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Abstract

This article discusses methodological aspects involved in psychotherapy research, especially the so called
process research, that identifies the change processes occurring in the client-therapist’s interaction from
a behavior analytic point of view. Brazilian behavior-analytic studies of session analysis illustrate the
discussed matters. Issues concerning the categorization of behaviors in clinical interaction, such as the
nature of events that compose a group of categories, criteria for reliability and validity of a categorization
system, delimitation of the occurrence and registration unit in social interactions and the appropriated
measures are discussed. Lastly, different strategies are presented for categorized data systematization, as

well as some of the limitations and advantages of each.
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The study of the therapeutic interac-
tion aims at investigating the interpersonal
variables that are responsible for the change
in therapy. Researchers from different theo-
retical approaches and knowledge areas have
developed methodological strategies to char-
acterize this interaction, by means of direct
observation of audio and/or video recorded
sessions and characterization of behavior ob-
served. Such researches, whose main feature
is the interaction (verbal and non-verbal) be-
tween therapist and client, are called process
researches (Russel & Trull, 1986; Greenberg
& Pinsof, 1986) and aim at identifying the
changing processes that occur during the in-
teraction between client and therapist.

The study of these changing process-
es, according to Kazdin and Nock (2003), con-

stitute an important investment to improve
the clinical practice and the care towards the
client, aiming at maximizing the effects of the
treatment and assuring that critical aspects of
it are generalized to the clinical practice (p.
1117).

The objective of this article is to dis-
cuss, through the point of view of the be-
havior analysis, some of the particularities
involved in the knowledge building in the
context of the therapist-client interaction
within the therapeutic session. We defend the
proposal that studying the changing process,
and not just the results, is quite consistent
with the model of knowledge construction of
this approach, since the interaction between
the individual and the environment and the
learning processes are their object of study.
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The study of behavior in the
clinical context

Asingularity with whichwe deal when
studying what occurs within the psychother-
apy is that we are analyzing the behavior of a
minimum of two individuals - therapist and
client - interacting. Therefore it is a process
of mutual influence (Meyer & Vermes, 2001),
in which the behavior of both are analyzed as
social behaviors (Skinner, 1953/1993).

For this we must take into consider-
ation the variables (social stimuli - in this
case, actions from the other individual) that
control the behavior of each one of the mem-
bers of the interaction (Skinner, 1953/19993).
The identification of regularities in these in-
teractions constitute the aim of the data’s sys-
tematization®.

In the study of the therapist-client in-
teraction, one of the possibilities of identify-
ing regularities is the systematization of the
observation data in to classes of behavior of
the therapist and of the client, and the crite-
ria of systematization would be described in
terms of categories of behavior. From then on
analyses of the relationship between these
categories would be conducted, in a way to
identify possible effects of different behav-
ioral classes of a member of the pair upon the
other (Russel & Trull, 1986; Wampold, 1986).

Many categorization systems devel-
oped especifically for the analysis of the in-
teraction therapist-client can be found in the
Brazilian literature (e.g.: Baptistussi, 2001;
Brandéao, 2003; Britto, Oliveira & Sousa, 2003;
Donadone, 2004; Garcia, 2001; Margotto, 1998;
Martins, 1999; Moreira, 2001; Novaki, 2003;
Oliveira, 2002; Tourinho, Garcia, & Souza,
2003; Vermes, 2000; Yano, 2003; Zamignani
& Andery, 2005) and international (e.g.:
Bischoff & Tracey, 1995; Chamberlaim et al.,
n.d.; Chamberlain, Patterson, Reid, Kanavagh
& Forgatch, 1984; Hill, 1978; Hill, Corbett,

4 Skinner’s Verbal Behavior (1957) is an example of the sys-
tematization of regularities found in a specific type of social
behavior: the verbal behavior. It is worth remembering that
this work was written by Skinner as an exercise of interpreta-
tion, therefore not being drawn on a systematic study.

Kanitz, Rios, Lightsey & Gomez, 1992). The
differences found among them are due espe-
cially to the nature of the matter investigated
and to the different theoretical assumptions
that guide each one of the studies.

In the existing works about the sub-
ject, problems involved in the elaboration,
definition and employment of the categories
for the classification of the behavior deserve
to be taken into consideration. Some of these
problems will be discussed below:

Criteria for the systematization of events
related to behavioral categories

The categorization of events comes
from some type of organization of the uni-
verse studied and this organization depends
on the function that will be exerted by the
system of categories. Some systems of cat-
egorization are proposed for the training or
judging of therapists’ performance in a de-
termined therapy approach (examples of sys-
tems used for this purpose are presented by
Callaghan, 2006; Hill & O’Brien, 1999; Ireno,
2007; Sturmey, 1996). In this case, its function
is prescriptive, in other words, the presenta-
tion of the categories suggests a set of stan-
dards that should be followed by the thera-
pist for the development of his/her clinical
work. Such categorization proposal is guided
especially by the theoretical-methodological
model of intervention adopted by the author,
more than by a certain set of observed data.

On the other hand, systems that have
as an objective the categorization of the thera-
peutic interaction for research, present an
essentially descriptive characteristic. As a
consequence, the criteria for this categoriza-
tion, differently to what occurs in a prescrip-
tive system, are guided more by the data ob-
served. However, such descriptive charac-
teristic should be considered with safeguard
because even if the researcher is exempted
from the purpose of guiding and prescribing
a determined set of practices, their organiza-
tion of the phenomenon observed is bound
to reveal some type of interpretation a priori,
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when selecting relevant events for the com-
prehension of the phenomenon that com-
poses this universe. The selection of some
behavioral classes as opposed to others to be
highlighted, reveals a way to comprehend
the process that necessarily passes by the the-
oretical-methodological position adopted by
the researcher.

Great part of the clinical studies car-
ried out until then about the therapeutic in-
teraction had categorized the vocal verbal
behavior of the participants from the text
analysis of the transcriptions of the sessions
recorded in audio or video.

For this categorization, the actions
pointed out by the clinical literature as typi-
cal of a therapeutic verbal interaction (called
in some studies interpersonal variables) are
taken into consideration, such as “descrip-
tion of events”, “orientation”, “inference”,
“approval”, etc. (e.g. Alméasy, 2004; Barbosa,
2001; Chamberlaim et al., n.d.; Chamberlain et
al., 1984; Donadone, 2004; Garcia, 2001; Hill,
1978; Hill et al., 1992; Kovac, 2001; Maciel,
2004; Margotto, 1998; Martins, 1999; Meyer
& Donadone, 2002; Moreira, 2001; Oliveira,
2002; Silva, 2001; Vermes, 2000; Yano, 2003;
Zamignani & Andery, 2005).

Parting from the categorization
around these events, the authors have ana-
lyzed important processes of the clinical inter-
action, such as the therapist’'s decision mak-
ing (Margotto, 1998), the consequences sup-
plied by the therapist to the client’s actions
(Almasy, 2004; Silva, 2001) orientation and
counseling given by the therapist (Donadone,
2004; Meyer & Donadone, 2002; Zamignani
& Andery, 2005), the management of feelings
and emotions (Almasy, 2004; Brandao, 2003;
Vermes, 2000) and of different clinical com-
plaints during the session (Barbosa, 2001;
Yano, 2003; Zamignani & Andery, 2005),
among many others.

In some of the works, the analysis of
these events also demanded the classification
of the episodes studied parting from criteria
of content, or theme. It is the case of the re-
searches developed by Baptistussi 2001) and

Garcia (2001), who studied the therapist’s be-
haviors related to the non-punitive audience
and avoidance blocking, respectively, and
their possible effects on the client’s respons-
es. These researchers used the increase or
decrease in the variety of themes brought by
the client to the conversation as an indicator
of possible answers of adherence or avoid-
ance. In the work of Zamignani and Andery
(2005), in turn, the intention was to character-
ize the analytical-behavioral therapeutic pro-
cess when attending clients with diagnosis
of Obssessive-Compulsive Disorder. In this
study, the subdivision of the interpersonal
categories of the therapist and client concern-
ing their theme being related or not to the cli-
ent’s complaint allowed the viewing of pro-
cesses such as the differential reinforcement
of verbalization or the intervention by means
of contingency analysis and counseling, con-
ducted by the therapists participating. In the
study of Yano (2003), in turn, the categoriza-
tion around the events considered relevant by
the therapist-researcher (some of these events
related to themes), in cases of panic disor-
der, allowed the evaluation of results from
the therapeutic process by the researcher. It
is worth highlighting that in the works cited
before, the thematic categories were defined
afterwards, from the data observed previ-
ously. This choice probably comes from the
great variety of possible themes that can be
approached in a therapy. Although a previ-
ous categorization of the session’s themes is
possible, it should consider a wide variety of
possibilities of client interaction, with very
specific criteria of inclusion and exclusion to
avoid undesirable overlapping, which would
compromise its management. Beyond this, it
is possible that for a certain client only one
theme can be explored deeply and related
to other subjects and aspects of his/her life,
which would probably demand from the re-
searcher a subdivision of aspects related to
this theme. A system of previously defined
thematic categories, which could approach
the diversity of possible themes, could be too
wide, producing excessive data dispersion. It
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seems important then to consider the flexibil-
ity in the use of this type of instrument fitting
pre-defined categories to the relevant themes
of the samples of studied sessions.

Another issue that deserves to be
discussed is that in the majority of the stud-
ies were developed vocal verbal behavior
analyses. Although in many researches this
strategy has offered important information,
issues of practical and theoretical nature that
conduct the work of the researchers can fre-
quently demand other types of information.
Some researchers pointed out limitations re-
lated to this kind of data. Baptistussi (2001),
Garcia (2001), Vermes (2000) and Zamignani
(2001) reported difficulties in the categoriza-
tion and identification of the studied phe-
nomenons when the data obtained were ex-
clusively verbal-vocal, which would have
limited the extent of their studies. Especially
for the study of emotional episodes, the inclu-
sion of other dimensions of the participants’
behavior, besides the verbal-vocal (non-vocal
verbal responses and motor responses cor-
related to emotional responses) could favor
the analysis and interpretation, since such
events have been presented by the literature
of the area as measurable representatives
of emotional aspects (Beier & Young, 1998;
Fiorini, 1995). The consideration of non-vocal
behavior of the interaction has also contrib-
uted to the study of the manifestation during
the sessions of psychiatric symptoms such as
anxiety and depression (Geerts, 1997; Waxer,
1978) or the study of indicators related to the
constitution of the therapeutic bond (Tickle-
Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). According to
Fiorini (1995), to include non-vocal aspects, a
categorization system should present a mul-
tidimensional aspect.

Reliability and validity of a categorization
system

A categories’ system developed for
research purposes must guarantee the con-
stancy in the measure of phenomenons and
processes that it sets out to measure, besides

providing adequate and precise measures,
which help in the production of relevant
conclusions about the phenomenon studied
(Ary & Suen, 1989; Richardson, 1999). Such
demands require that the researcher pays at-
tention to matters of reliability and validity of
data produced by the instrument(s) of obser-
vation developed or adopted by him/her.

The matter of reliability refers to the
consistence or stability of the observation data
obtained by means of an instrument. For this,
the instrument must provide similar mea-
sures when the same phenomenon is studied
by different researchers or by the same re-
searcher in different moments (Ary & Suen,
1989; Richardson, 1999). We can calculate the
reliability within a particular session of obser-
vation (intra-session reliability), throughout
a set of sessions (inter-session reliability) or
still for each behavior that composes the total
score of the instrument (Ary & Suen, 1989).
Such decision will depend upon the purpose
of the study. In the cases of reliability studies
of categorization systems, when the objective
is to identify possible necessities of additional
training of observers or improvement of reg-
ister procedures, each behavior that is part of
the categorization system is of interest to the
study and therefore, the reliability must be
analyzed for each one of them.

One of the main methods for obtain-
ing reliability is the study of agreement be-
tween observers that evaluates the extension
to which two or more observers agree upon
the occurrence or non-occurrence of a be-
havior (Ary & Suen, 1989). Among the many
agreement scores existent, the majority of the
Brazilian studies of therapeutic interaction
have used the percentage of agreement (divi-
sion between the number of agreements and
the sum of the total of agreements + disagree-
ments x 100). This score however, can inflate
the agreement score by means of random
occurrences. Ary and Suen (1989) recomend
the Kappa coefficient as a more reliable score,
since it discards the expected random agree-
ments and can enclose events involving two
or more observers.
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Even though reliability is important
to guarantee the consistence of measures, it
is only a pre-condition for the good quality
of the data; by itself, it does not show that the
data is a good representation of a particular
behavior. For this purpose it is necessary to
check the data validity (Ary & Suen, 1989).
Validity is understood as evidence accumula-
tion that the instrument measures what it is
supposed to represent, in a precise and ap-
propriate way (Ary & Suen, 1989; Kazdin,
2002; Richardson, 1999). There are different
criteria - content validity, convergence valid-
ity, predictive validity, not mutually exclu-
sive, which take into consideration different
angles of the phenomenon and can sum up
in the obtention of validity evidences (Ary &
Suen, 1989). It is important to consider that
the bigger the number of validity evidences
and of the observation instrument, it is bigger
the probability that it be accepted as a repre-
sentative measure of the phenomenon being
studied.

Precision in the definition of categories

In a system of behavioral events
categorization, a prerequisite for obtaining
reliability as well as validity measures, is the
precise description of the variables that will
control the researcher for the operational-
ization of the events according to a given
behavioral category. According to Danna
and Matos (1999), the definition of an event
in a given category, must: “(1) be objective,
clear and precise; (2) be expressed in a direct
and affirmative manner; (3) include only ele-
ments that are pertinent to it; (4) be explicit
and complete” (p. 134). Besides this, its defi-
nition can not be ‘circular’, in other words,
the term defined can not be used in its defini-
tion (Marinotti, 2000) and subjective terms or
interpreted or inferred facts must be avoided
(Cunha, 1975; Fagundes, 1992).

The methodological recommenda-
tions contrast with some practical issues
when considering the analysis of social in-
teractions: it is common in these cases for the

content of the interaction to be ambiguous or
plural, which would imply in an overlapping
of categories, in the imprecision of its descrip-
tion (Baptistussi, 2001; Zamignani, 2001) or
even in the low agreement among the judges
(Chequer, 2002). In a study about agreement
between observers in which was applied a
system of categories used in some works de-
veloped in Brazil (Souza Filho, 2001), Chequer
(2002) it was observed that the categories used
in those works presented a generalist charac-
teristic, which could produce more than one
interpretation for the same category between
different observers, and lead to a low agree-
ment among observers. A similar observation
was reported by Kovac (2001), who affirmed
that the categories proposed were confusing
among themselves and presented functional
similarities, which would demand a refine-
ment of the criteria to define this classifica-
tion system.

Chequer (2002) also pointed out that
part of the categories developed “referred
not to behavior, but to products of behavior.
For example, the categories Information and
Feedback do not name a behavior or a relation-
ship between listener and speaker, but, in its
substantive form, they give a broad denomi-
nation of a purely linguistic product, without
context” (p. 76). This characteristic, according
to this author, would avoid the establishment
of limits for the functionality of the category.

These observations point out the ne-
cessity of a greater specification of the criteria
for the definition of the categories of a sys-
tem. Marinotti (2000) recommends that when
the classes to be categorized are very similar,
ambiguous or strictly related, we should es-
tablish exclusion criteria among categories
when this is necessary, besides highlighting
which category should have priority in the
categorization, when there are doubts that are
not solved by the criteria of exclusion. Such
recommendations highlight the necessity of
detailed definitions and of a careful analysis
by the researcher of the categories system as
a whole and of possible overlapping, similar-
ity and differences among the events catego-
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rized.

It is also necessary to consider some
criteria so that the group of categories devel-
oped represent, for a fact, the events that sup-
posedly occur in the therapeutic interaction.
The first issue that is presented is related to
the number of categories that a system should
contain, which refers to the degree of specific-
ity or sensibility to subtle events that it should
reach. Wampold (1986) and Zamignani (2001),
in respect to this emphasized that one of the
concerns in the development of categoriza-
tion systems used by them was that it should
be sufficiently sensitive to respond to the is-
sues presented in their respective works,
without though, being excessively detailed.
An excess of specification would make the
identification of interaction standards more
difficult, because of the excessive dispersion
of results. The challenge in this case, goes
necessarily through the consideration of oth-
er criteria, such as the research question, the
nature of the collected data and the theoreti-
cal-methodological posture assumed by the
researcher.

Besides the issue related to the speci-
ficity of the set of categories, some criteria has
been suggested by the literature of the area
(e.g.: Danna & Matos, 1999) to maintain the
coherence and the internal validity of the cat-
egories’ system: (1) the categories constructed
must be exhaustive and mutually exclusive;
(2) all the behavior that has been observed
and registered must be classified, regardless
of the number of events that are categorized
in each class; (3) there must be coherence
among the categories in the criteria chosen for
the classification and in the degree of specific-
ity adopted for the class of events.

Formal and functional criteria for the defini-
tion of an occurrence unit of a social interac-
tion

When pondering about the elabora-
tion of behavioral categories, Marinotti (2000)
highlights the necessity, in the definition of a
category, of establishing its occurrence unit,

in other words, when it begins and when it
finishes - so that it is possible to quantify the
category. This unit is called register unit, and
it should relate to the characteristics of the
studied object and the objectives of the analy-
sis in a pertinent way (Bardin, 1977).

The register unit in a research can be
of various natures and dimensions, which
can come from criteria such as topographical,
functional, semantic, among others, depend-
ing on the objectives of the researcher (Bardin,
1977; Danna & Matos, 1976/1999; Fagundes,
1976/1992; Hutt & Hutt, 1974; Johnston &
Pennypacker, 1993). For the study of psycho-
therapy sessions, each one of these criteria
can imply in limitations and advantages.

One of the important objectives of
studies whose reference is the behavior
analysis is the identification of control vari-
ables related to the behavior in focus. In most
cases it refers to functional relations among
responses being studied and other environ-
mental events. Therefore, the identification
of functional classes of response is the aim.
According to Johnston and Pennypacker
(1993), a class of responses is called functional
when it is defined in a way to include only
those responses whose occurrences depend
of (is function of) a particular class of stim-
uli, in other words, responses that establish a
contingency relation with a determined class
of environmental events. The question is:
when in the research process - in the moment
of categorization or in a later stage - these
functional relations should be identified (or
inferred)?

A similar question to the last one was dis-
cussed by Russel and Stiles (1979), related to
the research process in psychotherapy. These
authors referred to two kinds of strategy - the
pragmatic and the classic - by means of which
social interaction data could be categorized.

The strategy called pragmatic consisted
in the direct inference of the observer about
states or characteristics of the speaker (or in
the case of the behavior analysis, direct infer-
ence of functional relations). This strategy, ac-
cording to the authors, could allow the study
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of quite subtle events of interaction, however,
it would imply in a great degree of inference.
The lack of an operational definition of the
decision making process when categoriz-
ing each event could limit the possibility of
reproduction of the research done, as well
as hinder the review of the analyzed data,
lacking generalization. This seems to be the
main problem involved in the categorization
of events concerning functional units of regis-
ter (Danna & Matos, 1976/1999; Fagundes,
1976/1992; Johnston & Pennypacker, 1993).
In a social interaction, the relevant variables
for the identification of functional classes of re-
sponse are not necessarily contiguous to the
studied response and therefore, even if the
immediately preceding and/or subsequent
events to the response for the categorization
were considered, such information would be
insufficient. This is the case of the result of any
procedure applied by the therapist whose ef-
fects, generally, can not be observed immedi-
ately or even within an only session.

The other strategy referred to by
Russel and Stiles (1979), is called classic and
requires two operational steps for the cat-
egorization of behavior. First, the research
would identify instances of categories, part-
ing from formal aspects of the studied event
and later would make inferences based on
the frequency (or another type of measure) of
the identified categories. Such strategy would
explicit the process involved in the inference
done by the researcher for the categorization,
favoring the reproduction and generaliza-
tion of the results obtained. In this case the
interpretation about the functional relations,
would not be done in the moment of regis-
ter, but afterwards, from the systematization
of the categorized data, which would allow
the identification of patterns in the studied
interaction. Such strategy seems to follow a
sequence of necessary steps to identify the
functional relations. According to the words
of Staddon (1967):

Operants (...) are not defined, but inferred.
The regularities are observed between stimu-
li-events and response-events; after a careful
observation, the experimenter decides that

these regularities relate a class of events to
another and identifies these classes by their

property. (p. 382)

Considering the strategies proposed
by Russel and Stiles (1979), in case one has
as an objective the construction of a catego-
ries’ system that can be used in different re-
searches, with a greater probability of pro-
ducing comparable data, it seems reason-
able the adoption of categorization strategies
closer to the one called classic. To accomplish
this, one of the possibilities for the elabora-
tion of behavioral register categories would
be the categorization of events around formal
criteria (or topographic). The categorization
parting from topographic criteria has as focus
similarities in the movement and/or posture
and/or appearance of behavior (spatial di-
mensions of behavior). In other words, it im-
plies on the decision upon the “format limits
concerning the three spatial dimensions to which
each response must correspond to be included in
class” (Johnston & Pennypacker, 1993, p. 71).
This type of criteria favors that the relevant
elements for categorization be clearly speci-
fied and identified. However, when we refer
to social behavior there is a certain difficulty
to determine the topographical dimensions.
Even if words, phrases or sentences are con-
sidered as relevant dimensions, they are units
that isolated give restrict information about
the current interaction (Bischoff & Tracey,
1995). Such limitation can be discussed part-

ing from Skinner’s (1957) considerations;

Underneath the level of words lay roots,
or, more precisely, the small ‘meaningful’
units called morphemes. Above the words
are phrases, idioms, sentences, clauses, etc.
Each one of them can have a functional unit
as a verbal operant. A particle of behavior as
small as a single sound can be under inde-
pendent control of a manipulating variable.
(--.) On the other hand, a broad segment of
behavior (..) can vary under similar func-
tional unitary control. (p. 21)

In this way, verbalizations or motor
responses of very similar topographies could
be evoked by quite diverse events or affect
the interlocutor’s behavior in a also diverse
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way, depending on the context in which the
response occurs. It seems important that the
topography of the response be really taken
into consideration, but within a context that
gives it meaning. Contiguous events when
responding - immediately preceding and
subsequent events - are not sufficient for the
identification of a functional class of responses,
but make up elements that give context to the
individual’s verbalization or action. In this
case we would be abdicating from a topo-
graphic categorization towards a strategy
that involves a certain degree of inference
upon the response function in the immediate
context of the interaction. Such categoriza-
tion strategy, considering the classification of
Russel and Stiles (1979), is between the clas-
sic and the pragmatic (as pointed out by Hill,
1986) and involves the estimate of the imme-
diate function of the verbalization parting
from the observation of the topography and
the immediate context in which the verbal-
ization fits in. The identification of functional
relations related to the broader context of the
session or to the therapist-client relationship
is done later in the analysis.

This categorization method can be re-
lated to what Bardin (1977) calls semantic ca-
tegorization. This type of categorization, ac-
cording to this author, refers to cuts in the se-
mantic level of signification units, according
to certain criteria concerning the theory that
serves as a guide to the analysis that some-
times, coincides with formal units of the text
(words, phrases, etc.). Its length varies and its
validity is not strictly linguistic:

...it consists in discovering the “meaningful
nucleus” that makes up the communication
and whose presence or apparition frequency
can mean something for the chosen analytical
objective. (...) [a] register unit corresponds to
a rule of cutting (of meaning and not form)
(...) the cut depends on the level of analysis
and not of regulated formal manifestations.
(...) the register unit exists at the point of in-
tersection of perceptive units (words, phrase,
document, material, physical character) and
of semantic units (themes, events, individu-

als), even though it seems difficult (...) to do
a cut of purely formal nature... (pp. 105-107)

The meaning of a semantic unit, ac-
cording to Bardin (1977) would be given by
elements of context - segments of the inter-
action that give meaning to the register unit.
Its worthwhile reminding that the term sig-
nification, for the behavior analysis, refers
necessarily to relationships of the studied
event with other events that would change
its probability of occurrence (Tunes, 1984). In

Skinner’s words:

A response, for example, can be described
as a form of behavior. An operant specifies
by at least one relationship with a variable
- the effect that the behavior has, character-
istically, even though not inevitably, upon
the milieu - and it is not, because of that, a
formal unit. A formal specification can not be
avoided, but if a response can be considered
an example of operant only by means of an
objective identification. But only the objec-
tive identification is not enough. (Skinner,
1974, p. 115)

An example of verbalization class
that illustrates this discussion is the report of
improvement by a client. Such report, seen
purely in its topographical aspect, could be at
top categorized as a description of events or,
depending on the criteria, as an affirmation.
Some contextual information would be neces-
sary to consider it as a report of improvement
- the context in which the report occurred, the
theme, contiguous events. Even so, it would
not be possible to immediately identify the
functional relations involved: as a functional
class of responses, such verbalization could
be a description (a tact) indicative of the suc-
cess of the procedure adopted by the thera-
pist, but it could also have as a function the
avoidance from other themes which in that
moment, would be difficult for the client or
it could be even the manipulation of the emo-
tional disposition of the therapist, seeking to
evoke in him/her any favorable action. On
the other hand, another report or non-verbal
behavior that according to its immediate con-
text does not explicitly contain a description
of improvement, can be a clinically relevant
behavior which indicates the client’s advance
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(a description of feelings by the client, for
example, when his/her complaint involves
the difficulty of emotional expression, can be
an indicative of improvement). During the
therapeutic session, the attentive therapist
guesses the possible functions of such ver-
balizations and when observing other occur-
rences of the same report class and its occur-
rence context, seeks data for the identification
of the function. The same should occur with
the researcher. The action of the researcher, if
restrict to the step of categorizing the event
as a “improvement report” would not be
sufficient for the identification of functional
relationships, although such step is essential
for the search of this relationship. The infer-
ence in advance of the behavior function, in
turn, would also be insufficient because the
observation of other occurrences is necessary
so that one can infer the behavior function
with more assurance. The researcher would
be more successful in his/her investigation
if, just as is expected from the therapist, took
into consideration that episode of behavior
(therefore, a first level of categorization) and,
in another moment, checked its occurrences
during the observed sessions, and identified
what type of interaction pattern is typically
occurring when that category of verbal re-
sponse is observed.

The The delimitation of the register unit in
the study of social interactions

The issue of the delimitation of the
register unit in the social interaction that oc-
curs in the psychotherapy was conducted in
various ways by different researchers. Some
studies had as an occurrence unit the verbal-
ization of a participant - all the participant’s
speech comprehended between the previous
and posterior verbalization of the other (e.g.,
Baptistussi, 2001; Kovac, 2001; Margotto,
1998). The problem with this type of unit is
that very frequently, we find in the data of
therapeutic interaction long speeches of one
or the other member of the pair, which con-
tains in its interior different classes of ver-

balizations that could not be identified by a
single behavior category.

Other works adopted as an occur-
rence unit segments of verbalizations - parts
of a participant’s verbalization identified in
a specific class (e.g., Donadone, 2004; Garcia,
2001; Maciel, 2004; Martins, 1999; Moreira,
2001; Oliveira, 2002; Zamignani & Andery,
2005). With this type of criterion, the speech
would not be determined exclusively by the
response of the other participant, but actu-
ally by any change in nature (class, pause,
theme, etc,) of the speech, even being within
the same verbalization of this participant.
This solution favors the categorization of the
different classes of speech of the same par-
ticipant in a verbalization, but brings a meth-
odological difficulty: to achieve agreement
among observers both judges must agree, not
only about the chosen category, but also in re-
lation to the determination of the parts to be
categorized.

A solution to this problem was pre-
sented by Chequer (2002), who suggests that
when doing the agreement test between ob-
servers, the researcher should previously
select the segments to be categorized before
giving the data for the judges evaluation in
the agreement test. In this way, the only crite-
rion to be evaluated related to the agreement
would be the label or category attributed to
the concerning segment. Such suggestion
however, would imply in a problem for the
researchers not involved in the same research
group to reproduce the work, since the agree-
ment among observers related to the actual
selection of the segments would not have
been evaluated.

Another possibility would be to evalu-
ate separately the agreement between observ-
ers related to the selection of the segments
and to the categorization, each one of these
procedures giving information about differ-
ent processes. The first would verify the pre-
cision in determining the register unit, while
the other would verify the precision and clar-
ity in determining the categories.

It is worth reminding that some soft-
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wares supply the obtaining of measures that,
at least partially, solve the problem of the
selection of segments from the interaction.
For example, the software “The Observer”,
from Noldus Technology and the soft-
ware “Etnograph”, from Qualis Research
Associates, allow a measure of the percent-
age of agreement, by calculating the period of
interaction (respectively the time or number
of lines) in which there was agreement be-
tween observers, independently of the exact
moment of the beginning of the categorized
event. Then, even if there are disagreements
related to the beginning of the categorized
event, it is possible to detect the period of in-
teraction in which there was agreement.

It is worth highlighting another type
of register unit that has been used in studies
about emotional events occurred in the the-
rapeutic session (e.g. Barbosa, 2006; Brandao,
2003; Greenberg & Korman, 1993; Taccola,
2007). In these studies, the unit studied is the
emotional episode: segment of the interaction
that comprehends all of a part of the session
in which the client speaks about experienc-
ing or having had experienced an emotional
response (or tendency to action, or both) in
a specific context in which it occurred that is
determined by a speech of the therapist pre-
vious to the concerning subject and a speech
of the therapist after its end. This type of unit
presents the advantage of situating more
broadly the context of the occurrence’s emo-
tional response in concern, but implies in the
same matters found when the register unit is
the verbalization segment.

The matter of measure and its implications

To talk about measure implies in
considering, among the constitutive proper-
ties of the phenomenon, those which would
better represent the measure in the different
conditions in which the phenomenon occurs
and then determine a quantifiable dimension
of this property (Johnston & Pennypacker,
1993). In this topic, therefore, to better situate
the discussion about measure, we will con-

sider as an occurrence unit the segment of ver-
balization, unit that has been used in a great
part of the researches of the area.

In the behavior analysis, the frequen-
cy of responses has been the measure by ex-
cellence for the majority of the studies in any
area of knowledge (Johnston & Pennypacker,
1993). This preference originated in the ex-
perimental studies, in which the frequency
showed to be a quite appropriate measure to
represent the process of behavior acquisition
(Sturmey, 1996). In those studies, the frequen-
cy is an indicator from which is inferred the
occurrence probability of a determined class
of responses and, consequently, the process
of strengthening or weakening of this class
(Sidman, 1976; Skinner, 1953/1993).

Concerning the study of behavior
categories, however, there is a certain debate
about the relevance of this measure. The use
of the frequency as a representative dimen-
sion of occurrence of determined behavior
categories would put in the same level of
analysis (and therefore would consider com-
parable) from minimum verbalizations such
“hum hum” to long segments of verbalization
in which an event is reported or analyzed. In
this way, the exclusive adoption of this mea-
sure could super dimension categories such
as the first ones, that occur in a high frequen-
cy, but represent a minimum period of thera-
peutic interaction.

The duration measure, in turn, al-
though supplies information about the time
occupied by each behavior class and the dis-
tribution of the behaviors during the interac-
tion, could sub dimension this same type of
event that, in the frequency measure, would
be super dimensioned.

The alternative which seems more vi-
able would be to consider both measures, each
one of them analyzed in different moments of
the process of data systematization, as sug-
gested by Sturmey (1996) and conducted by
Zamignani and Andery (2005) and Taccola
(2007). Sturmey (1996) suggests a distinction
between behaviors of significant frequency
and duration, since the first have short dura-
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tion and occur relatively frequently and the
second typically occupy longer periods of
time.

The obtaining of the duration measure
demands from the researcher the observation
of the session registered in audio or video
and the register of the occurrence and dura-
tion, one by one, of each categorized episode,
which makes the research work quite labori-
ous. Nowadays there are more sophisticated
technological devices that allow the register
of categories from direct observation of the
interaction, indexing it to the time spent in
the registered session®. However, such equip-
ment has a quite high cost, which could make
impracticable the development of the re-
search.

Some authors, taking into consider-
ation these constraints, appealed to indirect
measures of the interaction time. Zamignani
(2001) used as an analogous measure to time
the number of lines of the session transcrip-
tion occupied by a determined category.
Donadone (2004), studying the occurrence of
orientations in the session, used the number
of words contained in each of the therapists
verbalization categorized as an orientation
and of the client categorized as auto-orien-
tation, comparing them with the total num-
ber of words spoken by each participant in
the session. Baptistussi (2001), used the fre-
quency of words in a determined interval of
time as an indicator of the level of the client’s
participation in the therapeutic interaction.
The solutions offered by the researchers gave
relevant information about the studied inter-
actions. The use of these strategies can be a
good alternative when there are no resources
for another type of register or when there is
not the necessity of access to non-vocal vari-
ables of interaction.

Other possible measures would take
into consideration various properties of the
phenomenon in concern, such as intensity,
sequential events, rate, etc. depending on
the research problem and the phenomenon’s

5 The software “The Observer” developed by Noldus Techno-
logy has been used for the studies of this research group.

property related to it.
The data systematization

Once the stage of categorization of
observed events is done, we go to a not less
important stage: the systematization of the
categorized data.

Under the analytical-behavioral per-
spective, the therapeutic interaction is a pro-
cess of mutual shaping, in a continuous flow
of interactions. The researcher needs meth-
odological strategies that enable the identi-
fication of behavioral patterns that maintain
themselves stable during time, and changes
in the studied phenomenon throughout the
process.

Many authors involved in the clinical
research have discussed about the reach of
the different possibilities of systematization
of data obtained by means of observation
and categorization of verbal interaction (or
“non-verbal”) in the clinic (e.g.. Greenberg &
Pinsof, 1986; Hill, 2001; Russel & Trull, 1986;
Stiles, 1999). Part of the researches in this area
have as a strategy the frequency measure of
different classes of behavior observed, cor-
relating this frequency with other elements,
such as the approach adopted by the thera-
pist (e.g. Brunnik & Schroeder, 1979; Hill &
O’Grady, 1985; Rodrigues, 1997), the thera-
pist's amount of experience (e.g. Donadone,
2004; Novaki, 2003), or the results of the
treatment (e.g. Banninger-Huber & Widmer,
1997). The appeal exclusively for this type of
measure has been criticized by some authors
(e.g. Donadone, 2004; Hill, 2001; Russel &
Trull, 1986; Stiles, 1999) by the little specific
information that it offers about what deter-
mines the occurrence of the response. For
these authors, the appropriate measure for
the process study should register not only
the occurrence of the response, but informa-
tion of the micro-situations in which occur
relevant interpersonal processes. The simple
frequency measurement of a determined
ability of the therapist does not enable the
evaluation of its quality or effectiveness, as
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well as the moment or context in which it
would be more appropriate (Hill, 2001; Stiles,
1999). According to Donadone (2004), to un-
derstand the determinants of the therapist-
client interaction this should be analyzed at
each moment of the occurrence of an event
under analysis (in this case therapist orienta-
tions and client’s self-orientation), by means
of analysis of the contingencies involved in
each interaction unit. Stiles (1999) adds that
this analysis should consider the relationship
of syntony between the client’s responses and
the therapist’s specific actions - called by him
responsivity.

Some of the works that studied the
therapeutic interaction advanced their inves-
tigation beyond the analysis of category fre-
quencies and identified more complex aspects
of the therapist-client interaction. One of the
ways by which the categorized events can be
systematized is by means of the analysis of
specific sequences of interactions, in which
each response is examined related to the con-
tiguous actions of the interlocutor - preced-
ing or subsequent stimuli to it (as done by
Zamignani & Andery, 2005). Throughout the
observation of recurring patterns of interac-
tions between categories, possible functions
of certain classes of behavior can be inferred.
This type of analysis does not allow, how-
ever, the identification of more complex in-
teraction patterns which can not be identified
or investigated parting from the counting of
specific sequences of action. Especially when
it concerns verbal behavior, we are dealing
with a phenomenon that occurs under con-
trol of multiple variables, that could be found
in events distant in time or in extra-session
variables and that, therefore, can not be ac-
cessed only by observation of the interaction
between immediately contiguous events. The
analysis of more complex patterns caninvolve
the identification of relationships between
events distant in time or response classes of a
superior order (Catania, 1999).

One of the strategies of data systemati-
zation that allowed the identification of some
more complex relationships (e.g., Maciel,

2004; Martins, 1999; Zamignani & Andery,
2005) was the division of the data system-
atization process into two distinct moments.
First, each interaction observed was classified
according to register category. Second, more
complex aspects of the interaction - verbal-
ization sequences or more complex interac-
tions - were categorized having as basis the
analysis categories. An example of this type
of strategy was developed by Zamignani and
Andery (2005). In this work, first the authors
categorized the therapist and client’s verbal-
izations by means of register categories, of
the type “question”, “explanation”, “counsel-
ing”, etc. After the analysis of the frequency
of categories and the analysis of the sequenc-
es of categories, the authors selected broader
parts of the session within which occurred
the themes that were focus of the verbaliza-
tions of the type “explanation” and “counsel-
ing” and categorized these parts into analysis
categories. Some of the analysis categories
proposed by the authors were “Explanations
with emphasis in response-consequence re-
lationships”, “Explanations based on demo-
graphic or probability data” (referring to the
Explanation category) or “Therapist proposes
activity incompatible with the response-com-
plaint”, “Solution of problems” (referring to
the category “Counseling”).

Possibly all the researches of process,
especially the descriptive ones, require many
moments of analysis. After the organization
of the data collected in the first stage, the
researcher must do some sort of qualitative
analysis seeking to identify the regularities
that appear. More than one moment of analy-
sis were necessary in studies such as the ones
from Barbosa (2001), Ireno (2007), Novaki
(2003), Taccola (2007) and Yano (2003).

Another type of solution that can pro-
vide analysis of more complex interactions
is the method of sequential dependence (e.g.
Wiseman & Rice, 1989; Bischoff & Tracey,
1995). According to this method, sequences
of events are taken as analysis” units and are
statistically analyzed. The method of sequen-
tial dependence allows different modalities of
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statistical analysis of the data from the thera-
peutic session, which can include unidirec-
tional tests, bidirectional tests, tests of com-
parison between groups and of comparison
of changes throughout time, besides allowing
the analysis of interactions with more than
two participants. The sequential dependence
does not need to be necessarily limited to the
effect of the immediately precedent event and
the methods of statistical analysis proposed
could detect more complex patterns of inter-
active dependence between events within the
same session and during different sessions
(Lichtenberg & Heck, 1986, Wampold, 1986).
The main critic to this strategy is that although
it is sensitive to events that present repetitive
patterns, important events that occur with
less regularity can be “masked” by the statis-
tical data (Wampold, 1986). Another critic is
that this method does not allow the detection
of qualitative differences in the data, such as
the impact of determined behavioral events
in the therapist-client interaction (Highlen,
1986). Even though it has this limitation the
analysis proposals presented by these au-
thors deserve to be studied in more detail, to
investigate the viability of its use in the study
of more complex interactions.

To identify the functional relations
involved, it is also possible to do interviews,
which would complement the data that was
not obtained by means of observation. One
of the biggest obstacles created by this type
of strategy is the data source to which the re-
searcher has access - the verbal report. The
participant is the observer that reports to the
researcher those aspects that according to
his/her observation are relevant - and that
does not necessarily coincide with the vari-
ables (or properties of the variables) which
the researcher would need for the compre-
hension of the phenomenon. The researcher,
in turn, guides the interview in a way to ob-
tain information that is not contained in the
participant’s discourse and thus construct
a more detailed portrayal of the described
events. The problem is the researcher’s inves-
tigation can also be under the control of other

variables and not just the necessary informa-
tion for the research. We know that the verbal
report is vulnerable to various conditions that
can lead to distortion (Rose, 1997) and in the
case of the inevitability of this strategy, the
analysis and the discussion of the data ob-
tained must consider this limitation.

Conclusion

Luna (1997) observes that the clinic
is a privileged environment for the develop-
ment of research. In this situation we have
access to verbal report data that, in another
situation, would be very difficult to access.
The researcher, in this research environment,
can have a great control upon the context in
which this type of behavior occurs, besides
counting on “captive” research subjects that
present themselves regularly for long periods
of time, allowing repeated observations of the
phenomenon in concern.

These characteristics of the environ-
ment which we face in the clinical research,
combined with creative strategies of data sys-
tematization and analysis can provide clari-
fying studies about the concerning phenome-
nons in the clinical activity. The success of the
enterprise of the analytical-behavioral clinic
research will depend on the way that the
methodological challenges are carried out.
The nature of the phenomenon being dealt
with in the clinic, as well as specificities of the
analytical-behavioral theory in the interpreta-
tion of these phenomenons impose a search
for new methodologies and the recognition
of the reach and limitations of each method
used. The research questions which we are
able to answer should be carefully selected to
guarantee the obtention of useful responses
both for the theory and for the practice of
the analytical-behavioral therapy. However,
many steps have been taken towards compre-
hending the clinical interaction and the paths
already open suggest promising investigation
directions to be explored.
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