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How	I	got	my	cats	to	sit	quietly	for	
their	treats	



by	considering	the	relationship	between	
their	behavior	and	its	context	



and	how	this	relates	to	your	practice	
with	humans	



Bella	





Elliott	





Bella	and	Elliott	have	many	
behaviors	















Bella	got	sick	





























Let’s	unpack	that	in	terms	of	
behavior,	context,	and	function	



Behavior 		



Context	Smurf	Context	



Context Organism	Biological	

Genetic	and	Epigenetic	

Cultural	

Development	and	
	Learning	History	

Historical	

Cognitive	

Emotional	

Political	

Physical	Environment	

Social	



Context Organism	

“clink”	is	followed	by	a	WET	FOOD!!	



Context Organism	

Sitting	quietly	is	followed	by	WET	FOOD!!	



Function	
•  The	function	of	a	stimulus	(an	aspect	of	
context)	is	the	impact	it	has	on	behavior	

•  The	function	of	a	behavior	is	the	impact	it	has	
on	the	context	

•  (For	humans,	the	function	of	a	stimulus	or	
behavior	can	be	symbolic–	that’s	what	RFT	is	
all	about.)	

Mastering	the	Clinical	Conversation	(2016).	
Villatte,	Villatte,	and	Hayes	



Function 



Function 



Transformation 
of Function 

 



Appetitive	

Aversive	

Neutral		



Self as
Context

Contact with the 
Present Moment

Defusion

Acceptance

Committed 
Action

Values

Be here 

Decide what matters 

Do what it takes 

You are more than your thoughts and feelings 
 

Take your 
thoughts less 

seriously 

Open up to what shows up 

Psychological 

Flexibility 

Adapted	from	Harris	(2009)	



Context Organism	Biological	

Genetic	and	Epigenetic	

Cultural	

Development	and	
	Learning	History	

Historical	

Cognitive	

Emotional	

Political	

Physical	Environment	

Social	



You	are	an	aspect	of	the	client’s	context	

You	help	shape	the	client’s	behavior	
(e.g.,	relationship	to	thoughts	and	

feelings)	with	your	behavior	

So	are	the	client’s	thoughts	and	feelings	



Context what	is	your	mind	saying?	
who’s	in	charge:	you	or		

your	mind?	

notice	your	body	in	this	moment	

hold	your	feeling	like	a	butterfly	

describe	your	
feeling	as	an	object	

is	this	thought	old	and	familiar?	

breathe	in	and	out	of	your	pain	

make	a	bold	move	

identify	what	is	important	

act	in	the	service	of	what’s	important	
slow	down	

take	an	observer’s	perspective	

what	do	you	care	about?	

you	are	bigger	than		
your	thoughts	and	feelings	



Final	thoughts:	
•  To	change	behavior,	change	context	
•  You	are	an	aspect	of	the	client’s	context	
•  You	are	your	best	tool	in	changing	context	
•  Context	includes	what	goes	on	inside	the	
organism	
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1 = Client, 2 = Therapist, 3 = Observer

3 = Client, 1 = Therapist, 2 = Observer

2 = Client, 3 = Therapist, 1 = Observer



1 = Client, 3 = Therapist, 2 = Observer

2 = Client, 1 = Therapist, 3 = Observer

3 = Client, 2 = Therapist, 1 = Observer



1 = Client, 3 = Therapist, 2 = Observer

2 = Client, 1 = Therapist, 3 = Observer

3 = Client, 2 = Therapist, 1 = Observer



Self as
Context

Contact with the 
Present Moment

Defusion

Acceptance

Committed 
Action

Values

Psychological 

Flexibility 

Adapted	from	Harris	(2009)	



Any	questions?	
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