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Concepts in Behavioral Development

Henry D. Schlinger

California State University, Northridge

University of California, Los Angeles
B N S P M

This essay attempts to clarify the meanings of some of the
concepts encountered in the field of behavioral develop-
ment (and indeed in psychology in general) such that
their use may lead to a more coherent and consistent
theoretical view. The essay considers meanings of the
concepts of development, behavior, environment, behav-
ioral causation, learning, cognition, brain, and theory
with the goal of reducing any confusion and ambiguity
currently associated with them.

Many concepts in developmental psychology are derived
from a variety of theoretical approaches that, when con-
sidered as a whole, do not offer a unified understanding of
development.  Although several factors are responsible
for this state of affairs, one is surely the lack of serious
investigation into the concepts themselves. In addition to
the concept of development, other concepts (e.g., schema,
attachment, and cognition) are often vague and ill-
defined, thus leading to confusion.  According to
Machado, Lourengo, & Silva (2000), the problem of con-
fusion may be solved by carrying out conceptual investi-
gations and, as they point out, such conceptual investiga-
tions are really grammatical investigations when applied
to so-called weak theories -- "any set of loosely interre-
lated verbal statements about an empirical domain" (p.
23). They explain:

The closer a theory is to the weak end of the spectrum . . . the
greater the need for conceptual investigations of the theory. The
reason for this conclusion is straightforward. Lacking quantitative
concepts and explicit principles and laws, a weak theory requires
the assistance of extraneous factors to regulate the use of its con-
cepts—extraneous in the sense that they are not an explicit part of
the theory. One of the most important of these factors is the pattern
of use in everyday language of the concepts of the theory, what we
might call following Wittgenstein their “conventional grammar.”
In weak theories then, conventional grammar plays the role that
scientific principles and laws play in strong theories. However, this
grammar is seldom analyzed, for we learn to speak and understand
a language and use its concepts appropriately in a bewildering va-
riety of contexts, but not to analyze the language's semantic pat-
tens. This then is the major reason for a conceptual analysis in
weak theories (pp. 23-24).

Behavior analysts interested in development have generally
done a good job of investigating concepts in their own dis-
cipline, including the concepts of development (e.g., Baer &
Rosales-Ruiz, 1998; Bijou & Baer, 1978), environment
(e.g., Baer, 1997), contextualism (e.g., Morris, 1998; Reese,
1991), and the concept of concept itself (e.g., Etzel, 1997).
Behavior analysts have even tackled more traditional con-
cepts such as attachment (e.g., Gewirtz, 1972; Gewirtz &
Peldez-Nogueras, 1991) and social referencing (Gewirtz &
Peldez -Nogueras, 1992). However, these conceptual inves-
tigations are directed mostly at sophisticated behavior ana-
lysts, and few treatments have investigated more than one or
two of these concepts at a time.

The present essay analyzes the grammar of several of
these concepts and, thus, offers a general guide for navigat-
ing through the conceptual landscape of behavioral devel-
opment. Specifically, the essay provides a road map for
thinking about ontogenetic behavioral development, that is,
the systematic changes in environment-behavior interactions
beginning at birth. The specific changes that occur will not
be detailed because that information is available elsewhere.
Rather, the current treatment looks at many of the concepts
students and scholars of behavioral development will en-
counter, beginning with the concept of development itself.
The essay then considers the concepts of behavior, envi-
ronment, causation, learning, cognition, the brain, and, fi-
nally, theory in behavioral development and concludes that
when these concepts are clarified, there may be little distinc-
tion between a science of behavioral development and a sci-
ence of behavior.

The Concept of Development

In general, development refers to change over time. With re-
spect to organisms, however, we can talk about development
over two time periods -- evolutionary time, called phyloge-
netic development, and the lifetime of individuals, called
ontogenetic development. These two periods of develop-
ment imply changes in two different units of study. Phy-
logenetic development (i.e., biological evolution) refers to
changes over evolutionary time in genes beginning ap-
proximately 3.6 billion years ago. The process responsible
for phylogenetic development is natural selection, a process
in which ancestral environments selected phenotypes, that
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