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Abstract
Racism, recently referred to as another kind of pandemic, affects the health and safety of diverse individuals within the United
States and around the world. Emotions are a powerful and integral aspect of the experience of racism; however, within the field of
behavior analysis, we have been hesitant to acknowledge emotion or explore how it relates to behavior and behavioral contin-
gencies. As a result, the scope of our understanding of emotion is limited. To better understand the current experience and
perception of practitioners in the field of behavior analysis, as they relate to emotion and racism, a brief survey was conducted.
Findings indicated that although many may be comfortable discussing emotion and displaying emotions for themselves and
others, this was not the case for everyone. Further, many were uncomfortable discussing racism. Although participants believed
that emotions of racism are important and should be addressed by the field of behavior analysis, they think the field has not done
enough work in this area. The results of the study lead to several recommendations, including additional antiracism research and
the acknowledgment of emotional experience, as well as for how individuals can better understand, and maybe reduce, the
negative emotions associated with oppression.
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My heart hurts, mymind is angry, and there is fear that it
will continue. But as an advocate for change, I want to
hold onto positivity.
—Cha Asokan (Khaw, 2020, para. 17)

As the United States has dealt, yet again, with the killing of
Black people at the hands of the police, a myriad of emotions
have been put on display for the world to see. Graphic images
and videos have been shared depicting excessive police use of
force, the last moments of Black lives, and the protests and
counterprotests that have taken place across the country. In all
of these images, the emotions have been clear: sadness, fa-
tigue, fear, anger, and determination, to name a few. Even if
we did not personally know the people in the pictures or in the
videos, we could see in them ourselves, our family, our
friends, and our neighbors; their emotions became our

emotions (Turnbull et al., 2020). We felt it when we heard
the words “I can’t breathe.” We felt it when we heard police
officers use racial slurs or words of indifference toward dying
men. We felt it when George Floyd’s 6-year-old daughter,
sitting high upon shoulders with her hands in the air, sang
out that her daddy had changed the world. These images were
powerful not only because they shed light on the events that
had occurred but also because of the strong emotions they
evoked for so many.

The emotions associated with racism are not incidental.
They are key to understanding the pressing public health
emergencies we are facing. During 2020, the viral pandemic
of COVID-19 highlighted and emphasized the inequities of a
“racism pandemic” in the United States (Baker, 2020). And
“the health consequences are dire. Racism is associated with a
host of psychological consequences, including depression,
anxiety and other serious, sometimes debilitating conditions,
including post-traumatic stress disorder and substance use dis-
orders” (American Psychological Association, 2020, para. 5).

Although few of us wouldargue that these emotions are not
real or that they are not intrinsically tied to the multitude of
events unfolding, as behavior analysts, we have not yet taken
up the challenge of assessing emotions to understand why this
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may be the case. Whereas emotions and emotional behavior
are widely accepted and discussed within the lay community
and within many areas of psychology, this has not been the
case in the field of behavior analysis (Anderson et al., 2000;
Friman et al., 1998; Lewon & Hayes, 2014). As a field, be-
havior analysis has been hesitant to acknowledge emotion and
the role it may play in behavior, and thus our scope of under-
standing is limited (Anderson et al., 2000; Lewon & Hayes,
2014). This gap in our knowledge and, in turn, our technolo-
gies can be detrimental in a variety of ways, but it becomes
glaringly so in light of events that are as poignant as the cur-
rent social justice movement. Although many behavior ana-
lysts have mobilized to define position statements, create a
sense of community, advocate for equality and inclusivity,
and identify how to create change, we may also be stifled by
our relative neglect in considering the role of emotions so
starkly present. And, at times, we may have been caught in
quagmires of dissent or disagreement too.

Although it would be inaccurateto suggest that no work has
been done in the field of behavior analysis in regard to emo-
tions, as many behavior analysts have addressed emotions and
private events in both experimental studies and from theoret-
ical perspectives (e.g., Anderson et al., 2000; Burghardt,
2019; Dymond et al., 2018; T. V. J. Layng, 2017; Lewon &
Hayes, 2014; Toney & Hayes, 2017; Vilardaga, 2009), it
would be fair to state that we, as a field, have yet to come to
a consensus on the ways that emotion and private events
should be defined and studied (e.g., Baum, 2011; Catania,
2011; Fryling & Hayes, 2015; Lewon & Hayes, 2014;
Palmer et al., 2004). L. J. Hayes and Fryling (2015) captured
the problems with this lack of consensus when they stated,
“When behavior means different things to different behavior
scientists, different behavior scientists are no doubt investigat-
ing different things and the products of their investigations
thereby do not all elaborate upon the collective works of other
behavioral scientists” (p. 150). Although their discussion ex-
tended to behavior beyond emotion and private events, the
conclusion remains the same. Without a clear consensus on
the behavior under question, or consensus on whether or not
our topic of focus even constitutes behavior, we are limited in
our ability to extend our knowledge and our reach as agents of
behavior change.

Given these complexities, the purpose of this article is to
facilitate discussion regarding emotions and emotional behavior
in behavior analysis, particularly within the context of racism
and systemic oppression. First, it is important to distinguish
emotions, private events that reflect the contingencies we expe-
rience, from emotional behaviors, the expression of which in-
dicate how we feel or serve to communicate actions to be taken
by others (T. V. J. Layng, 2006, 2017). Such public displays
may become operants if they contact reinforcement (T. V. J.
Layng, 2017). Emotions are part of behaviors in a particular
contingency situation, not stimuli (Goldiamond, 1979),

triggers, or causes, and they can help us to better understand
our situation, revealing those that may be in need of change (T.
V. J. Layng et al., in press). In the coming sections, we share the
results of a survey about the experiences and perceptions of
behavior analysis professionals related to emotion and the emo-
tions of racism. The results may help us to better understand
how emotion is experienced and perceived by behavioral sci-
entists and practitioners, with the hope that this information can
help guide us to understand the complex contingencies of rac-
ism and to develop contextually situated, community-based
interventions.

Survey of Behavior-Analytic Practitioners

To gain an understanding of the experience and perception of
racism and associated emotions in the field of applied behav-
ior analysis (ABA), we conducted a brief survey of practi-
tioners. The survey consisted of 22 closed-item questions
and 2 open-ended questions that sought to obtain information
on (a) demographics, (b) experience with emotions in general,
(c) experience with emotions while working in the field of
ABA, (d) experience with emotions related to race, and (e)
perception of the role of ABA as it relates to racism. The
survey was created using Microsoft Forms and distributed
via email lists and social media posts using a snowball method
that allowed recipients and viewers to share the recruitment
information with any other individuals who may have been
interested in participating (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). One
hundred fifty-two participants completed the survey.
Although the method of distribution does not allow for the
calculation of a response rate, and the participants represent
only a small number of individuals working within the field of
behavior analysis, this number is not inconsistent with other
survey research conducted and published within the behavior-
analytic literature (e.g., Taylor et al., 2019).

Demographic Information

Of the 152 participants who completed the survey, the major-
ity were women (n = 117, 77.0%), and they were on average
37.4 years old (SD = 10.3, range 21–70). A little over half of
the participants reported themselves to be White (n = 95,
62.5%), a little more than one third reported as people of color
(POC; n = 53, 34.9%), and the remaining participants chose
not to disclose their race (n = 4, 2.6%). Of the POC, 14 re-
ported as Black (26.4%). The majority of participants reported
that they lived in small (n = 34, 22.4%), medium (n = 41,
27.0%), or large cities (n = 71, 46.7%), with only 3.9% (n =
6) reporting that they lived in a rural setting. The majority of
participants also reported that their social circles were at least
somewhat diverse (n = 143, 94.0%).
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The majority of the participants reported themselves to be
certified by the Behavior Analyst Certification Board
(BACB), with 18 Registered Behavior Technicians (RBTs;
11.8%), 3 Board Certified Assistant Behavior Analysts
(BCaBAs; 2.0%), 73 Board Certified Behavior Analysts
(BCBAs; 48.0%), and 34 Board Certified Behavior
Analysts–Doctoral (BCBA-Ds; 22.4%) participating. The re-
maining participants reported that they worked in the field of
behavior analysis but that they were not certified. Participants
had a range of experience within the field, with 30.3%
reporting that they had worked in the field for longer than
10 years (n = 46), 30.3% reporting that they had been in the
field for 5 to 10 years (n = 46), and the remainder reporting
that they had worked in the field for less than 5 years (n = 59,
38.8%). Participants reported working in several different
types of settings, from in-home settings (n = 73, 48.0%), to
clinical settings (n = 67, 44.1%), schools (n = 42, 27.6%),
institutions of higher education (n = 33, 21.7%), residential/
hospital settings (n = 3, 2.0%), and corporate settings (n = 1,
0.7%); many participants reported working in more than one
setting. It is difficult to discern how well the participants of
this study represent individuals who are working in the field of
behavior analysis, as very little data are available about this
population. Although the information on gender, areas of
practice, and certification level has been made public, more
in-depth data on demographic characteristics are currently un-
known (Connors, 2020). Based on the data that are available,
men are represented in this study at a level that is slightly
higher than their presence in the field (Nosik & Grow,
2015), and both RBTs and BCaBAs are underrepresented
(BACB, 2020).

Comfort With Emotions

Three questions were asked to gain an understanding of par-
ticipants’ comfort with emotions—specifically, how comfort-
able they were talking about emotions in general, how com-
fortable they were displaying their emotions around others,
and how comfortable they were when others displayed strong
emotional behavior. Data from these questions are presented
in Table 1. Taken together, they suggest that although many
participants were comfortable talking about emotions and
with the display of emotions, this was not the case for all
participants. Whereas over two thirds of participants were
comfortable or very comfortable talking about emotions (n =
105, 69.1%), over 10% indicated that they were not (n = 20,
13.2%). Two thirds also reported that they were comfortable
or very comfortable when others displayed emotions around
them (n = 99, 65.1%), whereas about a fifth reported that this
would make them uncomfortable or very uncomfortable (n =
27, 17.8%). Finally, whereas just over half of participants (n =
83, 54.6%) were comfortable displaying emotions around

others, over a quarter indicated that this made them feel un-
comfortable or very uncomfortable (n = 40, 26.3%).

Emotions at Work in ABA

Five questions were asked to gain an understanding of par-
ticipants’ perception of the role that emotions play in their
work and within the field of ABA. Specifically, participants
were asked how important it is for them to help their clients
feel better emotionally, how likely they were to consider
emotions in assessment and intervention development, and
how their intervention development or revision might be
impacted by emotional reactions from clients. They were
also asked how empathetic they felt their colleagues were
and how well the field of behavior analysis responds to emo-
tion and considers emotions in the analysis of and interven-
tion on behavior. Data from these questions are displayed in
Table 2 and suggest that overall, the majority of participants
believed that emotions play an important role in the work
that they did within the field of ABA. The majority (n =
136, 89.5%) reported that they agreed or strongly agreed that
their job was to help their clients feel better emotionally and
that they were likely or somewhat likely (n = 145, 95.4%) to
consider the emotions of caregivers, clients, or coworkers
when conducting assessments and interpreting findings. A
large proportion (n = 136, 89.5%) reported that the emotional
reactions of clients impacted their intervention development
or revision at least some of the time, and many (n = 119,
78.2%) reported that their colleagues demonstrated empathy
at work. They tended to disagree, however, with the state-
ment that, in general, the field of behavior analysis responds
to emotion and considers emotions in the analysis of and
intervention on behavior, with 53.9% (n = 82) disagreeing,
34.9% (n = 53) agreeing, and 11.2% (n = 17) indicating that
they did not know.

Emotions Related to Race

Regarding emotions related to race and racism, participants
were asked four questions. They were asked how comfort-
able they were discussing race and racism, and they were
asked to rank their level of agreement with statements about
the importance of understanding emotions related to racism
and about the ability of White people to understand the ex-
perience of racism. They were then asked to list three emo-
tions they expected individuals subjected to systemic racism
to experience. Data for the first three questions are displayed
in Table 3. These data indicate that although most partici-
pants were comfortable discussing racism, this was not the
case for everyone, as over one quarter of participants (n = 39,
25.7%) indicated that they were uncomfortable talking about
race and racism or that they felt neutral on the topic.
However, the majority of participants, 96.7% (n = 147), did
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report that understanding the emotions associated with rac-
ism is important, as they either agreed or strongly agreed
with that statement. Whereas some participants reported that
they did not know, no participants disagreed with this state-
ment (see Fig. 1). In regard to the statement that White peo-
ple can understand the experience of racism, the responses
were fairly split. Although a slightly larger proportion of
participants reported that they agreed with this statement (n
= 63, 41.4%), several participants disagreed (n = 49, 32.2%)
or indicated that they did not know (n = 40, 26.3%). When
these data were examined separately for POC compared to
White individuals, the breakdown looks a little bit different,
with more POC disagreeing with the statement (n = 19,
35.8%) compared to Whites (n = 29, 30.5%).

To examine the data that were gathered when participants
listed the emotions that they thought individuals experiencing
systemic racism may feel, the emotions have been organized
into a word cloud (see Fig. 2). Words that were mentioned

more often appear larger in the cloud, whereas words that
were mentioned less often are smaller. Many emotions are
depicted; however, anger, frustration, fear, and sadness stand
out as those that were identified by the greatest number of
participants.

ABA and Racism

The final section of the survey asked participants three ques-
tions related to ABA, race, and racism. The first question
asked participants how comfortable they were talking about
race with their behavior-analytic colleagues. The next two
questions asked participants to rank their level of agreement
with statements that the field of ABA should be involved in
reducing racism and systematic oppression and that behavior
analysts should be creating interventions to address emotions
related to racism and systematic oppression. The data for these
questions are presented in Table 4. Over two thirds of

Table 1 Comfort With Emotions

Survey item Level of comfort

Very
comfortable %
(n)

Comfortable
% (n)

Neutral
% (n)

Uncomfortable
% (n)

Very
uncomfortable %
(n)

How comfortable are you talking about feelings, generally? 28.9 (44) 40.1 (61) 17.7 (27) 11.8 (18) 1.3 (2)

How comfortable are you displaying emotions around others? 12.5 (19) 42.1 (64) 19.0 (29) 21.7 (3) 4.6 (7)

How comfortable are you when other people demonstrate very
strong emotional behavior?

17.7 (27) 47.3 (72) 17.1 (26) 13.8 (21) 3.9 (6)

Note. This table presents information about the survey questions that were asked to gain information about participant comfort with emotions in general.

Table 2 Emotions at Work in Applied Behavior Analysis

Survey item Level of agreement

Strongly
agree %
(n)

Agree % (n) I don’t
know %
(n)

Disagree % (n) Strongly
disagree %
(n)

Helping clients to feel better emotionally is an important part of my work. 57.2 (87) 32.2 (49) 5.9 (9) 3.2 (5) 1.3 (2)

My colleagues in my workplace are empathetic. 27.6 (42) 50.6 (77) 13.1 (20) 7.2 (11) 1.3 (2)

In general, the field of behavior analysis responds to emotion and considers
emotions in the analysis and intervention of behavior.

2.6 (4) 32.2 (49) 11.1 (17) 44.7 (68) 9.2 (14)

Level of likelihood

Survey item Very likely
% (n)

Somewhat
likely %
(n)

I don’t
know %
(n)

Somewhat
unlikely %
(n)

Very unlikely
% (n)

How likely are you to consider the emotions of caregivers, clients,
or coworkers when conducting assessments and interpreting findings?

71.0 (108) 24.3 (37) 2.6 (4) 1.3 (2) 0.6 (1)

How often

Survey item Always %
(n)

Most of the
time % (n)

Sometimes
% (n)

Not often %
(n)

Never % (n)

How often do emotional reactions from clients impact your intervention
development or revision?

18.4 (28) 30.2 (46) 40.7 (62) 8.5 (13) 1.9 (3)

Note. This table presents information about the survey questions that were asked to gain information about participant experience and perceptions related
to emotions at work within the field of applied behavior analysis.
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participants reported that they were comfortable talking about
race and racism with colleagues (n = 107, 70.4%), with only a
small number indicating that they would be uncomfortable (n
= 18, 11.8%). This is consistent with results indicating that
they would be comfortable versus uncomfortable talking with
others in general.

In regard to the role of ABA in reducing racism and sys-
tematic oppression, almost all participants (n = 139, 91.4%)
agreed that the field of ABA should be involved in reducing
racism and systematic oppression; however, a smaller number
(n = 124, 81.6%) agreed that behavior analysts should create
interventions to address the emotions related to racism and
oppression. Whereas only 3.9% (n = 6) disagreed with this
statement, 14.5% (n = 22) indicated that they did not know.
When responses were examined separately for POC compared
to White individuals, a similar number of participants

indicated that they agreed that the field of ABA should be
involved in reducing racism and systematic oppression (n =
49, 92.5%) and 91.5% (n = 87) respectively). However, a
small number of POC were not in agreement (n = 3, 5.7%)
with this statement (Fig. 3).

Overall, most participants indicated that both helping cli-
ents feel better emotionally and understanding emotions relat-
ed to racism are important. More than 80% indicated that
behavior analysts should create interventions that address the
emotions associated with racism and oppression. However,
over half of the participants indicated that the field of behavior
analysis does not respond to emotion nor consider emotion in
the analysis of and intervention on behavior (see Fig. 1).
These data suggest a disconnect between what is important
about emotions to these practitioners and how well they think
the field addresses these issues.

Table 3 Emotions Related to Race

Survey item Level of comfort

Very comfortable
% (n)

Comfortable
% (n)

Neutral % (n) Uncomfortable
% (n)

Very
uncomfortable
% (n)

How comfortable are you discussing race and racism? 26.9 (41) 47.3 (72) 13.8 (21) 11.1 (17) 0.6 (1)

Level of agreement

Survey item Strongly agree %
(n)

Agree % (n) I don’t know
% (n)

Disagree % (n) Strongly disagree
% (n)

All participants: It is important to understand emotions
related to racism.

69.0 (105) 27.6 (42) 3.2 (5) 0 (0) 0 (0)

All participants:
White people can understand the emotions of racism.

11.8 (18) 29.6 (45) 26.3 (40) 26.9 (41) 5.2 (8)

POC participants (n = 53):
White people can understand the emotions of racism.

11.3 (6) 26.4 (14) 26.4 (14) 28.3 (15) 7.5 (4)

White participants (n = 95):
White people can understand the emotions of racism.

10.5 (10) 32.6 (31) 26.3 (25) 26.3 (25) 4.2 (4)

Note. This table presents information about the survey questions that were asked to gain information about participants’ experience and perceptions
related to emotions and race. POC = people of color.
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In general, the field of behavior analysis responds
to emo�on and considers emo�ons in the analysis

and interven�on of behavior.

Behavior analysts should create interven�ons
which address the emo�ons of racism and

oppression.

It is important to understand emo�ons related to
racism.

Helping clients to feel be�er emo�onally is an
important part of my work.

Disagree

I Don't Know

Agree

Fig. 1 Emotions of Racism
Within Applied Behavior
Analysis. Note. This figure
presents aggregated data for
survey questions related to the
importance of emotions within
the field of applied behavior
analysis, the importance of
developing interventions aimed at
addressing emotions of racism,
and the response of the field to
emotions within analysis and
intervention of behavior
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Discussion and Recommendations

How can behavior scientists and practitioners help end a pan-
demic of racism? Racism is both an individual and a systemic
problem, perpetuated by behavior and emotion. To make a
difference, we need to start by identifying and defining both,
so we can gain a greater understanding of what each may
entail. Such a task may require us to reflect on our experiences
and then engage in difficult discussions. We may need to
notice and share our emotions, or we may need to listen with
empathy and curiosity and ask the right questions to learn
about the perspectives of others (Spitzberg & Changnon,
2009). Then, as a field, we can begin to employ our scientific
principles and processes to analyze the contingencies main-
taining the behaviors and emotions of racism and begin to
change them. We can change the pain of racism only by
changing the contingencies of which it is a part (see T. V. J.
Layng et al., in press).

How Can Sharing Our Emotions Help Us Dismantle
Racism?

Emotional prejudices felt toward racial minority
outgroups are more closely related to discrimination than
are beliefs and stereotypes thought about them. . . . Given
these findings, the analysis of intergroup emotions offers
possibilities for further understanding discrimination.
(Talaska et al., 2008, p. 263)

The survey results confirm that many professionals work-
ing in the field of ABA take emotions into consideration as
they work with their clients. Most participants reported that
client and caregiver emotions are important in the assessment
process, and those client emotions may impact intervention
development or revision. The majority agreed that an

Fig. 2 Emotions of RacismWord
Cloud. Note. This figure presents
a word cloud of emotions
participants identified as those
likely to be experienced by people
of color who experience systemic
racism. The larger the word, the
more often it was mentioned by
participants

Table 4 Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) and Racism

Survey item Level of comfort

Very
comfortable
% (n)

Comfortable
% (n)

Neutral %
(n)

Uncomfortable
% (n)

Very
uncomfortable
% (n)

How comfortable are you discussing race with your
behavior-analytic colleagues?

24.3 (37) 46.0 (70) 17.7 (27) 10.5 (16) 1.3 (2)

Level of agreement

Survey item Strongly agree
% (n)

Agree % (n) I don’t know
% (n)

Disagree % (n) Strongly disagree
% (n)

The field of ABA should be involved in reducing racism and
systematic oppression.

67.1 (102) 24.3 (37) 5.9 (9) 1.3 (2) 1.3 (2)

Behavior analysts should create interventions that address the
emotions of racism and oppression.

45.3 (69) 36.1 (55) 14.4 (22) 3.9 (6) 0 (0)

Note. This table presents information about the survey questions that were asked to gain information about participants’ experience and perceptions
related to ABA and racism.
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important part of our work is to help people feel better emo-
tionally. Yet, although most of us are comfortable discussing
emotions and displaying empathy, a number of us do feel
somewhat uncomfortable displaying our own emotions or
witnessing the emotional behavior of others. This finding is
unsurprising, as many individuals experience discomfort re-
lated to the display and observation of emotion (Bebane et al.,
2015). Further, there are “historical relations of power that
prompt emotional resistance to discussions of race”
(Srivastava, 2006, p. 50). Such discomfort is a barrier, though,
when we need to talk about the trauma of racism. We may not
yet understand how to intervene in the contingencies main-
taining racism, but discussing our emotions could be an im-
portant first step (American Psychological Association, n.d.).
Indeed, emotions are an integral aspect of the patterns and
contingencies that maintain systemic racism (Feagin, 2010;
Spanierman & Cabrera, 2015).

The consistent negative emotional states associated with rac-
ism indicate, urgently, that we must make changes in
contingencies—even if we cannot yet describe all of the rein-
forcers, consequences, or learning histories related to our expe-
rience (see Layng et al., in press). In other words, we know that
we must act to make changes in our environments because we
do know we are experiencing negative emotions due to the
current contingencies acting within these environments. This
is true even if we cannot fully explain the complexity of
“why.” The Black experience of racism often includes depres-
sion, anger, confusion, tension, fatigue, and other negative feel-
ings (Carter & Reynolds, 2011). This is something that we
know; these emotions were identified in the current survey
and align with the wider literature. Although we may not know
the specifics of the contingencies surrounding these emotions,
we can recognize that they are “sensible outcomes of each
individual’s personal interaction with the environment, in par-
ticular the consequential contingencies that shaped and main-
tain the pattern” (T. V. J. Layng et al., in press, pp. 6–7).

A recommendation to share emotions of racism raises two
important questions. First, why should members of the Black

community share their emotions? Of course, no one should
ever be pressured to share their emotional account of racism or
to tell the White community about how they feel; it is not the
responsibility of Black individuals to educate others on their
experience or their feelings (DiAngelo, 2018), and requests
for them to do so can create a heavy burden (Burgin, 2018).
Choosing to share is a personal choice based on what is best
for each individual. In addition, it must be recognized that
there are long-standing barriers to talking about emotions
within the power structures of racism. Black individuals are
acutely aware of the stereotypes that often accompany their
expression of emotion, particularly their expression of nega-
tive emotions such as anger and frustration, and the contin-
gencies that are in place when they do so (González-Prendes
& Thomas, 2011; Magee & Louie, 2016). As a result, Black
individuals may be more inclined to hold back, as they may
see no point in talking about their feelings (Adair & Howell,
1988; Oluo, 2019); this in itself may lead to an increase in
their likelihood of experiencing negative emotions (Adair &
Howell, 1988). For those experiencing racism, though, there
may be mental health benefits to voicing the pain and the
trauma and to acknowledging their experiences and the expe-
riences of their community (American Psychological
Association, n.d.; Torre & Lieberman, 2018). These assertions
can then be harnessed by members of the Black community
and society at large to fuel actions for change (see American
Psychological Association, n.d.; T. V. J. Layng et al., in
press).

The other question is, why should we discuss the White
experience of racism? Within the power structures of racism,
truly reciprocal conversations can be difficult (Adair &
Howell, 1988): “Too often whites at discussions on race de-
cide for themselves what will be discussed, what they will
hear, what they will learn” (Oluo, 2019, introduction). They
may not listen, they may dismiss or interrupt, and they may
raise their voices, discounting the contributions of others
(Adair & Howell, 1988; Oluo, 2019). These behaviors make
real dialogue difficult. Yet, if systemic racism is maintained

POC White

Agree

I Don't Know

Disagree

Fig. 3 Should the Field of
Applied Behavior Analysis Be
Involved in Reducing Racism and
Systematic Oppression? Note.
This figure presents aggregated
data for participant responses to
the survey question, separated for
both people of color (POC) and
White individuals
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by a combination of how White people think and feel about
issues of race (Feagin, 2010), in addition to how they behave,
then the behaviors and emotions ofWhite racism (e.g., apathy,
fear, sadness, rage, shame, empathy) and antiracism (e.g., em-
pathy, outrage, productive guilt, compassion, relief, hope)
may be informative (Spanierman & Cabrera, 2015).
Interestingly, a behavior analysis of the emotions of racism
suggests that prejudice, as demonstrated by behaviors such as
“White flight,” may be founded in fear and, thus, actions
aimed at distancing oneself from a particular group.
Similarly, bigotry may be founded in anger and may result
in efforts that push others away (R. R. Layng & Robbins,
2012). However, few studies in any field have examined these
issues (Cabrera, 2014).

Can White People Better Understand the Emotional
Experiences of Racism?

Most White people go cradle to grave in racial segrega-
tion. MostWhite people do not have authentic sustained
relationships across race, particularly with black people.
—Robin DiAngelo (LaMotte, 2020, q. 2, para. 2)

Most of the survey respondents strongly felt that it is im-
portant to understand the emotional aspects of racism, even
though many also indicated that they did not feel completely
comfortable talking about issues of race with others.
Importantly, there was some disagreement about whether or
not a White person can actually understand the emotional
experiences of racism. As calls are made for behavior scien-
tists and practitioners to become more actively involved in the
work needed to address racism, this is an important question
that we need to explore in greater detail. Behavior analysis is a
predominantly White field (Capell, 2019; Connors, 2020),
with about 56% of certificants surveyed by the BACB identi-
fying asWhite; among BCBAs and BCBA-Ds, the percentage
was higher, at almost 72%. Conversely, only 7.99% of
certificants identified as Black; among BCBAs and BCBA-
Ds, the percentage was just 3.6 (BACB, 2020).1 As such,
understanding more about a White person’s ability to truly
understand racism is important, as is the understanding that
it may involve, or is likely to involve, an active journey of
personal development (Spanierman & Cabrera, 2015) along a
continuum from active racism, to unintentional racism, to
nonracist behavior, and ultimately antiracist (Sue, 2017) and
pro-social justice behavior.

White individuals may better understand the experience of
racism through the development of empathy and compassion.
Empathy, which is different from sympathy or pity, is closely
related to the affective experience of emotion. However, em-
pathy includes more than just “feeling what others feel.” It
also requires active perspective taking and a desire to alleviate
suffering (Catagnus & Rock, 2020). When we move from
empathy to action, we are demonstrating compassion
(Taylor et al., 2019). From one behavioral point of view, “em-
pathy is contacting the context and consequences that others
may face and having that influence how one behaves toward
others” (T. V. J. Layng, 2016, p. 27). It involves recognizing,
sharing, and understanding the feelings of others (McMahon
& Rosenthal, 2018). Another theory posits that deictic fram-
ing, one of the relational operants described in relational frame
theory, is related to empathy and to how we make meaning of
what others tell us about their experiences (Vilardaga, 2009).

Though researchers in behavior analysis may study empa-
thy from different theoretical viewpoints, one thing seems
clear: We can all learn new behaviors to better demonstrate
empathy and compassion (Taylor et al., 2019). Similarly, we
can improve our ability to understand the worldviews of
others. Perspective taking, or imagining the thoughts and feel-
ings of someone else, is one aspect of empathy, and it often
happens without conscious effort. Yet we also often need to
actively try to understand the perspectives of others. We must
deeply value others’ viewpoints and experiences if we hope to
overcome our biases, learning history, and immediate experi-
ence (Tamir & Mitchel, 2011)—which is extremely hard. It is
quite challenging to imagine or fully comprehend how others’
experiences, thoughts, and feelings can be so very different
from our own.

At the simplest level, talking openly about these differ-
ences can help us understand each other and share those
perspectives (Catagnus & Rock, 2020). Of course, it is hard
to do this if we still feel uncomfortable talking about emo-
tions or sharing the emotional experience of someone else.
Dialogue about racism, for example, often requires deep, and
even uncomfortable, personal development (DiAngelo,
2018). Reflecting on our own values while also considering
the values and cultures of others is important (Fong et al.,
2016), but not easy. However, there are types of questions
we can ask to understand how others’ experiences relate to
their perspectives (Barnes-Holmes et al., 2001; Davlin et al.,
2011; McHugh et al., 2004). Understanding the contingen-
cies operating on someone’s behavior facilitates empathy
and compassion toward them as well (Heagle & Rehfeldt,
2006). Thus, empathy, compassion, and perspective taking
are closely related processes and behaviors that, together,
could help us understand the experience of racism.
Interestingly, these are also skills and processes necessary
for acting as a White ally (DeTurk, 2011) to the Black com-
munity, along with self-reflection, learning about racism and

1 However, it should be noted that the BACB survey did not provide a way to
identify with multiple races/ethnicities. The results may have differed if the
survey permitted respondents to select more than one.
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privilege, valuing equity, and collaborating with POC in our
actions to overcome racism (Spanierman & Smith, 2017, as
summarized by Sue, 2017).

Can the Science of Behavior Analysis Help End a
Pandemic of Racism?

It’s up to all of us—Black, white, everyone—no matter
how well-meaning we think we might be, to do the
honest, uncomfortable work of rooting it out. It starts
with self-examination and listening to those whose lives
are different from our own. It ends with justice, compas-
sion, and empathy that manifests in our lives and on our
streets.
—Michelle Obama (Obama, 2020)

One troubling finding of this survey is that, generally, be-
haviorists do not feel confident that the science of behavior
analysis is doing enough to respond to or to consider emo-
tions, which are clearly part of the experience of racism. This
makes sense, as the field certainly has not done much to ad-
dress racism overall (Matsuda et al., 2020). It seems obvious
that behavior analysis needs more research, applied solutions,
dissemination efforts, and professional training to intervene
against racism. As discussed previously, one first step to iden-
tifying and understanding the behaviors and emotions of rac-
ism, to better understand the contingencies of which these
behaviors and emotions are a part (R. R. Layng & Robbins,
2012; T. V. J. Layng et al., in press), is to facilitate discussion
between those who have experienced racism and those who
have systemically benefited from it. There are risks to engag-
ing in racial dialogue, though, especially if done haphazardly.
Dialogue must go beyond talk and must identify steps that can
lead to social action. Talking can lead to adverse outcomes if it
includes tone policing or the silencing of expressions of pain,
or if it is conducted in a way that upholds existing power
structures: “If not designed well, dialogues can perpetuate
misunderstandings, result in silence, create tension, and bring
about feelings of anxiety, anger, and awkwardness”
(Ramasubramanian & Wolfe, 2020, para. 5). Because tradi-
tional training in behavior analysis does not necessarily re-
quire specialized training in dialogue or in ways to facilitate
difficult conversations (see the BACB Task List; BCBA,
2017), we may need to learn the skill of interracial dialogue
in our professional community. Perhaps we all need more
focused training, mentorship, and practice to skillfully devel-
op understandings with each other, with our clients, and with
the wider community. There are numerous suggestions and
ideas to be drawn from other fields in regard to higher educa-
tion (Werman et al., 2019), preprofessional training (e.g.,
Daniel, 2009), and comfort with dialogue about race in

clinical interactions (e.g., Cardemil & Battle, 2003) or in the
workplace (Hatmaker, 2016). The field of behavior analysis
would likely benefit from more research, training, and focus
on how to talk about race, especially during this painful and
urgent time.

Despite a relative paucity of research, as it relates to all
facets of racism-related behavior and emotion, varied behav-
ioral strategies for dismantling racism at different levels of
intervention have been proposed, discussed, or tested empiri-
cally. Drawn from contextual/functional (Guerin, 2005) and
behavior analyses, examples include perspective-taking pro-
tocols, mindfulness-based interventions, bias-reduction re-
search, context or contingency changes, and values-
clarification exercises (for a more detailed review, see
Matsuda et al., 2020). In recent years, researchers have sug-
gested that acceptance and commitment training (ACTr),
which includes interventions related to private behaviors (in-
cluding emotions), might help reduce racial bias (Levin et al.,
2016; Lillis & Hayes, 2007) and prejudice (Krafft et al.,
2018). The ACTr approach incorporates aspects of mindful-
ness, acceptance, and values clarification to help individuals
behave in ways that align with their values (S. C. Hayes et al.,
2013), even when some aspect of doing so includes painful
emotions (Gould et al., 2018).

Thus, behavior science could be instrumental in correcting
the contingencies that are maintaining systemic racism.
However, this is unlikely to occur unless more of us choose
to become involved in this effort. As mentioned previously,
the emotions of racism are not incidental. They are key to
understanding the contingencies maintaining systemic racism
and oppression. As a result, it is imperative that we, as a field,
engage in necessary activities to attempt to reach a consensus
on the role of emotion in the analysis of behavior and then
begin the important work to advance our research and, ulti-
mately, intervention in this area. Although the discussion of
emotion is not new within the field of behavior analysis, the
current social justice movement and the recognition of racism
as a public health crisis put this discussion into a new and
urgent context.
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