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Changes ©1998   by Michael S. True
     " No matter what road I have traveled, each has had its share of turns, hazards, ups and downs, and starting and stopping points. As in life, judgments must be made, adjustments must be realized." M. True

     At what point do we find ourselves faced with the need to change something 

about ourselves or our environment? And how do we make such choices?

     Change, in fact, is a constant process. The ability to overcome obstacles is surely directly attributable to our survival as a species. The world is in motion. Vast physical forces shape our destiny. Everything, from the miraculous workings of the atom to the clockwork movement of the cosmos, effects what we do and how we do it. We all must learn to live within this reality.

     The face of change has many forms. We may decide that it is time to change our shoelaces, time to move to a new community, time to learn a new skill. Often changes are thrust upon us. Parents must move to find new jobs and their children are forced to move to a new school. Illness and death often are catalyst for great changes. Marriage, divorce, the birth of a child, each is cause for many new decisions to be made by the person(s) effected. Having to cope with changes can and does effect us mentally, physically, and emotionally. Stress management has become a by-word to hundreds of thousands of people living from paycheck to paycheck in the world's industrialized nations.

     In order to avoid such potentially negative side effects of change, many people choose to move through life, carefully side-stepping those situations where obstacles may arise. Unfortunately, what most people do not realize is that this compulsion for consistency leaves them unprepared when things do eventually change, and they will!

     With the recent emergence of behavioral science, we can make some revealing observations about the nature of change occurring in all living things.

1) We tend to most frequently do the things we "get the most out of" for ourselves.

2) Behaviors repeated again and again, (our habits), need only to be reinforced 

occasionally to cause them to be continued.

3) New behaviors or actions only become habits if they are frequently and consistently rewarded in the beginning.

4) A reinforcement can be anything which causes a behavior to continue. Each person can be motivated in a variety of ways but may respond to different "payoffs" very differently from how we would respond to those same rewards.

     It should be noted here that significant changes to our belief and value systems take a relatively longer period of time after the age of 10 years. By this age our individual personality is said to have taken its shape. Individual likes and dislikes, including values and beliefs, have evolved based on our genetic makeup and what we learned from our social and physical environment. Our physical strengths and weaknesses, our mental abilities, the degree of support we have come to rely on from "significant others", our basic living conditions, educational opportunities, and a host of other "variables", directly effected our self-image, (who we think we are). At this young age, we already have formed the habits which we feel will guarantee us survival and the best possible interactions between ourselves and other people in our world.

     These basic habits were only in small part instinct. Much of what we did then and do now is "learned". This learning takes place every day and never ceases. Very simply put, if it feels "good" to us, we keep right on doing it. If it doesn't, we stop doing it.

     This "feeling good" part brings us to reinforcement. As noted above, a reinforcement is anything which causes a behavior to continue. It can also be said that a reinforcement can cause a behavior to begin. When they drive us toward doing something, these reinforcerments are considered to be positive.

     Most of our actions are are linked to the fulfillment of primary or basic needs. We all found ways to get food, water, sleep, warmth, etc.... When these needs were satisfied we looked for ways to meet our secondary needs, (love, acceptance, friendship, security, and so forth). Each of these needs caused us to search for an action, which when repeated, served to get that specific need filled. When we found the "right" action, we repeated it over and over, counting on it to continue to provide the need we linked to it. 

     As we grew older we found that some of our needs could be met in less direct ways. Actions, which provided us with "token" reinfocements, or rewards, were developed. These tokens could then be later traded for things we considered as being important to us. Doing something in exchange for the promise of a "payoff" down the road was to become the seed of our society's work ethic. The most commonly used token is, of course, money.

     These same principals are at work within each of us every day. What we choose to do and the priority we give our actions depend directly on what we get out of them. If our behavior changes, these things can be attributed to two conditions, whether or not our actions have been rewarded or not rewarded. Simply put, if "good" things happen, we tend to try and recreate what we might have done to make them happen. But if "bad" things happen, or nothing happens at all, we find other things to do. (Note: the reason I put good and bad in quotations relates to the fact that what is good to one person might not be considered good to another. It is the same with the bad.)

     A word of caution concerning this simplistic view is now in order. Many people feel that by "punishing" others for doing the "wrong" thing that new and good things will begin to happen as a result. However, studies show that if the unwanted behavior continues to have even occasional "payoffs", even the harshest 

"punishment" will seldom be enough by itself to cause the behavior to change. Negative reinforcement, (taking something good away or giving something bad), has been proven to be far less effective than using positive reinforcent to 

encourage change.

     If we are looking to change ourselves or any other person, our contribution must be to provide some reward or token reward, which would motivate toward the establishment of a new and "improved" behavior. Therefore, some consideration must be made toward the providing of an "alternative" behavior to take the place of the original behavior. This is by no means an easy task.

     I often relate a story about a mother and her four-year-old child, as an example:

     For two years Mom has been in the habit of treating her son to a glass of chocolate milk and cookies each day at 3:00 p.m.. As you will see, the mother's actions have been as much influenced by her son as the boy's actions have by the 

mother.

     Early on, for example, the mother would occasionally forget to provide her son 

with this afternoon snack. The little boy would wait awhile for the mother to carry out the expected routine. Then, in an effort to remind her, he would gently tug at her clothing. This failing, he would begin to cry, a primitive language universal to all parents. The mother, sensing her child's "need" would reluctantly stop her own activity, go into the kitchen, and bring out the milk and cookies. 

     Later, as the youngster's language skills developed, he would begin to add the actions of pulling on his mother's hand, directing her towards the "payoff". Then, pointing would make his request more specific. Finally, words would begin to evolve. "Cookie, mom. Cookie please!"

     One day, the mother is watching a talk show and the guest speaker soundly denounces the nutritional value of chocolate milk and cookies. This causes the mother to rethink her own actions. She reacts by telling her son, who has no idea about nutrition, that she will no longer be giving him the chocolate milk and cookies.

     On the first day following her announcement, the little boy responds by patiently waiting, still not understanding the change which his mother has experienced. Once or twice he will express his needs verbally, "Cookie please,  Mom."

     If the requests continue to be ignored and some days go by without the anticipated "payoff", the boy's mind will begin to search for old actions, which he used in the past to obtain the treat. He begins frantically saying, "Cookie, cookie, cookie." Then he tries pulling on his mom's hand, pointing to the kitchen cupboard. If that doesn't work, when the routine snack-time rolls around again, he may resort to tugging at her clothing. And when all else fails, he will begin to cry.

     Often, at this point, the mother may give in and bring out the chocolate milk and cookies. She may do so thinking that if she has to do this in order to placate her son, in time, he will understand why it is not such a good idea and begin doing without on his own. Or she may simply change her own opinion about the value of the snack in response to the hardships she feels she is encountering. After all, the happiness of her child has motivated her behavior for several years, as well.

      Now, let's step back and play "What if...".

     What if Mom decides it is absolutely necessary to stop her son from having the extra sweets in his diet? What if she resolves that "no matter what" she will not give in to his pleas. How long would it take for her son to get over missing the daily milk and cookies? What can Mom do to make the change easier? When the crying or tantruming begins, what should be done to control it?

     Here again, I would like to apply some of the principals of behavioral science. It is easy to see how, by occasionally giving in to the child, it is not likely his desire for the snack will diminish. Although not as often, he still gets his "payoff", causing his motivation to remain high to continue those actions which he feels are getting him what he wants. When ignored, the little boy's actions will change, unfortunately, not always in positive ways. Punishment for tantruming may serve to suppress the child's way of expressing his desires, but does little to change the desires themselves. So where does this leave the mother?

     Since we know that motivation is a very individualized process, the idea of presenting choices to determine what else might become an alternate "payoff" appears very practical. The mother asks her son, "What would you like to do, (or have), instead of chocolate milk and cookies today?"

     By exploring alternatives, it can be decided which things are readily available and which are realistic. Most importantly, this mother will find out what her child sees for himself as having the same or greater "payoff".

      Negotiations of this type can be made simple or happen over a period of several days or weeks. If this particular child decided on one alternative, at first, then changed his mind, merely repeating the process can continue to work to the parent's advantage. As long as the "payoff" is acceptable to both mother and child and the alternative provides the child with something to do besides the unwanted behavior, change is occurring. 

     The basic skills necessary to making decisions for change can be taught even to the very young.

     Given opportunities to choose from several realistic alternatives, therefore, becomes a first step in developing self-directed behavior strategies. As we grow older, our needs and desires change. Expressing these to others without fear of rejection or negative reaction strengthens our self-esteem and builds an understanding of the values of those around us. Likewise, it encourages creativity in problem-solving. By becoming directly involved in this process, we not only feel a strong sense of self-control but also learn how our behavior effects those we live, work, and play with, as well. It just plain feels better when we get to put in our "two cents worth" when decisions are being made which effect our lives.

     Ultimately, the best course for change is self-directed or independent. In an ongoing process of sizing-up where we are now and looking forward to goal setting as a means of planning for our own future, this self-reliance reduces the potential for frustration and conflict in our daily affairs. Changes become easier to manage, more organized, and most important, more likely to succeed in occurring.

      Our ability to deal with constant changes is, therefore, an important skill. The following is an outline of some basic problem-solving techniques:

1. Define the behavior or condition needing changed.

2. Consider what personal needs are related to the current behavior or condition.

3. Determine, if possible, what kind of "payoff" has been involved in keeping these behaviors or habits going.

4. List pro's and con's: what is good or not so good about the present situation?

5. Consider how others are effected by the "old" behavior.

6. Make a list of possible alternative behaviors or actions you may wish to consider trying.

7. Be willing to modify your list. (Talk to others. Do some "research". Add or subtract items on the list you created in Item#6.

8. Set goals for making your changes.

     Using the above listed items, it is easy to see how you might easily say, "Do I have to do this every time I want to choose the color of socks I wear?" Of course not! For many decisions our alternatives are clear. The effects of our actions on others is minor. Little or no planning would be required. For a youngster of four or five, however, just such steps, (simplified, of course), may need to be provided by a parent to teach decision-making habits, using socks as a focus for this training.

     For those who are more mature and have a foundation in decision-making skills, the use of these steps is obviously based on need. If circumstances cause pressure for change and decisions are difficult, even painful, this plan will be helpful in organizing the process. Whether someone is complaining about your personal habits or you have a desire to learn or do something you may never have tried before, planning is always better than just hoping for it to "all work out on its own".

     Remember, what we are doing here is looking at our actions. We want to understand why we might have started doing certain things. What kind of "payoff" did we get in the beginning? Do we still get that reinforcement from time to 

time? And, if so, where is it coming from now? We need to consider just how important it is to make the change we are considering. What is "good or bad" about our behavior may not be as important as how it effects those around us, our future, our health, our overall sense of security, our job, and so forth.

     By deciding first on isolating one or several connected behaviors, it becomes easier to get a sense of what actions might fill the gap left by the behaviors being eliminated. The more ideas you come up with, the greater the chance of 

success. Only you know for certain what will likely be a good replacement for the unwanted behavior. However, don't hesitate in asking others their opinions. Because, as humans, we share many common experiences, it is likely that someone you know has faced a similar need for change and can provide advice and support.

     The final portion of this paper focuses on setting goals for change. This can be broken down into five basic parts:

A. Determine a reasonable amount of time for the goal to be achieved.

B. Clearly state the new alternative behavior you wish to establish.

C. List people or materials which will be necessary to assist you in making the change you desire.

D. Create a means to measure the amount of change taking place.

E. Be willing to re-evaluate your goals periodically.

     A) In organizing for making changes in our behavior, a realistic assessment 

of how long it will take to reach our goals is very important. Those who have been on a diet or given up some old habit will quickly tell you that success does not happen overnight. By giving yourself the space you need to make the changes, the chances of reaching your goal greatly improves. Simple goals may take a few weeks or a month, more complex goals may take six months to a year, or more.

      An example of a simple goal may be to start a project you have never done before, (i.e. planting a garden.). Something more involved may be getting a degree in college or learning a new language.

     B) Once you have decided on exactly what you wish to change, be sure a couple of basic conditions are met. First, the new behavior must be observable. That is to say, if you are considering having " a more positive outlook on life", you need to break it down into "do-able" actions. This could include smiling more often, using friendly greetings, joining a community help organization, etc.

     If you cannot "see" the behavior occur, neither can others. Therefore, the new behaviors are apt to go unrewarded. It is, of course, very important to build a reward system to go along with your plan. By knowing what is to be the "changed" behavior, you can either choose to create your own "payoff" or look to others in terms of their response to your new actions. When you begin to keep track of your progress toward doing something new, being able to observe the change actually taking shape will give you a sense of accomplishment and add to your motivation.

      C) If help from others or special conditions need to be available in order to make your changes happen, and they are not present or available, the change will fail. An example of this would be:

     You feel your electric bill is much to high. You set your goal: "I will not let next month's bill exceed $75." However, you have a large family who are not really concerned about your efforts to conserve electricity. They leave on the lights, TVs, sterios, and so forth, and you end up with another costly electric bill despite your best efforts and good intentions. Either your goal must reflect your family's usage and focus on your portion of energy consumption, or you must get your family involved in making your personal goal succeed.

      Another way to approach this same goal may be for you to purchase energy efficient light bulbs and appliances. If the purchase of such items will decrease your electric bill, making sure you will be able to make the purchases prior to starting your plan is a must! Obviously, if you are unable to buy these appliances, even 

though you know they will be needed in order for you to achieve your goal, again, success will not be likely to occur. By setting up the conditions which would best provide support for your actions, the chances of succeeding are greatly improved.

     D) This brings us to measurement. Although most people can identify the behavior they want changed, selecting a different behavior to substitute for the old, and planning out a strategy for obtaining support, often measurement is overlooked.

      We all require "feedback" on a regular basis. It may take the form of good grades on a report card from school, a steady paycheck, or a pat on the back. If we don't know how well we are doing we may become frustrated and give up on our efforts. This may happen even if we are doing an excellent job on taking steps towards our goal! Why? We respond better if we know we are on the right track! 

     Most experts recommend some form of progress charting. This could take the form of a daily diary or a simple checklist system. What we want to see is progress towards our goal. A simple example is the child who has taken on the responsibility of caring for a new pet. She has promised Mom and Dad that the animal will be well cared for, (fed, watered, taken out for walks, and so forth). Her parents notice that after a few weeks the animal is beginning to be neglected.

      Their solution is to set up a checklist to be charted everyday as a reminder to their daughter of her responsibilities. Not only does this insure that the family pet will have its needs provided for, but also serves to teach the youngster exactly what has to be done on a day-to-day basis to care for the pet. Eventually, the pet's care will become routine and the goal: "I will take care of my pet," will be achieved.

     E) The final element of goal planning is having a willingness to review your goal from time to time. If you have questions or doubts about how well you are doing, consider possible changes. Nothing should be etched in stone! By using your feedback, (measurement), system, you will easily be able to determine your progress or the lack of it. If little or no progress is being made in a "reasonable time", then it's back to the drawing board. 

     Often you will find that the payoff is not big enough or that circumstances have changed. In either case, (there may be other reasons, as well), make any adjustments you feel that will benifit you in your effort. Usually, small changes can be made which will produce big differences in the outcome.

      A final word of advice. This is a science, which can be used again and again during a lifetime. Although I have purposely simplified the laws and rules of "behavioralism" to make it a tool for easier understanding and use, consider 

it to be a very powerful tool! It can be used to teach children how to dress for school more quickly, to eliminate a drug or alcohol dependency, or to get a better job. It does, however, require that the person using these techniques fully understand them.

      My behavior management teacher summed it up perfectly when he said, "Never use these techniques to change someone else's behavior before you have used them to change your own!" If you are a parent or a teacher hoping to find a way to change your child's behavior, test the process first by making some changes in your own lifestyle. Get a "feel" for how the system works and then encourage others to try it with your help.

      No matter how strongly you want someone else to change, it is certain that it will not happen until they agree to try it. Remember, this is always easier if you can share your own success story!

     Life is filled with opportunities for change. By building on these fundamental 

skills, making decisions and planning for those changes is going to become easier and more rewarding.
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