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Abstract: From a relational frame theory perspective, our sense of self is a by-product of lan-
guage that arises from transformation of stimulus functions through relational framing of our
own responding. In this way, selfing is an important action that allows us to clarify our needs,
wants, and what matters to us. Tacting and deictic relational responding are two processes
that are instrumental to the development of a healthy selfing repertoire. This paper provides
an overview of tacting and deictic relational responding in accordance with relational frame
theory in addition to features of an optimal environment for shaping these processes. In terms
of tacting, it is important to consider learning environment sensitivity, consequence avail-
ability, the individual’s experience, and to facilitate rich discussions of private events. In terms
of deictic relational responding, it is important to provide frequent interactions that contain
multiple exemplars of distinctions between self and others in addition to rich discussions of
private events while also tailoring to the individual when drawing from training protocols. We
conclude with a brief overview of the current evidence base regarding the identified features.

Keywords: tacting; selfing; deictic relational responding; private events; relational frame
theory; perspective-taking; pliance
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Resumo: Da perspectiva da teoria das molduras relacionais (RFT), nosso senso de eu é um
subproduto da linguagem que surge da transformagio de func¢éo de estimulos por meio de
emolduramentos relacionais do nosso proprio responder. Nesse sentido, o Eu como com-
portamento (selfing) é uma a¢do importante que nos permite clarificar nossas necessidades,
desejos e o que importa para nds. Respostas de tato e respostas relacionais déiticas sdo dois
processos instrumentais para o desenvolvimento de um repertdrio saudavel relacionado ao
Self. Esse artigo apresenta uma visao geral sobre respostas de tato e respostas relacionais
déiticas de acordo com a RFT e também caracteristicas de um ambiente otimizado para a
modelagem desses processos. Em termos de tato, é importante considerar o aprendizado
da sensibilidade ao ambiente, disponibilidade de consequéncias, a experiéncia do individuo
e a facilitagdo de discussoes ricas sobre eventos privados. Em termos de responder relacio-
nal déitico, é importante prover interagdes frequentes que contém multiplos exemplares de
distingdo entre o eu e os outros, além de discussoes ricas sobre eventos privados adaptando
os protocolos as necessidades individuais. N6s concluimos com uma breve visdo geral das
evidéncias que suportam as caracteristicas ambientais identificadas.

Palavras-chave: tato, selfing, responder relacional déitico, eventos privados, teoria das mol-
duras relacionais, tomada de perspectiva, aquiescéncia.

Resumen: Desde la perspectiva de la teoria de los marcos relacionales, nuestro sentido del yo
es un subproducto del lenguaje que surge de la transformacion de las funciones de estimulo
a través del encuadre relacional de nuestro propio responder. De esta manera, el Yo como
comportamiento (selfing) es una accién importante que nos permite aclarar nuestras necesi-
dades, deseos y lo que nos importa. El tactar y la respuesta relacional deictica son dos proce-
sos que son fundamentales para el desarrollo de un repertorio saludable relacionado con el
Yo como comportamiento. Este articulo proporciona una descripcion general de la respuesta
relacional deictica y tactante de acuerdo con la teoria de los marcos relacionales, ademas de
las caracteristicas de un entorno 6ptimo para dar forma a estos procesos. En términos de tac-
to, es importante considerar la sensibilidad del entorno de aprendizaje, la disponibilidad de
consecuencias, la experiencia del individuo y facilitar discusiones enriquecedoras de eventos
privados. En términos de respuesta relacional deictica, es importante proporcionar interac-
ciones frecuentes que contengan multiples ejemplos de distinciones entre el uno mismo y los
demas, ademas de discusiones enriquecedoras de eventos privados, mientras que también se
adapta al individuo cuando se basa en protocolos de entrenamiento. Concluimos con una bre-
ve descripcion de la base de evidencia actual con respecto a las caracteristicas identificadas.

Palabras clave: tacto, autorrealizacion, respuesta relacional deictica, eventos privados, teoria
de los marcos relacionales, toma de perspectiva, aquiescencia.
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Learned through interactions with the verbal com-
munity, a sense of self is fundamentally instrumen-
tal in terms of our ability to understand ourselves,
our environment, and each other. Our sense of self
enables us to identify and communicate our needs,
wants, and values, further contributing to how we
navigate the world and, in particular, our social
environment, allowing us to live a meaningful and
tulfilling life (McHugh et al., 2019).

From a relational frame theory (RFT) perspec-
tive, our sense of self is a by-product of language,
arising from transformation of stimulus functions
through relational framing of our own responding
(Hayes et al., 2001). Therefore, from an RFT per-
spective, it is more appropriate to use ‘selfing’ as an
action than ‘self” as a noun. We learn to self just like
we learn any other activity, such as riding a bike.
Specifically, we learn to self through responding to
questions about our self. For example, “What were
you doing there?”, “What are you holding now?”,
“When will your Ph.D. be completed?”. Through
responding to these questions, a stable sense of self
emerges to the point where we no longer need to be
asked the questions for us to be engaging in selfing.

Through a developmental lens, this paper de-
scribes two processes, namely tacting and deictic
relational responding, that are fundamental to a
healthy selfing repertoire. We will begin each sec-
tion by providing a brief description of the pro-
cess followed by an overview of its importance.
Throughout this paper, we will present illustrative
examples to demonstrate how a particular learning
history may lead to a particular outcome with re-
gard to tacting and deictic relational responding.
Please note that the presented examples reflect one
of many possibilities and should not be viewed as
deterministic or through a “cause-and-effect” lens.
Rather, our intention with these examples is to fa-
cilitate discussion and highlight why a particular
component may be worthy of consideration. We
will then present features of an optimal environ-
ment for shaping the relevant repertoire and will
conclude each section with an overview of the evi-
dence base.
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Tacting

Skinner (1957) defined tacting as verbal behavior
controlled by stimuli from the “world of things and
events which a speaker is said to ‘talk about”™ (p.81).
From an RFT perspective, tacting is not necessar-
ily verbal (i.e., RFT differentiates between verbal
and non-verbal tacts). In accordance with RFT, a
verbal tact is one that does not require a direct his-
tory of reinforcement for the tact relation to emerge
(i.e., relations are derived between stimuli via their
participation in relational networks). True verbal
tacts of this kind are likely rare (i.e., most tacts have
been previously reinforced in some way). However,
Barnes-Holmes et al. (2000) argue that it is useful
to define tacts that have been explicitly reinforced
as verbal tacts when the stimulus being tacted par-
ticipates in relational networks with other stimuli.
This verbal-non-verbal distinction enhances our
understanding of tacting as a process, allowing us
to view verbal tacts as involving the construction
of contextually controlled networks of relations be-
tween stimuli, therefore enabling us to better predict
behavioral patterns that are not readily explained
by histories of direct reinforcement (see Barnes-
Holmes et al., 2000 for a complete discussion).

Initially, tacting is learned via specific social re-
inforcement. For example, consider a child that is
reinforced for saying “dada” when their father enters
the room. The same reinforcers would not be con-
tacted if the child had said “mama”. Subsequently,
the verbal community reinforces tacting by indicat-
ing that they understand the speaker. Simply put,
tacts are later governed by general non-specific so-
cial consequences (i.e., generalized reinforcers) that
indicate that the listener has been understood, such
as attention, nodding, or sympathy for example
(Pierce & Levin, 2019).

Teaching a child to accurately tact their internal
experiences is complex. Unlike physically present
stimuli, a parent cannot literally see what experi-
ence the child is trying to name (Darrow & Follette,
2014a). However, learning to discriminate and label
private events is crucial for the development of flex-
ible responding that is sensitive to shifting environ-
mental contingencies. Contacting our current ex-
periences is easier when we have labels to describe
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them. Noticing our private events as they occur al-
lows us to better predict how particular contexts
will impact us and therefore provides us with space
to optimize our behavior (McHugh et al., 2019). For
example, consider a child noticing that they are less
cranky after they have had their daily nap. Being
aware of their level of crankiness may help the
child to notice that naps beneficially impact their
disposition. In a similar vein, Conallen and Reed
(2017) found that children with Autism Spectrum
Disorder were better able to initiate conversations
about their experiences after they had been pro-
vided with language that could be used to describe
private events. Though complex, via external corre-

lates (i.e., public accompaniments), the verbal com-
munity can endeavor to shape repertoires for accu-
rately tacting private events (McHugh et al., 2019).
In addition, caregivers can strive to provide chil-
dren with an environment that sets the context for
tacting of internal experiences. Drawing on Darrow
and Follette (2014a) and McHugh et al. (2019), we
will now describe some features of a theoretically
optimal environment for the development of accu-
rate repertoires for tacting private events. See Table
1 for a summary of these features. See Darrow and
Follette (2014b) and Kanter et al. (2014) for a dis-
course on Darrow and Follette (2014a).

Table 1. A summary of the features of a theoretically optimal environment for the development of accurate

repertoires for tacting private events.

Feature Summary

Appropriate sensitivity

The learning environment is sensitive enough to capitalize on opportuni-

ties for shaping tacting without rendering explicit tacts of private events

redundant.

Appropriate consequences are delivered

The learning environment provides reinforcement for tacting private events,

ensuring those repertoires do not undergo extinction. The learning environ-
ment enables a child to safely explore their internal experiences, allowing
them to better connect with their private events.

Prioritizes the individual's experience

The learning environment contextualizes pliance, sensitizes a child to their

own experience, and does not attempt to deliberately distort private events.

Facilitates rich discussion of private events

The learning environment facilitates rich discussion of private events, equip-

ping a child to effectively tact and communicate across contexts.

Optimal environment for shaping
repertoires to tact private events

1. The learning environment is sensitive, but
not too sensitive

In an insensitive learning environment, opportuni-
ties for reinforcing appropriate tacts/ teaching new
tacts are often missed. Similarly, a child may not
tact experiences appropriately if they are not pro-
vided a label for that experience as it occurs. Even
if a child has already acquired the relevant tact, in
an optimal environment, someone would be avail-
able to both notice and reinforce the child’s tact to
ensure the repertoire does not undergo extinction.

Revista Perspectivas m 2021 ®m Early View ® RFT Special Volume ® pp.125-137

128

A semi-sensitive environment, wherein tacting
of emotions is only taught in response to extreme
and infrequently occurring stimuli (e.g., only teach-
ing “feeling sad” in response to marital separation),
can severely limit a child’s repertoire. In such an
environment, the child may not learn to tact “sad”
in everyday situations. Thus, the child’s experience
is partly blocked, limiting the extent to which they
can predict the impact of certain stimuli on their
experience.

An overly sensitive environment can inadver-
tently isolate a child by producing emotional re-
sponses that are not detected by people outside the
environment. For example, a parent could notice a
child’s foot-tapping and provide the tact “you must
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be anxious” followed by reassurance. From this, the
child could derive that tapping their foot leads to
others understanding their anxiety and providing
reassurance, meaning explicit tacts (e.g., verbaliz-
ing that they feel anxious) are somewhat redundant.
However, outside the home environment, people
are unlikely to respond to the child’s tapping as the
parent did, so the child may struggle to find people
that will discriminate their emotional responses.

Therefore, the optimal environment for devel-
oping repertoires to tact private events is sensitive,
but not foo sensitive. When possible, caregivers
should strive to be available and attentive in order
to capitalize on opportunities to shape tacting. In
addition, while caregivers should strive to provide
appropriate tacts as experiences occur, they should
also contextualize their responses and encourage
explicit tacts that can be detected by other members
of the community.

2. Appropriate consequences are delivered

and contacted

If the learning environment fails to reinforce a child
for tacting their private events, then, via punish-
ment or extinction, the probability that the child
will continue to tact these events in the environ-
ment or similar environments decreases. This is
particularly important to consider with regard to
invalidating environments. For example, consider
a child telling their father that they are feeling up-
set because they came last in the race. If the father
replies that the child isn't good at running anyway,
then the father is failing to respond to the child’s
emotional tact. Over time, this pattern of ignoring
the child’s emotional tacts will decrease the prob-
ability that the child will continue tacting and may
eventually extinguish the repertoire entirely. In a
similar vein, if the learning environment punishes
a child for accurately tacting their experience, then
the child may avoid tacting in order to escape these
aversive consequences. For example, consider a
young boy who has accurately tacted that he is feel-
ing upset. If he is met with invalidating responses
such as “boys don’t cry, toughen up” then he may
begin avoiding this particular internal experience
in order to escape invalidation. Therefore, it is im-
portant that we reinforce rather than punish chil-
dren when they accurately tact their private events,
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responding to their emotional tacts rather than
undermining or punishing them for having their
experiences.

Avoidance is a natural response to aversive pri-
vate events. While avoidance may be spurred on
by punishment, it may also arise due to a child’s
discomfort with the aversive internal content (see
Hayes, 2004 for more on experiential avoidance).
For example, a child may say that they are “feeling
fine” even when they are not in order to avoid fully
connecting with the unwanted internal experience.
However, as previously mentioned, contacting and
labeling our experiences is important for flexible
responding that is sensitive to changing contexts.
If a child continuously does not connect with their
internal experience, then they may fail to notice
how particular contexts and stimuli impact them,
causing problems in the long run. This disconnec-
tion from internal experiences and contingency
insensitivity may also arise when children receive
imprecise non-specific reinforcement for accurate
tacting. For example, upon hearing their child say
that they are feeling sad, a parent may bombard
them with reinforcers (e.g., teddy bears, sweets, and
cuddles) without appropriately responding to the
child’s emotional tact. This can impact the child’s
ability to discriminate the antecedent condition that
led to the internal experience (see also Skinner’s
(1957) discussion of impure tacts). Therefore, it is
important to encourage children to connect with
their internal experiences when it is safe and useful
for them to do so. Likewise, it is important to pro-
vide explicit reinforcers for accurate tacts while also
encouraging children to explore antecedent condi-
tions that precede private events.

3. The child’s experience dictates the
child’s experience

Within the RFT account of rule-governed behavior,
behavior under the control of apparent arbitrary
social consequences (pliance) is distinguished from
behavior under the control of apparent natural
non-arbitrary consequences (tracking). If a child is
in an environment where they are behaving solely
to contact arbitrary social consequences (i.e., dis-
playing generalized pliance), then these arbitrary
consequences can begin to overwhelm natural
consequences, promoting decreased sensitivity to
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shifting environmental contingencies (see Ruiz et
al., 2019 for more on pliance). In addition to reduc-
ing the extent to which the child can discriminate
their experience, generalized pliance is particularly
problematic for accurate tacting of internal experi-
ences because it typically forces a child to resort to
people-pleasing. For example, consider a young girl
who has accurately tacted that she is feeling angry.
If her social community has failed to appropriately
contextualize pliance (i.e., pliance has become gen-
eralized), then with social approval being her main
reinforcer, she may reject this tact based on societal
views around women expressing anger. In this ex-
ample, a dominance of pliance in the girl’s behav-
ioral repertoire meant that rather than being guid-
ed by her experience, she behaved to please others.
An optimal environment that facilitates the devel-
opment of accurate repertoires for tacting private
events should endeavor to contextualize pliance so
that it does not become generalized. In addition, it
is important to encourage children to be guided by
their experiences rather than being guided only by
social approval.

Related to this, the learning environment
should not teach a child to be more sensitive to
others’ internal experiences than their own. While
an awareness of others’ internal experiences is im-
portant for processes such as empathy (discussed
further below), ideally a child would not be taught
to override or disregard their internal experience
in favor of others. For example, consider a child
that is having fun at a playschool meet-up. Upon
noticing that their parent is fed up, the child says
that they are fed up and want to go home (i.e., the
child discerns their parent’s experience and adopts
it as their own). In this example, the child’s learning
history was such that the parent had differentially
reinforced the child’s tacts based on how consistent
the child’s experience was with the parent’s experi-
ence. The child learned that accurately tacting their
experience would not lead to accessing reinforce-
ment unless their experience was consistent with
their parent’s. As such, rather than attending to
their private events, the child learned to discrimi-
nate their parent’s needs and wants and tact consis-
tent with those experiences.

Deliberate distortion of a child’s internal ex-
perience may also occur if the learning environ-
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ment intentionally mislabels the experience. For
example, consider a parent telling their child “you
are not upset, I haven't upset you” when in fact the
parent has upset the child. Forcing incorrect labels
is detrimental to the development of repertoires for
accurately tacting private events. In this example,
the child may begin to discount the physical sensa-
tions in their body that indicate that they are feel-
ing upset, making it harder for the child to both
discriminate when they are feeling this way and to
identify the contributing antecedents.

When teaching children to tact their private
events, it is imperative that the child’s experience
dictates the child’s experience (i.e., a child should
not be taught to disregard/override their experi-
ence nor adopt others’” experiences as their own).
Learning environments can guide children in ex-
ploring their internal experiences but should not
offer reinforcement based solely on consistency
with societal norms or our own experiences. The
overarching goal should be to sensitize a child to
their private events, offering rather than prescrib-
ing labels.

4. Facilitate rich discussion of private
events and translate for the broader context
If a child is in an environment where emotions are
not discussed, then they are unlikely to acquire an
emotional vocabulary conducive to appropriately
tacting their experiences. An absence of emotional
talk means children are not provided with oppor-
tunities to experiment with labels for their private
events nor receiving reinforcement for tacting. In
the long run, this can impact the extent to which
a child can discriminate their internal experience.
In a similar vein, if a child is in an environment
with limited discussions of emotion, then the child
is likely to develop a limited repertoire for tacting.
For example, consider a learning environment that
only provides a child with the label sad’ to describe
experiences of sadness, frustration, and disappoint-
ment. In this example, the child’s repertoire for tact-
ing these private events is limited to ‘sad’ and thus
the child will likely struggle to discriminate sad-
ness from frustration from disappointment. In this
way, the child’s ability to impact their environment
is restricted to ‘sad’ behavior, with other forms of
responding remaining out of reach. Therefore, rec-
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ognizing the importance of variability, caregivers
should facilitate regular discussion of a range of
private events, encouraging children to safely ex-
plore their internal experiences with curiosity while
simultaneously providing rich and varied labels for
those experiences.

Related to this is the importance of ensuring
tacts function across contexts. For example, con-
sider a child that uses the label ‘fizzy’ to describe
their experience of excitement. In the home envi-
ronment, this label is understood by caregivers and
responded to appropriately. However, outside the
home, ‘“fizzy’ is ambiguous and does not consis-
tently evoke responses from others. While helping
a child to create their own labels for experiences is
undoubtedly useful, it is important to contextualize
that these tacts will elicit desired responses in some
contexts and not others. Therefore, it can be helpful
to also provide children with widely used labels that
align with self-generated labels, facilitating effective
discussions of internal experiences across contexts.

Research on tacting internal
experiences

An exhaustive overview of empirical work examin-
ing tacting is beyond the scope of the present paper
(for reviews, see Raaymakers et al., 2019; Tincani et
al., 2020 for reviews). Instead, we will provide a brief
overview of key articles on tacting private events that
inform the previously discussed features of an opti-
mal environment for shaping accurate tacting.

In terms of translational research on tacting
private events, via an experimental analog study
in a sample of undergraduate students, Stocco et
al. (2014) examined conditions that influenced the
accuracy reporting of private events. In this study,
symbols visible only to participants were considered
analogous to private events, with report accuracy
being defined as a predetermined syllable-symbol
relation. Participants were most accurate in their
reporting when consequences were delivered based
on public accompaniments that correlated strongly
with the given private event (i.e., good predictors of
the given private event). Furthermore, consistency
in reinforcement across audience members (i.e., the
verbal community) was conducive to more accurate
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reporting. The latter of these findings highlights the
importance of translating any self-generated labels
for the broader context to increase the probabil-
ity that the child will receive consistent reinforce-
ment for accurate tacting. As noted by Darrow and
Follette (2014a), tacting is of particular importance
with regard to alexithymia. See Darrow and Follette
(2014a) for a discussion of alexithymia research in
the context of its implications for optimal environ-
ments to shape accurate tacting.

A paucity of published empirical research has
examined means of teaching accurate tacting of in-
ternal experiences. In a sample of three 5-year-old
males with autism spectrum disorder, via a multi-
component intervention (discrete trial instruc-
tion, prompt, error correction, and reinforcement),
McHugh et al. (2011) sought to teach tacting of
others’ situation-based emotions (i.e., happiness,
sadness, anger, and fear) using videos. Findings re-
vealed that participants learned to accurately tact
the four emotions, further demonstrating general-
ization with novel stimuli in the presence of a novel
individual in a novel setting with accuracy main-
tained 15 days post-training. Similarly, in a sample
of three males (two five-year-olds, one ten-year-old)
with diagnoses of autism, via PEAK-DT (Promoting
the Emergence of Advanced Knowledge Relational
Training System: Direct Training Module) pro-
cedures and public accompaniment, Belisle et al.
(2020) taught children to tact others’ private events
(tired, sad, hurt, and mad). Findings revealed that
children learned to accurately tact the emotions,
with fast rates of acquisition observed. These studies
highlight the importance of a learning environment
that is both sensitive and delivers consequences
when shaping tacting.

Highlighting the importance of facilitating
discussions of private events, Conallen and Reed
(2017) found that providing language with which
to talk about private events enabled children to
better initiate conversations about their experi-
ences. More specifically, in a sample of children
(eight males, two females) aged 5 to 9 years (M =
6.7 years), via a picture symbol system, Conallen
and Reed (2017) found that, following teaching,
children both initiated conversations about their
experiences (i.e., selected the ‘talk’ symbol) and
demonstrated generalization of this behavior to
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novel situations. Via similar procedures, Conallen
and Reed (2016) taught a sample of children
(eight males, two females) aged 6 to 9 years (M =
7.2 years) to match tacts to illustrated scenarios.
Findings revealed that children learned to ac-
curately tact the taught emotions in others, with
these skills generalizing to both novel situations
and the child’s own private events.

Deictic relational responding

From an RFT perspective, deictic relating is a type
of relational responding developed through interac-
tions that provide opportunities to talk about one’s
perspective in relation to the perspective of others
(McHugh et al., 2019). Deictic relational frames
span across three dimensions: interpersonal (I-YOU
relations), spatial (HERE-THERE relations), and
temporal (NOW-THEN relations). Acquisition of
these frames involves learning that one’s own behav-
ior in the moment is always from the perspective
of -HERE-NOW and that this differs from others’
perspectives. For example, when you ask a child
about their behavior, they will always respond from
the position of -HERE-NOW to the question asked
by YOU, THERE (where you are), and THEN (when
you asked). Seeing and relating to a perspective
other than our own is a learned behavior developed
as a result of derived relational responding. While
most other relational frames typically have formal,
non-arbitrary properties in the environment, deic-
tic relating is abstract. Simply put, deictic frames do
not have physical counterparts in the environment.

Upon successfully developing the deictic frames of
[-YOU, HERE-THERE, and NOW-THEN, these
frames become an inherent property of most of our
verbal interactions.

A growing body of research suggests that the
deictic relational frames of I-YOU, HERE-THERE,
and NOW-THEN underpin the capacity to take
perspective of one’s own and others’ experiences
(see Montoya-Rodriguez et al., 2017b for a review).
Perspective-taking is central to many core aspects
of human social and emotional development, in-
cluding empathy (i.e., transformation of emotional
functions via deictic frames; see Vilardaga, 2009
and Vilardaga et al., 2012), self-compassion, com-
passion for others, acceptance, and a transcendent
sense of self (Hayes et al., 2012; Hooper et al., 2015;
McHugh & Stewart, 2012). Furthermore, perspec-
tive-taking is crucial for social communication
(McHugh, 2015). Specifically, if an individual does
not understand that their own wants, wishes, and
needs are different from those of others, it will be
extremely difficult to discriminate what they them-
selves want, need, and care about, making it dif-
ficult to effectively communicate what they require
and desire. Therefore, it is important that the verbal
community endeavor to shape and enhance reper-
toires for deictic relational responding when possi-
ble. Drawing on McHugh et al. (2019), we will now
describe some features of a theoretically optimal
environment for enhancing repertoires for deictic
relational responding. See Table 2 for a summary of
these features. Given their overlap with the previ-

ous sections on tacting, the upcoming sections will
be brief.

Table 2. A summary of the features of a theoretically optimal environment for enhancing repertoires for deictic

relational responding.

Feature Summary

Provides frequent interaction

The learning environment provides multiple exemplars of deictic relations that span the three

dimensions (i.e., interpersonal, spatial, and temporal).

Provides multiple exemplars of
distinctions between self and

others are THEY-THERE-THEN.

Facilitates rich discussion of
private events

Tailor to the individual when
drawing from training protocols

The learning environment creates opportunities to distinguish the child's self from others,
helping a child to notice that in the moment they are always I-HERE-NOW whereas others

The learning environment sensitizes children to their internal experiences while also empha-
sizing that others can simultaneously have different experiences.

Once the core elements and functions of evidence-based training protocols remain intact,
there is scope to tailor to the individual and their preferences in order to optimize outcomes.
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Optimal environment for enhancing
deictic relational responding

1. Facilitate frequent interaction

Similar to learning environment sensitivity in the
previous section, an optimal environment for en-
hancing deictic relational responding exposes a
child to multiple exemplars of the involved rela-
tions. For example, asking questions such as “What
did YOU do THEN?”, “What are YOU doing
NOW?”, “What are YOU doing HERE?”, “What will
YOU do THERE?”, “What did I do THEN?”, “What
am I doing NOW?” “What am I doing HERE?,
“What will I do THERE?” facilitates the develop-
ment of deictic relational responding by providing
opportunities for the child to talk about perspec-
tives in accordance with the three dimensions over
which deictic relations span, namely interpersonal,
spatial, and temporal. While the formal properties
and physical environment will vary across all of
the above questions, the invariant across contexts
is always the relational properties of I versus YOU,
HERE versus THERE, and NOW versus THEN.
Drawing a child’s attention to these relations en-
hances deictic relational responding, facilitating
fluency and providing opportunities to notice dis-
tinctions between the self and others (see below).

2. Provide multiple exemplars of distinctions
between self and others
Facilitating discussions involving deictic relations
(i.e., asking “What are YOU doing NOW?”) creates
an opportunity to distinguish one’s own perspec-
tive from that of others, shifting focus from the
dimensions to distinctions (i.e., the versus). In an
optimal learning environment, the verbal commu-
nity would ask a child about themselves and further
encourage the child to ask and answer questions in-
volving deictic relational cues that span the three
dimensions while also distinguishing self from oth-
er. Simply put, helping a child to notice that in the
moment they are always I-HERE-NOW while oth-
ers are THEY-THERE-THEN is central to healthy
selfing and deictic relational responding.

When possible, caregivers should strive to initi-
ate conversations that distinguish a child’s self from
that of others. This may be done in accordance with
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one or more of the dimensions simultaneously. For
example, interpersonal; “I'm different from you”,
spatial; “Do you like it here at the park?”, and tem-
poral; “You finished your coloring really quickly!”.
An example combining dimensions could involve
inviting a child to talk about their weekend ver-
sus a best friend’s weekend; “What did Juwayriyah
(THEY) do at home (THERE) over the weekend
(THEN)? ... and what did you (SELF) do at home
(HERE) over the weekend (THEN)?”. An impor-
tant common property across all of the questions
we ask involving deictic cues is that we are look-
ing for responses from the child’s own perspective
(i.e., -HERE-NOW). When the child responds to
questions involving deictic cues they are always re-
sponding from the perspective of their own behav-
ior. This perspective-taking repertoire is critical to
the development of a selfing repertoire.

3. Facilitate rich discussion of private
events

Similar to the optimal environment for develop-
ing accurate repertoires for tacting, the learning
environment should facilitate rich discussion of
private events when enhancing deictic respond-
ing. Once a child can accurately tact their internal
experiences, it is important that they also fluently
understand that others have private events that dif-
fer from theirs. For example, consider a child that
is feeling energized and excited at a social gather-
ing while their parent is feeling anxious. In this ex-
ample, if the child is unable to distinguish between
their experiences and their parent’s experiences
(i.e., I-YOU), then the child may struggle to dis-
criminate between energized and feeling anxious.
As with training tacting, it is important to sensitize
a child to their experience while also emphasizing
that others can simultaneously have different ex-
periences. This facilitates discrimination of private
events, allowing for more accurate prediction of be-
havior both by ourselves and others.

4. Tailor to the individual when drawing

from existing training protocols

Empirical work on deictic relations and perspective-
taking outlines best practice and provides evidence-
based guidelines for training and enhancing deictic
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relational responding. Once the core elements and
functions of these protocols remain intact, there is
scope to tailor to the individual and their prefer-
ences. For example, rather than pulling exact stim-
uli from the McHugh et al. (2004) training proto-
col, “I have a red brick and you have a green brick.
Which brick do I have? Which brick do YOU have?”
(p.121), the verbal community can opt to use stimu-
li that are more relevant, interesting, and meaning-
tul to the individual that they are working with (e.g.,
“I'm playing Among Us, you're using TikTok. What
am I doing? What are you doing?”).

Given that a brief overview of the literature
on deictic relational responding will be presented
in the next section, we will conclude this section
by describing the core elements of these training
protocols that should be maintained regardless of
adaptations in line with what the evidence base
shows to be best practice. Firstly, it is important to
ensure that the necessary prerequisite skills are in
place. Specifically, for this type of training to be ef-
fective, repertoires of joint attention, social refer-
encing, tacting, relations of coordination, relations
of distinction, and the ability to respond to ‘what’
questions such as “What is this object?” must be
in place. Secondly, when initiating the training ses-
sion, it is important to clarify and maintain consis-
tency in the use of T and ‘YOU’ (i.e., specify who
each refers to). For example, “I, the Ph.D. student,
am procrastinating. You, the reader, are being pro-
ductive”. Actual names may be inserted here in
place of roles. Consider your training context and
make a decision in line with what works best for
that context. Once specified, it is important from
then onwards that the perspective is kept constant.
Thirdly, when compiling the training sequences,
trials should proceed from simple to more complex.
In terms of dimensions, interpersonal (I-YOU)
should be trained before spatial relations (HERE-
THERE) which should be trained before temporal
relations (NOW-THEN).

In terms of delivering the training, physical
prompts may be incorporated and faded out to aid
learning. This could involve using actual objects
(e.g., opening Among Us on your phone and open-
ing TikTok on the child’s device) or employing sto-
rybook formats (e.g., “Belle is here in the woods,
you are there on the floor. If here was there and
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there was here. Where is Belle? Where are you?”,
as in Davlin et al., 2011, p.428). Outside the train-
ing format, tasks may also be performed through-
out the day using whatever is currently happening.
For example, “I am HERE writing a paper and YOU
are THERE having a cup of tea. If I was you, what
would I have?”

In terms of mastery criteria, evidence suggests
that six consecutively correct responses to tasks
should be given without additional prompts before
moving to the next level of complexity or relation
type (McHugh et al., 2019). As with all behavioral
interventions, it is important to ensure sure that ac-
quired skills generalize. Generalization to novel sets
should be tested before moving on to more com-
plex tasks and/or new relation types.

Research on deictic relational
responding

An exhaustive overview of empirical work exam-
ining deictic relational responding is beyond the
scope of the present paper (see Montoya-Rodriguez
et al., 2017b for a review). Instead, we will provide
a brief overview of key articles on training deictic
relational responding that inform the previously
discussed features of an optimal environment for
enhancing deictic responding.

In their seminal work, across three studies with
children and adults, McHugh et al. (2004) demon-
strated that deictic relations follow a predictable
developmental trend from early childhood to mid-
dle childhood, with deictic relational responding
almost fully developed by adulthood in typically
developing populations. McHugh et al. (2004) em-
ployed a deictic relational task (commonly referred
to as the Barnes-Holmes protocol; see Barnes-
Holmes et al., 2004 for more) that assessed deic-
tic ability using trials that required participants to
take the perspectives interpersonally, spatially, and
temporally. The lowest complexity deictic relation is
a simple relation and involves identifying the per-
spective (e.g., “If I have a yellow brick and YOU
have a blue brick: which brick do I have? Which
brick do YOU have?”). The next level of complex-
ity is a reversed relation, which involves reversing
the perspectives (e.g., “If I have a yellow brick and
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you have a blue brick, and if I was you and you
were me: which brick would I have? Which brick
would you have?”), and finally, double-reversed
relations, where the perspective is reversed twice
(e.g., “I am sitting here on the blue chair and you
are sitting there on the black chair. If I was you and
you were me, and if here was there and there was
here: where would you be sitting? Where would I
be sitting?”). McHugh et al. (2004) found that the
frequency of task errors decreased with age, with
adult participants producing the least number of
errors. Findings further revealed that for most par-
ticipants, most errors were made on higher com-
plexity trials (i.e., double-reversed relations).

The Barnes-Holmes protocol has been adapted
and employed in a variety of contexts to estab-
lish and enhance deictic relational responding.
Specifically, in samples of typically developing
children, Davlin et al. (2011), Heagle and Rehfeldt
(2006), and Weil et al. (2011) observed improve-
ments in deictic responding following training.
However, while participants tended to easily dem-
onstrate stimulus generalization, response gener-
alization required additional training (see Heagle
and Rehfeldt, 2006). The Barnes-Holmes protocol
has also beneficially impacted deictic relational
responding among individuals diagnosed with
schizophrenia (O’Neill & Weil, 2014), an adult male
with Down syndrome (Montoya-Rodriguez et al.,
2017a), and children with autism (e.g., Jackson et
al., 2014; Rehfeldt et al., 2007). In typically devel-
oping adults, rehearsing deictic relations has been
shown to reduce the fundamental attribution error
(Hooper et al.,, 2015) and deictic ability is signifi-
cantly positively correlated with empathic concern
(Vilardaga et al., 2012).

Conclusion

Tacting and deictic relational responding are fun-
damental to a healthy selfing repertoire. The present
paper highlighted ways that the verbal community
could endeavor to create environments that estab-
lish and enhance these processes. Specifically, in
terms of tacting, it is important to consider the sen-
sitivity of the learning environment, consequence
availability, the individual’s experience, and to fa-
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cilitate rich discussions of private events. In terms
of deictic relational responding, it is important to
provide frequent interactions that contain multiple
exemplars of distinctions between self and others in
addition to rich discussions of private events while
also tailoring to the individual when drawing from
training protocols. Once these two selfing processes
are established, the individual can begin to acquire
additional, more complex selfing repertoires, se-
cure with a foundation for healthy selfing.
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