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Sammary-A reciprocity counseling program had previously been used for adult marital prob­

lems and for child classroom problems. The present study extended the method to youth prob· 

lems in the home and community with 29 youths aged 6-16, including 12 teenagers. The principal 

featureS or the components of the program were reciprocal behavioral contracting. positive com­

munication training and self-correction. The number of problems reponed by the parents and 

youths decreased by about 75% after counseling vs litde or no decrease for the wait-listed 

controls. The ratings of problem severity were also reduced and endured at the 6-month fol· 

low-up. 

INTRODUCTION 

Classroom problems of primary grade school children have been treated by behavioral 

programs, especially by contingent praise of the positive behaviors (O'Leary et al., 1969; 

Haller al., 1968; O'Leary and O'Leary, 1976). The most common behavioral treatment of 

older children has been the behavioral contracting method, used as the primary method 

by Tharp and Wetzel (1969), Stuart (1971), Eyberg and Johnson (1974) and Fo and 

O'Donnell (1974) as well as with younger children by Patterson and Reid (1973). Often 

same type of communication or problem-solving training has also been used (Alexander 

and Parson, 1973; Blechman et al., 1976; Patterson er al., 1968). 
The present study attempted to apply a previously developed reciprocity model of 

counseling to the office treatment of juvenile problems. This reciprocity format had 

previously been used for marital problems of adults (Azrin er al.. 1973; Azrin er al .. 1980 

and to classroom problems of young children (Besalel er al .. 1977). The central features of 

the program were attention to the responses and reinforcers of the child as much as of 

the parent, communication training based on a reinforcement analysis of the communi­
cation process, use of self-correction and over-correction (Azrin and Besalel, 1980) as an 

alternative to punishment, behavioral contracting in which the child and parent alter­
nated in initiating requests and inclusion in the counseling of all· persons seriously 

affected by the problem situation. The counseling was designed to be brie~ similar to the 

brief format used by Alexander and Parsons (1973), only four sessions over a one month 

period. In accord with the reciprocity model vs a parent-imposed modeL the dependent 

measure included a youth-defined list of problems in the relationship as well as a parent­
defined list of problems. 

METHOD 

Subjects and experimental design 

Twenty-nine youths participated in the study from 25 families. The families were 

referred primarily by other agencies including the police, probation officers, social 
workers, school guidance counselors, school administrators and teachers for severe be­

havior problems. The youths were 6-16 years old, with a mean age of 11 years, 12 of 

whom were teenagers and 19 were males. The principal problems leading to the referral 
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were chronic stealing. physical aggression. truancy and lack of parental control A flip determined assignment to either a wait-listed control group or the immediate seling group. Two youths who had been assigned to the immediate counseling group discontinued after 1 or 2 sessions and three youths assigned to the wait-listed group not return for the posttest after the wait period, leaving 29· youths from 25 families as subjects. Seventeen youths were in the wait-listed group and 12 in the immediate ..uunwo_· ..... 

ing group. After a 5-week waiting period, the wait-listed youths were given the same sessions of counseling as the immediate counseling group had received. This design permitted a between and within groups comparison. · 
Assessment 

The assessment instrument consisted of a list of 119 common problems or complaints which parents had expressed about their children in preliminary studies. A second list C( common problems or complaints about parents by their children served as the assea. ment for the children; the problems were grouped into eight categories: (1) commum. cation; (2) friends and activities; (3) home rules and privileges; (4) curfew; (5) appearance; (6) money; (7) chores; and (8) schooL The list of problems was .used as an initial cvalo. ation of a reinforcement program for problems of such a great diversity that they did not easily permit direct behavioral measures. Also, the subjects rated each of the eight prob­lem categories as to their overall problem severity on a 0-S point scale where '0' was designated as 'not a problem' and '5' as a 'very severe problem.' The instruments were administered (1) prior to counseling. (2) at the end of counseling at the founh session aud for the wait-listed group (3} at the end of the 5-week waiting period. A 6-month follow-up reassessment was conducted using the problem severity measure. 
Procedure 

The counseling sessions were about 1.5 hours in duration and were scheduled abolll one week apart Four counseling sessions were given. Every effort was made to inclulk both of the parents in the sessions which always included the youth and at least os parent If the problem presented by the youth involved other persons, such as the victim of a theft or burglary, a referring teacher, school administrator or a parole officer, that person was also included. if not in person, then by an arranged phone contact to partici­pate in reciprocal agreements with the youth. The counseling consisted of several procedures which are described briefty below; most have been described in the previous reports of the reciprocity method with adults and school children. 
Existing reciprocity of reinforcement. At the first session the youth and parent separ· ately listed "What my child (parent) does for me" and "What I do for my child (parent~" Each item was then read aloud to the other and prompts given to the other person by the counselor to acknowledge the receipt of each of the reinforcers being described. Session review of reciprocity of reinforcement. At the start of each session, the parent and youth were prompted to list the reinforcers which had been received since the last session rather than being invited to list problems. Similarly, to prompt positive state­ments from the other person, each client listed several of his/her own positive attributes ('self-praise procedure'). 

Behavioral goals. At the first session, the patent and youth separately described and listed their counseling goals which were then rephrased, if necessary, in behavioral term5. designating the positive behaviors desired. These goals were then used as the referent for making requests in the behavioral contracts. A prompting list was used, if necessary, to expedite this listing. 
Behauioral contracting. The parent and child made written and signed agreements regarding changes they would make in their behavior. They alternated in making a request such that after the child had reached agreement on a request made by the parent, the child then made a request. etc. The request was to be phrased in terms of a deSired positive behavior. The client was taught to describe which aspects of the requested action 
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were agreeable and then to suggest possible alternatives for the other aspects using 
variations of (a) time, (b) duration, (c) place, (d) nature and degree of the actions as a 
basis for a compromise agreement No request was to be refused outright. When an 
agreement was reached, it was sealed with a handshake and a secondary agreement was 
made as to what type of reminder would be acceptable should the agreement be forgot­
ten. 

Increasing non-contingent reinforcement. To establish the child and parent as a general 
source of reinforcement, training was given in three different modes of non-contingent 
reinforcement, (1) as an 'offer to help' whenever the other was busy, (2) a 'pleasant 
surprise' and (3) a 10 minute 'happy-talk' period during which they were to discuss only 
pleasant events of interest to each other, avoiding all problems or problem-solving. For 
the child, training was also given in positive greetings after a period of absence. Examples 
of offers-to-help, possible surprises and happy-talk periods were described and rehearsed 
and at least one episode of each was to be performed daily as a home assignment and 
were reviewed at each session. 

Self-correction, overctm'ection and positive practice. To eliminate the use of punishment, 
~~er _P~~~C?!l or ~ _!!~~wal of _p~vileges, the use of self-correction was taught when 
the child misbehaved or made an error (Azrin and Besalel. 1980). At such times. the child 
was to correct the situation or, if the problem created was severe or continuous. to 
overcorrect it For example, if the child burt a sibling, overcorrection consisted of reas­
suring and then actively pleasing the sibling. If the overcorrection was not sufficient, the 
parent imposed positive practice in which the child was required to practice or verbally 
describe behaviors which would prevent the problem. To further discourage possible 
punitive actions, the parent was to provide a forewarning before imposing any positive 

' practice requirement. Only if all else failed was the parent to withdraw privileges. 
All areas of interaction. To improve all areas of family interaction, behavioral contracts 

were prompted in all eight areas of chores, school, conduct problems, curfew etc. which 
was designated in the problem severity assessment. 

Positive communication training. "(raining was given in giving noncontingent verbal 
reinforcers (compliments) as well as contingent ones (appreciations). If a reinforcer was 

· given but not acknowledged, an 'appreciation reminder' was used by pointing out the 
activity to the recipient. The happy-talk procedure noted above constituted another 
method of promoting verbal reinforcement. 

Positive request procedure. Whereas the positive communication training attempted to 
increase the general level of reinforcing communication, the positive request procedure 
was designed to communicate in a manner that would facilitate reinforcement rather 
than having intrinsic reinforcing values. When the person desired a reinforcer from the 
other family member, the communication was (a) to be phlased as a request rather than 
as a command to permit flexibility of the manner of providing the reinforcer, (b) to 
specify what positive action was desired rather than what should be discontinued, and (c) 
refer to the future rather than the past since only the future actions could be modified 

'No-blame• procedure. The 'no-blame' procedure was also a reinforcer facilitator but 
was concerned with the manner of communicating when annoyed such that a critical 
(aversive) comment would not be directed at the other person. The general rationale was 
to direct the comments at the situation, onesel~ and to future events. The rule was to (a) 
describe the problem situation in descriptive impersonal terms, (b) to suggest a possible 
impersonal situational cause of the problem and (c) to suggest a possible contributory 
role of one's own actions or inactions as the cause of the problem. Then, the positive 
request rule noted above was to be used as a means of suggesting what the other person 
could do to correct the problem, or to prevent future recurrences. 

RESULTS 

Table 1 presents the mean number of problems reponed by the parents and youths for 
the immediate counseling group (upper ponion of the table) and the wait-listed counsel­
ing group (lower portion of t~e table). The parent-defined measures were taken from the 
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Table 1. Mean number or parent-defined and youth-defined problems ror the immediate 
counseling group (upper table) and the wait-listed counseling group (lower table; N = 29) 

Parent-defined problems 
Youth-defined problems 

Parent-defined problems 
Youth-defined problems 

Immediate counseling group 
Pre-test Post-counseling 

37.5 
19.7 

10.7 
3.9 

Wait-listed counseling group 
Pre-test Post-wait period Post counseling 

33.0 
220 

34.0 
17.7 

16.7 
6.S 

parent primarily concerned with the youth-usually the mother. The pre-test number of 
problems at pre-test differed by less than 12% between the two groups, both for the parent 
and youth-defined problems. The number of problems after the waiting period showed 
only slight nonsignificant changes whereas the post-counseling scores of the immediate 
counseling group showed a 71% reduction of problems for the parents and 800/o reduc­
tion for the youths. Once counseling occurred for the wait-listed clients, they showed a 
51% reduction of problems for the parents and 700/o for the youths. A t-test for indepen­
dent means showed that the post-counseling scores of the immediate counseling group 
were significantly less than the post-waiting period scores for the wait-listed group for the 
parent problems (P < 0.001) as well as for the youth problems (P < 0.001). 

Table 2 presents the mean severity rating of the problems for the two groups and for 
the. parent- and youth-defined problems. As was also true of the number of problems, the 
pretest scores for the severity ratings differed between groups by a slight and nonsignifi­
cant degree. Similarly, the waiting period was followed by only a slight and nonsignifi­
cant change in problem severity. After counseling in the immediate counseling group, the 
ratings of severity decreased about 62% for both the youth ratings and the parent ratings. 
The severity scores after counseling for the immediate counseling group were significantly 
less than those after the waiting period of the wait-listed group for both the parents 
(P < 0.001) and the youths (P < 0.001). At the 6-month follow-up, the improvement was 
maintained at about a 64% reduction of severity for both groups and· for parents as well 
as youths. 

DISCUSSION 

The initial development of the reciprocity type of program had been with married 
couples, for whom the ~ual status for the partners seemed particularly applicable 

Table 2 Mean severity rating or parent-defined and youth-defined problems for the 
immediate counseling group (upper table) and the wait-listed counseling group (lower 
table). A score or S is designated as 'a very severe problem' and a score or 0 is designated 

as 'not a problem' 

Immediate counseling group 
Post- 6-Month 

Pre-test counseling foUow-up 

Parent-defined problems 26 1.0 0.93 
Youth-defined problems 21 o.s 0.76 

Wait-listed counseling group 
Post-

waiting Post-
Pre-test period counseling FoUow-up 

Parent-defined problems 26 23 1.41 0.93 
Youth-defined problems 1.8 1.4 O.S4 0.68 
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(Azrin et al .. 1973). For the parent-child or teacher-student relationships. however. the 
general societal orientation has been that of a hierarchical authorative relationship in 
which the adult ultimately defines the nature of the problem and the reinforcers to be 
used in its resolution. For older children, especially teenagers. the concept of greater 
equality with adults seems more relevant. The present results with youths and teenagers 
indicate that the reciprocity model is applicable to teenage problems. 

The response measures in this study were self-reports rather than behavioral obser­
vations by another person and must, therefore, be interpreted with caution until suppor­
tive data based on direct observation of specific types of behavior are available. The 
present stuciy may be viewed as an evaluation of the feasibility of a reinforcement-based 
program the precise behavioral outcome of which must await these additional measures. 

Acknowledgements-Grateful acknowledgement is given to P. Armstrong who served as a counselor during part 
of the study and to R. Steck and P. Levison for their administrative support. 

REFERENCES 
ALEXANDER J. F. and PA.R.SONS B. V. (1973) Short-term behavioral intervention with delinquent families : impact 

on family process and recidivism. J. abnorm. Psycho/. 81, 219-225. · 
AzluN N. H. and BESAt.EL V. A. (1980) Orerco"ection. H & H Publishing. Lawrence. Kansas. 
AZRfN N. H~ BESALEL V. A. BECHTEL R .. MICHALICEK A .• MANCERA M .. CARROLL D .. SHUFORD D. and Cox J. 

(1980) Comparison of reciprocity and discussion-type counseling for marital problems. Am. J. Fumily 
Ther. 8(4). 21-28. 

AzluN N. H. NASTCR B. J. and JONES R. (1973) Reciprocity counseling: a rapid learning-based procedure for 
marital counseling. Bt'hat·. Rt's. Ther. 11. 365-382. 

8ESAUL V. AzRIN N. H. and AltMSTRONG P.M. (1977) The student-oriented classroom: a method of improving 
student conduct and satisfaction. Behav. Ther. 8, 193-204. 

BLECHMAN E. A.. OLSEN D. H. L. and HELLMAN I. D. (1976) Stimulus control over family problem-solving 
behavior: the fam ily contract game. Behar;. Ther. 1, 686-692. 

EYBERG S. M. and JOHNSON S. M. (1974) Multiple assessment of behavior modification with families: effects or 
contingency contracting and order of treated problems. J. consult. c/in. Psycho/. 42. 594-606. 

Fo W. S. 0 . and O'DoNNELL C. R. (1974) The buddy system: relationship and continsrency conditions in a community intervention program for youth with nonprofessionals as behavior change agents. J. consult. 
clln. PsychoL 42, 163-169. 

HAU. R. V ~ LUND D. and JACKSON D. ( 1968) Effects of teacher attention on study behavior. J. appl. Behar. 
Analysis I, 1-12. 

O'WRY K. D .• BECKER W. C~ EvANS M. B. and SAUDARGAS R. A. (1969) A token reinforcement program in a 
public school : a replication and systematic analysis. J. appl. Behar. Analysis 2. 3-13. 

O'L£AAy S. G. and O'L£AAy K. D. (1976) Behavior modification in the school. In Handbook of Beharior 
Modification and Btharior Therap_1· (Edited by l.ErnNBERG H.). Prentice-Hall. Englewood Cliffs. New 
Jersey. 

PATTERSON G. R. RAy R. S. and SHAW D. A. ( 1968) Direct intervention in families of deviant children. Orl!. Res. 
lnsr. Res. Bull. 8. No. 9. 

PATTERSON G. R. and REID J. B. (1973)lntervention for families of aggressive boys: a replication study. Behar. 
Res. Ther. II. 383-394. 

SruAAT R. B. (1971) Behavioral contracting within the families of delinquents. J. Behar. Titer. exp. Psychiar. 2, 
I-ll. 

THARP R. G. and WETZEL R. J. (19691 Beharior Modification in the Natural Ent·ironmenr. Academic Press, New 
York. 


