al., 2016; Chan et al., 2021; Cihon et al., 2016; 
Critchfield, 2014; Critchfield et al., 2017; Foxx, 1996; Hineline, 2018; Lindsley, 
1991; Mace & Critchfield, 2010; Wolf, 1978). Dissemination impact data can 
be used to glean clues about which communication strategies work best. Such 
data might also shine light on the value of crossing disciplinary boundaries in 
collaboration, an arrangement often discussed as having profound benefits for 
efficiency in communications and overall influence.

Another important focus involves making sure one’s work is displayed where 
it can be encountered by the right people – and in most cases this does not mean 
other behavior analysts (e.g., Miller et  al., 1992). The present analysis suggests 
that, compared to BSI, journals with larger and more mainstream circulation bases 
offer greater potential for attracting attention. From Table 2, for instance, compare 
BSI’s 382 total altmetric mentions to the 15,709 of Analyses of Social Issues and 
Public Policy.15 Such data suggest that behavior analysis journals may not be the 
most effective conduit for dissemination.

Here one is reminded of Skinner’s (1993) comment on the tendency for 
behavior analysts to congregate in comfortable communities of like-minded 

14 For example, we think that one of the most culturally important works in the history of behavior anal-
ysis is Hart and Risley’s (1995) Meaningful differences in the everyday experiences of American chil-
dren. Massive societal ripple effects can be expected from promoting better child language development 
(e.g., Suskind et al., 2015). Yet, the Altme tric. com database shows exactly zero mentions of this work in 
public policy documents.
15 By the way, this phenomenon – of greater attention being available outside of behavior analysis pub-
lications than within – is not limited to altmetric attention. Most journals are cited more often than BSI; 
for instance, compare BSI’s average citations per article (about 2) to that of Behavioural Public Policy 
(5), Psychology, Public Policy, and Law (27), and Social issues and Policy Review (38). Moreover, most 
of BSI’s citations (about 97%) come from within behavior analysis (including 31% from BSI itself). We 
found only a handful of citations of BSI articles in journals devoted to dealing with specific Big Prob-
lems (Sustainability, Atmosphere, etc.). Data obtained from Web of Science on February 9, 2022.

http://altmetric.com
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individuals: “We have been accused of creating our own ghetto.... Rather than 
break out of the ghetto, I think we should strengthen its walls” (p. 24). We agree 
with Skinner’s view where the development of solutions is concerned. Getting 
the analysis of behavior right is a prerequisite to doing anything useful in the 
world; therefore it makes sense to surround oneself with people who are most 
likely to help with getting it right. Behavior analysis journals serve the essential 
function of allowing behavior analytic work to be read by those with the greatest 
capacity to understand and refine it.

However, we disagree with Skinner where the dissemination of solutions is con-
cerned. Walls do not make good neighbors16, at least when the goal is to share 
scientific insights, and the readership of behavior analysis journals may be limited 
mainly to behavior analysts (e.g., Critchfield, 2002; Friman, 2014; Krantz, 1971; 
Poling, 2010), raising the risk that “technologies developed by applied behavior 
analysts... mostly lie unnoticed in our ever-proliferating professional journals” 
(Stolz, 1981, pp. 491–492). “Saving the world” therefore requires outreach, and to 
disseminate their solutions culturo-behavior scientists may need to rely on main-
stream journals (for persuasive arguments along these lines, see Friman, 2010, 
2014). It is no great secret, of course, that this kind of outreach is difficult. There 
can be a steep learning curve for writing in a style that will suit mainstream jour-
nals (e.g., Friman, 2014). Ditto for designing studies whose methods will receive 
mainstream approval. However, as with other skill acquisition challenges, the tonic 
is lots of opportunities to respond under conditions of feedback, and the steeper the 
expected learning curve, the sooner practice should begin (Ericsson, et al., 2005).

Of course, some culturo-behavior scientists are already publishing in jour-
nals outside of behavior analysis, and this creates two opportunities. The first 
opportunity is to test the speculation that mainstream journals are a superior 
springboard to dissemination impact. One useful follow-up to the present analy-
sis will be to evaluate the altmetric profiles of CBS articles that already have 
been published in mainstream journals.17 This may provide insights on where 
CBS articles are achieving the most attention, and on what kinds of CBS work 
have the best odds of receiving dissemination-impact traction with general audi-
ences. The second opportunity, assuming the first yields anything interesting, is 
for those who are already achieving dissemination impact via mainstream jour-
nals to work with other culturo-behavior scientists to share their outreach exper-
tise, so that more CBS work can be placed in front of more eyes.

Skinner’s (1993) “ghetto” comment, mentioned earlier, raises the possibil-
ity that behavioral journals can serve a sort of incubator function, fueling the 

16 Apologies to Robert Frost.
17 To illustrate the tenor of the proposed analyses, consider as a case study Tony Biglan, a prolific 
researcher whose work is generally considered to fall under the umbrella of CBS. Biglan has published 
2 BSI articles, neither of which has received an altmetric mention. He has published 81 articles in main-
stream journals, and at least 11 in behavior analysis journals other than BSI, that have received mentions. 
Forty of those articles have Attention Scores of at least 10, which places them among the top 25% of all 
articles in the Altme tric. com data base. Numbers like these, if replicated across other researchers, would 
support the proposition that mainstream journals may be a preferred way to seek dissemination impact.

http://altmetric.com
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development of solutions that later are disseminated by other means. This, 
in turn, raises the question of how one might know when a solution has been 
sufficiently developed to merit dissemination. Dissemination impact data can 
provide useful guidance. For instance, preliminary work that begins to attract 
altmetric mentions may be ripe for taking to the next level. These mentions 
are objective evidence that a mainstream community took interest in the work 
and thus may be receptive to adopting and supporting it. By contrast, work that 
achieves little dissemination impact may require additional development before 
it is ready to disseminate or, in the spirit of using limited disciplinary resources 
efficiently (Mattaini, 2013), might be a candidate dropping in order to focus on 
more promising alternatives.

Where the quest for societal acceptance of behavioral solutions is concerned, 
it seems a good idea to follow another of Skinner’s admonitions: “Regard no 
practice as immutable. Change and be ready to change again” (Skinner, 1979, 
p. 346). Work that meets society’s needs and interests (defined in part by how 
members of society understand and react to it) has a chance of making a dif-
ference. Work that doesn’t is unlikely to better the world and must therefore 
be either modified or replaced. The key is to know which work is which, and 
dissemination impact data reveal, in one key way, which efforts do and do not 
meet society’s needs and interests. In this vein, the present data are a specific 
instance representing a general ideal. If we have not persuaded that altmetric 
data provide potentially informative feedback about dissemination impact, let 
the reader suggest a better source of data. If we have not persuaded that the 
available data portray CBS as having not yet achieved significant dissemination 
impact, let the reader make an alternative data-based case. These are matters on 
which there is room for debate. The take-away should be that, to qualify as an 
evidence-based behavioral enterprise, and to have the best odds of a success-
ful developmental trajectory, CBS must remain in close contact with, and be 
responsive to, objective feedback about its progress toward acquiring dissemi-
nation impact. On this there should be no debate.
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