
Show Me the Money
(It’s Green, You Know)1

By Darnell Lattal

W hat can behavior analysts do to help cor-
porate America achieve a particular social 
good—actions that benefit the longer-term 

sustainability of our planet? Such actions include ad-
dressing lagging indicators (outcome metrics) such as 
pollution counts, airborne microwave particles, water 
tables, and CO2 emissions, as well as leading indica-
tors (process or behavior change) such as buying solar 

Knowing how to achieve 
fluency is the sweet spot of 
applied behavior analysts.

– Darnell Lattal
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panels versus relying on carbon fuels to cre-
ate electricity, using less electricity during 
peak hours, and buying hybrid cars to save 
the cost and use of fuel. 

In both lagging and leading indicators, the 
sources of change are all behavioral, whether 
near-term changes in patterns of behavior 
or redesigned technology that produces less 
measurable cost to the environment. Behav-
ior is the center of the green sustainability 
equation. However, neither corporations nor 
countries involved in these global initiatives 
are fully alert to what that means from the 
perspective of the science of behavior. 

PROMOTING THE SOCIAL GOOD
Applied behavior analysts have long been en-
couraged by leaders in our field to address not 
only what the science can do in applied areas, 
but also to do work that promotes the social 
good of society (Skinner, 1978; Baer, Wolf, 
and Risley, 1968; Cooper, Heron, and Heard, 
2008). In the world of autism or education or 
medical care, it is often easy to tie our work to 
a social good. In business, most practitioners 
do not assign a scorecard to the companies 
for which we work as to their green efforts. 
Organizational Behavior Management (OBM) 
practitioners are paid by corporations who 
have both good and bad effects on the condi-
tion of the planet. We help them with what we 
believe will produce socially good results. We 
teach workers safe habits while transporting 
dangerous chemicals, we help oil and gas pro-
ducers do so more effectively and efficiently, 
and so on. We have most often defined our 
social good as creating positive environments 
for workers at all levels or in providing better 
resources to customers and, at times, even 
to the communities in which these business-
es operate. The work is pragmatic. We are  
almost always neutral about the businesses 

we enter (e.g., nuclear to coal mining). We 
strive to create worthy performance and 
make the workplace 
a better, safer place. 
For OBM practitioners 
wanting to ensure that 
green effects occur, 
the corporate world is 
a complex landscape 
of, at times, clashing 
values. To take on the 
social good or not-so-
good that emits from 
the corporation into 
the air, land, and water 
is new territory and offers us a different lens 
by which to assess ourselves as well as the 
corporations in which we work. 

OBM practitioners are data-driven scien-
tists trained to examine why something is 
done in the sense of understanding the con-
trolling variables of phenomena. Historically 
we have been most effective dealing with in-
dividual change. However, many OBM practi-
tioners are moving from a focus on individual 
change to arranging systems to support large-
scale change across groups of individuals. 

SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIOR  
AND SUSTAINABILITY
Sustainable behavior refers to fluent and re-
curring behavior patterns directed toward 
achieving desired outcomes that OBM prac-
titioners are expected to produce for their 
clients and a part of any sustainability agenda. 
Sustainability refers to green initiative effects 
on preserving, renewing, and extending the 
use of environmental resources. To be com-
plete, every definition of sustainability must 
include how to develop fluent applications of 
green patterns of behavior. Knowing how to 
achieve fluency is the sweet spot of applied 
behavior analysts.

(OBM practitioners) 
know that judging 
good often occurs 
after the fact, when 
the actions can be 
evaluated in terms 
of impact, not by 
good intention.
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THE POWER OF CORPORATIONS TO  
INFLUENCE OUR ENVIRONMENT
Corporations are a most powerful social/eco-
nomic institution by which to influence green 
initiatives. Corporations are sources of great 
good for society. They strive to make things 
better, improve individual lives, create com-
munities, and give back to the common good. 
They all too often make things worse, cost 
lives, destroy communities, and take from the 
common good. Some of the most disastrous 
actions are done by people seeking profit 
at all costs or by careless assessment of the 
importance of safe practices or in failing to 
reduce hazards. These actions are summed 
up by those affected, rightly or wrongly, as 
indicating a lack of concern as to how the ac-
tions impact rivers, mountains, trees, oceans, 
the atmosphere, and people in harmful ways. 
With little apparent choice, regulators move 
in and rules replace values-driven behavior 
change. Ducking the rules becomes a high-
hazard game in some industries.

WHAT BEHAVIOR ANALYSTS OFFER  
CORPORATIONS
Business is all about behavior, and thus choices 
made by corporate America to select a green 

over a non-green solution are decisions oper-
ating under the laws of behavior (Davison and 
McCarthy, 1988). For those of us who work 
inside corporations, we know there is often 
a great difference between what is said to be 
valued and what is actually done (say/do cor-
relations). The great wealth that executives 
and stockholders amass for current decisions 
make competing contingencies of green ini-
tiatives that disrupt immediate financial gain, 
such as reductions in CO2 emissions, difficult 
to arrange and sustain. 

Behavior is complex, fluid, and ever chang-
ing, (Skinner, 1965) and the direct relation-
ship to individual actor A on individual actors 
B-Z is not a simple pattern of direct reinforce-
ment for the outcomes desired. When in large 
social networks, individuals are contextually 
aligned rather than isomorphically aligned 
around desired outcomes. This is particularly 
true of issues that involve social constructs 
and value-defined actions open to individual 
interpretations of meaning based on one’s 
history of reinforcement. In other words, ex-
act practice is difficult to ensure in the fluid 
and ever-changing world of large-scale social 
engineering. However, if it is very difficult to 
achieve exact patterns of behavior, it is pos-
sible to arrange the work setting to produce 
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congruent behavior patterns leading to con-
sistent impact on desired targets.

The values-driven component of green 
technology, beyond problems of definition, 
is related to core political and societal values 
around issues of responsibility and cause. 
The green movement is often described in 
terms of shoulds and oughts, and thus behav-
ing green is about someone’s (or collective) 
judgment about acceptable or justifiable rules 
of conduct. 

TYING GREEN TO A BROAD BEHAVIORAL 
REPERTOIRE
If behavior analysts are to sustain green, we 
need to make behaving green a rewarding 
experience tied to a larger social mission of 
implementing values-based initiatives. Some 
would say it is about establishing the rule 
and reinforcing actions consistent with it. 
That might be necessary to initiate behavior. 
Green behavior requires a repertoire that 
sums to green and those patterns morph and 
change based on circumstances (the context 
in which behaviors occur). They are contin-
gently shaped over time, not rule governed.

OBM practitioners are expert in how 
to translate desired corporate values into  

patterns of behavior that sum to the values 
targeted. We also know that judging good of-
ten occurs after the fact, when the actions can 
be evaluated in terms of impact, not by good 
intention. We know how to pair new patterns 
of behavior with newly created social reinforc-
ers. We also know how to impede unbridled 
greed through aversive contingencies. We 
know how to get new patterns going through 
negative reinforcement and how to sustain it 
directionally through positive reinforcement. 
One example of our effect on large-scale val-
ues-driven activity is the work we do with safe 
practice and leadership’s decision-making to 
maintain a safe future across a corporation 
(e.g., Agnew and Daniels, 2010). However, 
corporations have yet to see that applying 
tools from the science of behavior analysis is 
necessary to achieving sustainability or plan-
et-renewing green initiatives.

EVALUATING EFFECTIVE CORPORATE 
PRACTICES 
A declaration of our intent to develop sci-
ence-based behavioral criteria for what it 
takes to sustain green initiatives, certifying 
that corporations have met the standards we 
set, places us at a critical place in the green 
movement and in our own community of  
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practitioners. Some behavior analysts (Dan-
iels, 2000; Cooper, 2007; Bailey and Burch, 
2011) have taken a strong stand in business, 
in education, and in treatment as to how so-
cial values should be addressed. Skinner him-
self took a strong stand concerning social en-
gineering. The Behavior Analysis Task Force 
on Public Policy (1988) issued a statement 
that is rich in taking a stand on what should 
be versus what is. The Cambridge Center for 
Behavioral Studies (CCBS) awards companies 
a certification for outstanding safety records. 
We have begun to enter this arena of defining 
what a company should do in relation to safe-
ty. We could do the same for companies mak-
ing behavior change a part of their mission in 
regard to reducing harm to the environment. 

SETTING SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS 
FOR CORPORATIONS
Currently regulatory agencies oversee corpo-
rate emissions and various other indicators 
of green metrics as to how well companies 
are meeting their societal obligations. These 
agencies often turn to technological solutions 
or what they perceive as hard science related 
to oil and gas, mining, aerospace, energy, 
forestry, and other client industries. One of 
the most sought-after and toughest voluntary 
evaluators is Corporate Knights (CK), with 
the stated purpose of creating clean capital-
ism: “An economic system in which prices 
incorporate social, economic and ecological 
benefits and costs, and actors know the full 
impact of their marketplace actions” (www.
corporateknights.com). CK publishes a list 
of the top 100 clean capitalist corporations 

in the world based on rigorous methods of 
identifying what is fundamental to earning a 
spot on the top 100. Its 11 indices include re-
source management, financial management, 
and people management. 

The list was constructed by using typi-
cal measures of efficiencies in such areas as 
energy production, water production, green-
house gas emissions, and waste production. 
Tellingly, it also used such indices as per-
centages of revenue paid in taxes, the ratio 
of CEO pay to average worker pay, and salary 
raises of senior executives directly linked to  
reductions in key performance indicators 
demonstrating global green concern. Finally, 
the list was constructed by taking into con-
sideration innovative practices, safety produc-
tion, and employee turnover. 

The weights assigned to activities go be-
yond emission standards, to more complex 
relations among employees and levels of 
management, to sustaining employee com-
mitment, and to examining executive pay in 
relation to clean capitalism investments. CK 
applies consequence-driven metrics to varied 
aspects of human behavior. Behavior analysts 
can learn from such directly contingent exam-
inations of leadership decisions in relation to 
such issues as executive pay, levels of innova-
tion, and employee satisfaction measures of-
ten ignored by regulatory bodies. CK provides 
relevant links to consequences that clearly 
drive broad-scale executive decisions about 
when and where to invest in clean capitalism. 

What CK does not provide is a path to how 
to produce sustainable patterns of behavior 
required to drive sustainability initiatives. 
It does not require that corporations learn 
about the science of behavior. It does not ad-
dress learning how to do a functional analy-
sis, anticipate unintended consequences, 
or examine what is reinforcing or what will 
diminish efforts to sustain green across the 

http://www.corporateknights.com
http://www.corporateknights.com
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corporate body. OBM practitioners can pro-
vide all of that. 

Finally, the complexity of doing green and 
judging green, as previously mentioned, is 
also a question of ethics in a pluralistic soci-
ety where one set of values may at times be 
placed against another—the good of all versus 
the needs of a few and so on. If we are to set 
up criteria by which to certify corporate ef-
forts in doing the right thing in relation to 
green, we need to be modestly alert to what 
we know and do not know about decisions 
made inside companies and competing contin-
gencies, including intended and unintended 
effects on workers, the larger landscape, and 
the economic equation. We need to consider 
how CK sets the spotlight on contingencies of 
reinforcement that are important enough to 
outweigh other more immediate reinforcers 
that enter into the equation. 

Behavior analysts have powerful tools to 
change the moral landscape about important 
issues—violence, educational decay, increas-
ing governmental effectiveness, helping 
the poor—broad social issues of potentially 
greater impact to society than what we com-
monly address. We need to become alert to 
what controls us as well as how we support 

or impede right ac-
tions in a world of slip-
pery slopes and unin-
tended consequences. 
But recognizing that 
should not dissuade 
us from promoting 
the science of behav-
ior analysis to help 
corporations pro-
duce a robust future 
that benefits all on 
planet Earth. 
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