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Since its first controlled applica-
tion in the early 1970s, behavior 
modeling has become a major 
factor in modern training methods. 
With its acceptance and use, 
though, has come an accompanying 
rise in confusion about what it 
entails. 

Behavior modeling has been 
around longer than verbal com-
munication — and presumably 
even longer than mankind, as evi-
denced by animals using it in the 
wild today. It's nothing more than 
demonstrating a behavior which 
the observer then learns to dupli-
cate. The apprentice who learns a 
trade by imitating the master 
represents an unsophisticated form 
of behavior modeling. Unfortu-
nately, many apprentices imitate 
the master's bad habits as well as 
the good. A second problem with 
apprenticeship programs is that 
there is little structure, so that it 
takes many years for the novice to 
gain sufficient competence to be on 
his or her own. However, when 
instructional technology is brought 
70 — Training and Development Journal, August 1980 

to bear on a problem, the modeling 
process can yield far more precise 
and accurate results in less time. 

There is a widespread confusion 
between the method of behavior 
modeling and the uses to which it 
can be put. In fact, criticisms of the 
method are often actually com-
plaints about inappropriate use 's of 
the method, or about inflated 
claims regarding what it has 
accomplished. These claims are 
sometimes unrealistic promises 
which serve to promote haphazard 
use rather than properly designed 
applications. 

Behavior modeling has been 
widely and effectively applied in 
management skill training, and it's 
in that area that the confusion be-
tween method and use has been 
most evident. We frequently for-
get that behavior modeling is 
nothing more than a training me-
thod — a way of demonstrating or 
delivering skills — and is not to be 
confused with the instructional 
content for which the method is 
used. 

For instance, a common miscon-
ception is the idea that behavior 
modeling is a system for enhancing 

self-esteem. Modern supervisory 
skills require the ability to in-
crease individual productivity by 
building an employee's self-es-
teem, and behavior modeling has 
proven itself very effective in 
teaching how to do this. That, 
however, is as far as the connec-
tion goes. Behavior modeling is a 
method, or tool, that has proven 
effective in teaching techniques for 
building self-esteem. It could also 
be used for other purposes, includ-
ing being used to teach the de-
struction of self-esteem — perhaps 
by military intelligence interroga-
tors for use on prisoners of war. 

The objection that behavior 
modeling is manipulative is really 
only a comment on training in 
general and a misunderstanding of 
the word's meaning. Any training 
process is an attempt to develop 
new or different behaviors, so that 
training in itself is a form of "man-
ipulation" — behavior modeling is 
only one of many training methods. 
And despite the image the word 
conveys to most people, manipula-
tion in itself is not inherently evil. 
Like nearly anything else, it can be 
used to achieve either negative or 



positive ends. We can "manipu-
late" people honestly and openly to 
achieve ends that we and they 
value, just as well as we can 
manipulate them for less desirable 
reasons. 

Misconceptions such as these 
seem to have grown out of the be-
havior modeling mania which has 
swept the training profession in 
the last decade — which, in turn, 
was facilitated at least partly by 
the hardware craze of the '60s. 
Much expensive, hastily bought 
video and film equipment is avail-
able, and the use of behavior 
models is often seen as a good way 
to employ it. As the phenomenon 
spread, many firms and consul-
tants began leaping on the band-
wagon — more often than not 
without having taken the time to 
understand the process with which 
they were dealing. This resulted in 
unintended abuse and misunder-
standing. There's a lot of mediocre 
work being done in the name of 
behavior modeling, and more than 
a few instances of the name being 
used without actual use of the 
method. When used correctly, 
however, it is one of the most 
effective methods available. A 
growing body of research points to 
its ability to teach skills that sig-
nificantly improve productivity. 

Confusion in Design 
Regardless of the complexity of 

the modeling program, there are 
three major steps in any effective 
use of the behavioral modeling 
process. These are: 

1. Demonstration of master per-
formance. 

2. Guided student practice. 
3. Feedback on the quality of 

student effort. 
These three steps are equally 

important and care must be given 
to the design of each. A master 
performance of poor quality will 
result in the student learning poor 
skills; but even the best model in 
the world will not guarantee suc-
cess unless equal care is taken to 
provide relevant practice and ef-
fective feedback. Unfortunately, 
many of the people associated with 
behavioral modeling have been 
trainers and not designers. As a 
result, many behavioral modeling 
systems, even those commercially 

available, are inadequate in one or 
all three of the steps of behavioral 
modeling. The major errors com-
mitted in these programs generally 
are: 
1. Poor Models 

• The situation depicted is con-
fusing or distracting. 

• Actors perform amateurishly 
and are not convincing. 

• Inappropriate verbal and non-
verbal behavior is demonstrated 
along with appropriate actions. 
2. Practice Situations Not Effec-

tive 
• Practice is not relevant to the 

student's situation. 
• Practice is uncontrolled, re-

sulting in the possibility of practic-
ing "wrong" behavior. 

• Students do not receive suffi-
cient practice for mastery. 

• Level of individual participa-
tion is too low (viewers not doers). 

• Practice sessions are too com-
plex (not focused on a progressive 
development of skills). 
3. Feedback Not Effective 

• More criticism than encour-
agement is provided. 

• Feedback fails to focus on rele-
vant critical behaviors. 

• Level of detail is not appro-
priate to the ability of the student. 

• Timing or sequence of feed-
back is poor. 

The model must show the de-
sired behavior; it must do so in a 
clear, understandable fashion; and 
the situations, people and reac-
tions must be compatible with, 
although not necessarily identical 
to, the students' real world. It 
must also be presented in careful 
steps, so that the student can fol-
low its development and learn 
accordingly. Failure to follow these 
guidelines invariably results in "di-
luted" or "fuzzy" behavioral mod-
els which fail to effectively com-
municate their intended messages. 

The act of merely recording peo-
ple's interactions on videotape 
does not in itself create an effec-
tive behavior model no matter how 
"real" the drama may seem. 
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"The act of merely recording people's 
interactions on videotape does not in itself 

create an effective behavior model." 

In some instances, for example, 
role-playing scripts have been de-
veloped from actual situations and 
dubbed "behavior models" without 
reworking to assure a clear focus 
on all critical skills, or that "bad 
habits" aren't also being demon-
strated. 

In cases such as these, users of 
so-called "behavior modeling" 
usually find it necessary to depend 
heavily on live instructors to 
correct errors caused by the "mod-
el" presented — then they com-
plain about the method's expense 
because it needs so much instruc-
tor intervention. Actually, a re-
fined, properly designed and pre-
sented behavior model can enable 
even a weak instructor to handle 
10 to 20 students. There's less 
instructor dependence simply be-
cause the instructor serves more 
as a "master of ceremonies" for the 
learning process than as its star. 

Realistic Demonstration 
vs. Relevant Practice 

The idea that you must "custom-
ize" your models in order to 
produce effective skill learning has 
not been supported. In fact, there 
is some evidence that model dem-
onstrations that match the work 
environment too closely, or use 
familiar settings and co-workers as 
actors, may be distracting. Behav-
ior modeling is far more than 
drama watching — another com-
mon misconception. One must take 
seriously the fact that display of 
the desired behavior is only one of 
three parts of a properly thought 
out behavior modeling program. 
Relevant response practice and 
feedback are also part of the pack-
age, and it is these components 
that really translate the displayed 
behavior into a learned one. 

Response practice is a chance for 
the student to imitate the model in 
a simulated real world situation. 
1 he practice should directly relate 
to the application in which the stu-
dent will use the behavior and 
should not be complicated by ex-
traneous input. In fact, learning 
research indicated that the rele-
vance of the practice is far more 

important in assuring application 
back on the job than is the "real-
ism of the model. Even showing 
behavioral models from dissimilar 
occupational areas is effective as 
long as the practice exercises are 
constructed around the students' 
own work experiences. 

Finally the feedback — from the 
instructor, if needed, but most 
effectively from fellow students — 
should be well-timed and appro-
priate to the student's use of the 
new skill. Properly handled, it 
encourages students and promotes 
their further development. 

One of behavior modeling's real 
advantages is its use in minimizing 
the teaching of "theory" which, 
while sometimes valid as a memory 
aid, often has little to do with real 
world application of a skill and thus 
adds nothing to the value students 
get from training. By practicing 
the desired behavior and getting 
constructive feedback on their per-
formance, students complete the 
modeling phase of the method and 
take a usable skill — not merely a 
vague conceptional understanding 
— out of the classroom. 

For example, the following script 
is from a behavior modeling exer-
cise designed to teach how to 
conduct a fact-finding discussion. 

It is well designed for three rea-
sons. First, it provides a progres-
sive build-up of skills. Second, it 
presents these skills in a clear 
fashion and third, it minimizes 
trivial or distracting information. 

The first skill to demonstrate is 
how to establish a positive climate 
for the discussion. 

Mark: Hi Susan, come in. 
Susan: Hi Mark, you wanted to 

see me. 
Mark: Yes, please have a seat. 

Say, I like your suit. Very profes-
sional. 

Susan: Thank you, I'm just, um, 
trying to follow the leader here. 

(They laugh.) 
Mark: Well, that's O.K. Don't 

follow too close, though. I'd hate to 
see you stumble over all the things 
I do. 

The use of first names, small 
talk and humor tends to reduce 
any anxiety and promote a freer 
exchange. The next step is to start 
a discussion in the right direction. 
Preparing a good opening is an 
important skill. 

Mark: Susan, the other day, you 
brought up the possibility of get-
ting a word processor in here. And 
I've been thinking about it ever 
since you mentioned it. How would 
you see us using a word processor 
to help get our work done here? 

The speaker gets right to the 
point and decreases the likelihood 
of getting "off track." Now we 
want to model effective listening 
and probing skills, to make sure 
we get all the facts. 

Susan: Well, I'm glad you took 
me seriously. You know, Janet in 
Personnel has a word processor. 
And the other day I had 35 individ-
ually typed letters to do. It took 
me all afternoon and after I 
finished Janet said it could have 
been done by the word processor 
in about 30 minutes. 

Mark: Hmm, I see, so you've 
been talking to Janet and she has a 
word processor. 

Susan: Yes, and I've been watch-
ing her operate it and I'm im-
pressed! 

Mark: Well, how would you see 
us using it here? 

Susan: Well, just in the last 
month I've had three different pro-
jects that totaled about 120 indi-
vidually typed letters. That makes 
30 to 40 letters for each project 
just for this month alone. And 
there seems to be a lot more such 
work. 

Mark: Yes, there certainly is. 
The professional staff is trying to 
upgrade its image with clients so 
they've begun sending out more 
and more originally typed letters. 

Susan: Oh, so it is in the pro-
gram. So that's what's going on. 
Frankly, it's getting a little bit 
boring! 

Mark: You mean to say that typ-
ing the same letter over and over 
again is not your idea of fun? 

Susan: You got it! (Laughing) 
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But I'm not sure .we really have 
that big a volume. 

Mark: Hmm. I think you're 
right. Actually it would be very 
hard to justify a word processor 
for just 120 letters a month. 

Susan: Oh, there'd be more than 
120 letters a month. There's more 
that we could do with it. 

Mark: Well, like what? 
Susan: Well, umm, you know 

those pamphlets that we revise 
every six months; it would make 
an easy job of that. 

Mark: I see. So, we could use a 
word processor to revise those 
pamphlets. 

Mark: You know, it'd probably 
be a good idea to do a complete 
analysis of the whole secretarial 
production staff. And, I'll just bet 
you that a processor sales repre-
sentative would include that in the 
sales pitch. 

Susan: I hope so. 'Cause I don't 
think we'd have the time. 

Mark: Well, Susan, you've given 
me a lot of reasons in favor of 
getting a word processor. Can you 
think of any problems we might 

have if we had one? 
Susan: Well, assuming that we 

could justify the cost of the 
machine itself, there's an extensive 
amount of training necessary for 
an operator. And after we trained 
an operator, if she got sick or de-
cided to leave the organization, 
we'd have the problem of replace-
ment. 

Mark: That's a good point. Ac-
tually there are two points. There's 
the expense of training an em-
ployee and the possibility of re-
placement difficulty. 

Much information has been giv-
en. The final step in the process is 
to obtain a summary of the main 
facts. 

Mark: O.K. Susan, now let's 
summarize the strongest points. 

Susan: Ah, by strongest, do you 
mean the arguments for? 

Mark: O.K., let's start there. 
Susan: Right. There are the let-

ters and the pamphlet revision. 
Mark: Uh, huh . . . (he's writing 

down a list in summary.) 
Susan: That's the main point, 
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and I think that when their sales 
reps come in, that they will prob-
ably think of some things we never 
even dreamed of. 

Mark: Right. O.K. and now the 
points against. 

Susan: Well, there's the expense 
of the machine . . . and the expense 
of an operator. 

Mark: Uh, huh . . . 
Susan: And the risk of losing an 

operator. 
Mark: All right. O.K., Susan. I 

think I've got the list now. What 
I'll do is contact one of the 
processor sales people and have 
them come out and give us a 
savings estimate. 

Susan: Great. 
Mark: I think it's a very good 

idea, Susan. Thank you very much 
for your help. 

Susan: You're welcome. (She 
gets up to leave.) 

Of course work discussions sel-
dom run this smoothly, but to 
show a complex interaction at this 
point would only distract the stu-
dent from attempting to learn the 
critical skills. Complexity is intro-
duced slowly — for example, we 
may later ask the students what 
kinds of "hard times" do their 
employees give them when they 
make an assignment or try to point 
out ways employees can improve. 
This always results in a lengthy 
list, which includes everything 
from "they cry" to "they get 
angry." One can then gradually in-
troduce each of these situations 
into a "hard times" model so that 
the student can learn specific skills 
in dealing with that type of prob-
lem. 

Behavior modeling, although old, 
is in many ways still in its infancy. 
A soundly designed behavior mod-
eling program demands know-
ledge, forethought and prepara-
tion. When the method is properly 
perceived as a valid instructional 
process, and when it's applied with 
the same care that any training 
design requires, it's an efficient, 
cost-effective means of achieving 
positive results. 
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