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Abstract

Health psychologists

have long appreciated the

effects of the social

environment on health

behaviors, coping with

illness, and health outcomes. For instance, pain

researchers have relied on operant theory to

highlight the important role of significant others

in reinforcing pain behaviors (i.e. , illness behaviors

associated with pain). Numerous studies have

provided support for the operant model and

behavioral treatments have been developed to

teach significant others including spouses and

parents to ignore pain behaviors and reinforce well

behaviors in their loved ones. However, a new line

of research has raised the questions about whether

all pain behaviors should be extinguished to

improve health and well-being.

After providing an overview of the operant

model and related research support, Dr. Cano will

introduce interpersonal relationships and empathy

models as a way to “think outside the operant box”

with respect to illness behaviors. In particular, she

will consider whether some behaviors such as

emotional disclosures about illness should in fact

be reinforced. She will also discuss the research and

clinical implications of this line of thinking and

share her treatment development work based on

mindfulness and acceptance strategies for couples

facing chronic pain.
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