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COVERT BEHAVIOR

Defining Covert Behavior

Covert behavior refers to those psychological actions or events that are not immediately available
for public scrutiny or direct external observation. These private events reside within the individual's
internal environment, meaning they can only be accessed, verified, or understood through the
individual's own report or through complex, indirect physiological measures. The definition
fundamentally hinges on the concept of inaccessibility; unlike overt actions such as walking or
speaking, which are easily measured by an external observer, covert actions necessitate either
subjective introspection or sophisticated instrumentation for their deduction. It is crucial to
understand that classifying behavior as covert does not diminish its status as genuine behavior;
rather, it highlights the technical challenge associated with its measurement and verification within
scientific psychology, particularly within the tenets of radical behaviorism which acknowledges
these private events as legitimate behaviors subject to the same laws of learning and conditioning
as public behaviors.

Historically, the study of covert phenomena presented a significant challenge to early behaviorist
movements which prioritized empirical observation and objectivity above all else, often leading to
the exclusion of mental processes. However, as the field evolved, it became clear that internal
states--such as thinking, feeling, and imagining--exert powerful influence over observable actions,
making their exclusion impractical for a comprehensive understanding of human functioning. These
internal actions are often described as private events, encompassing everything from a subtle
change in heart rate due to anxiety to the complex cognitive rehearsal of a presentation. The
defining characteristic remains that these are actions that must be either self-reported, based on
the individual's unigque capacity for subjective awareness, or inferred from publicly measurable
physiological changes, demonstrating that while the behavior itself is hidden, its effects might
sometimes be detectable indirectly.

The core essence of covert behavior lies in its functional equivalence to overt behavior, meaning
that processes occurring internally serve the same purpose and follow the same behavioral
principles--antecedent, behavior, consequence--as those acted out externally. For instance,
internally debating the pros and cons of a decision (a covert verbal behavior) is functionally similar
to outwardly discussing the pros and cons with another person (an overt verbal behavior). This
functional approach, prominent in applied behavior analysis, allows practitioners to analyze,
predict, and potentially modify internal processes by treating them as responses that have been
reinforced or punished throughout an individual's life history. Therefore, while physically hidden,
these behaviors are integral components of the behavioral stream, profoundly influencing response
latencies, decision-making, and emotional regulation across various contexts.

Understanding the scope of covert behavior requires recognizing that it spans a broad spectrum of
psychological activity, extending far beyond simple emotional reactions. This spectrum includes
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complex cognitive operations like synthesizing information, generating novel ideas, or engaging in
deductive reasoning; motivational states such as setting personal goals or forming intentions; and
sensory experiences like tasting a flavor or feeling pain. The common thread unifying these diverse
internal events is their reliance on the self as the primary, and often the sole, witness. This reliance
mandates that researchers and clinicians develop specialized tools and techniques--ranging from
validated self-assessment scales to physiological monitoring--to effectively bridge the gap between
the private experience and the public, scientific record, acknowledging the inherent limitations
imposed by subjectivity and potential reporting biases.

The Distinction Between Covert and Overt Actions

The most salient difference between covert and overt behavior lies in their accessibility to external
observation and measurement. Overt behavior is defined as any action that is publicly
observable, recordable by multiple independent observers, and typically involves the movement of
muscles or glands that is external to the skin surface, such as speaking, running, or writing. This
public visibility allows for objective, reliable measurement necessary for empirical scientific
validation. Conversely, covert behavior, being internal and private, inherently resists direct
observation. This distinction is not merely academic; it drives the choice of methodology in
psychological research and the selection of intervention strategies in clinical practice, as behaviors
that are visible require environmental manipulation, whereas behaviors that are internal require
specialized techniques targeting cognitive or emotional processing.

While distinct, covert and overt behaviors are inextricably linked within the functional sequence of
human action. Covert processes frequently serve as antecedents or mediators for subsequent
overt actions. For example, the covert cognitive process of realizing one is late (an internal
thought) often serves as the prompt (antecedent) for the overt action of rushing out the door.
Furthermore, the consequences of overt behavior often feed back into the covert realm, shaping
future internal states; receiving praise for a public performance (overt consequence) may reinforce
the covert feeling of self-efficacy or competence (internal state). Analyzing this intricate feedback
loop is central to behavioral analysis, which seeks to understand how environmental stimuli are
processed internally before manifesting as externally observable responses, thereby establishing a
chain of causality that includes both private and public events.

The behavioral continuum illustrates that the line separating covert and overt behavior is
sometimes indistinct, depending on the subtlety and magnitude of the response. Consider a person
suppressing a smile: the internal feeling of amusement is covert, but the micro-expressions or
minute muscle twitches around the mouth, though difficult to detect, represent a movement toward
the overt end of the spectrum. Similarly, subvocal speech--the silent repetition of words during
reading or thinking--is fundamentally a covert verbal behavior, yet sophisticated electromyography
(EMG) devices can sometimes detect minute electrical activity in the laryngeal muscles, blurring
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the absolute boundary of privacy. Researchers must therefore define the boundary based on the
feasibility and reliability of external measurement, acknowledging that technological advances can
shift behaviors previously considered entirely private into the realm of indirect public measurement.

Understanding the relationship between these two behavioral classes is critical for effective
functional assessment, a core component of applied behavior analysis. In clinical settings, problem
behaviors (overt) are often maintained by complex covert processes (e.g., rumination, catastrophic
thinking). If a therapist only addresses the observable outbursts without modifying the internal
cognitive chain that precedes them, the intervention is likely to fail in the long term. Therefore,
effective therapeutic approaches often target the modification of covert verbal behavior and
emotional responding, treating them as skills that can be taught and refined. This involves helping
the individual gain awareness of their own private events and teaching them alternative, more
adaptive covert responses to environmental stimuli, thereby altering the subsequent overt
behavioral output.

Methodologies for Accessing Private Events

Given the inherent privacy of covert behavior, accessing and quantifying these events requires
methodologies that rely heavily on the individual's subjective reporting or sophisticated, indirect
physiological measurement. The primary method remains self-report, which involves structured
interviews, detailed questionnaires, and ecological momentary assessment (EMA) via diaries or
prompted recordings where individuals document their thoughts, feelings, and intentions as they
occur in real-time. While indispensable for providing rich, qualitative data about internal
experience, self-report is subject to significant methodological limitations, including the inherent
subjectivity of introspection, memory distortions, and the influence of social desirability bias, where
individuals may consciously or unconsciously alter their reports to align with perceived societal
norms or therapeutic goals.

To mitigate the limitations of pure introspection, psychology increasingly employs physiological
indicators as objective, albeit indirect, measures of covert states, particularly emotional and
arousal states. Techniques such as electroencephalography (EEG) track brain wave activity
associated with cognitive processes like attention or memory formation. Functional Magnetic
Resonance Imaging (fMRI) allows researchers to map brain regions associated with specific covert
activities, such as decision-making or emotional processing, by measuring changes in blood flow.
Furthermore, autonomic nervous system responses--monitored via measures like galvanic skin
response (GSR) for arousal, or electrocardiography (ECG) for heart rate variability--provide
guantifiable data points that correlate strongly with subjective experiences of stress, fear, or
excitement, offering a valuable triangulation point against verbal reports.

Another critical methodology involves behavioral inference and contextual analysis, particularly
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within observational research where self-report is unavailable or unreliable. This involves
meticulous observation of subtle overt behaviors that are known to correlate strongly with specific
covert states. For example, subtle shifts in gaze, changes in vocal tone, posture adjustments, or
micro-expressions (brief, involuntary facial expressions) are often used to infer underlying
emotional states or cognitive load. While requiring high observer training and expertise, this
method allows researchers to deduce the presence of covert activity based on established
behavioral patterns, often serving as a preliminary step before deeper investigation using self-
report or physiological measures. The reliability of inference is significantly enhanced when cross-
referenced with the context of the environment and the individual's known behavioral history.

The challenge in covert behavior research lies not just in measurement, but in establishing
verifiability and reliability. Because two observers cannot independently confirm the exact nature
of a thought, scientific rigor demands careful operationalization of terms and rigorous validation of
measurement tools. For instance, if studying the covert behavior of "worry," researchers must
define it using measurable parameters, such as the frequency and intensity reported in a daily
diary, coupled with correlating physiological markers like elevated cortisol levels or increased
resting heart rate variability. This multi-method approach--integrating subjective report, objective
physiological data, and contextual behavioral observation--is essential for building robust,
scientifically defensible conclusions about phenomena that are fundamentally private and hidden
from direct view.

Cognitive Processes as Covert Behavior

Cognitive processes represent one of the largest and most complex categories of covert behavior,
encompassing the internal mental operations involved in knowing, perceiving, remembering,
judging, and reasoning. These activities, often termed "thinking," involve the manipulation of
symbols, concepts, and mental representations entirely within the private domain of the individual.
For instance, when a person silently plans their route to work, rehearses a complex argument in
their head, or attempts to recall a historical date, they are engaging in complex covert behaviors
that are crucial for adaptive functioning. Behaviorists often interpret thinking as a form of covert
verbal behavior, suggesting that internal dialogue is essentially internalized speech, following the
same rules of grammar and logic as overt communication, but occurring at a reduced magnitude
within the body.

The concept of mental rehearsal or simulation illustrates the functional importance of covert
cognition. Athletes frequently use mental imagery, visualizing the perfect execution of a complex
maneuver--such as a gymnast performing a routine or a basketball player making a free throw--a
process that has been shown to improve actual performance due to the neurological overlap
between imagining an action and physically performing it. This covert practice allows for error
correction, strengthening of neural pathways, and development of confidence without the
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immediate physical risk or energy expenditure of the overt action. Such examples underscore that
covert cognitive processes are not passive internal states but rather active, functional behaviors
that prepare the organism for future interaction with the environment and regulate ongoing
performance.

Another significant aspect of cognitive covert behavior is attention and selective perception. When
an individual chooses to focus on one auditory stimulus (e.g., a single voice in a crowded room)
while filtering out others, this act of selective filtering and prioritization is a profoundly influential
covert behavior. Similarly, the process of forming a judgment or belief about a situation is internal,
only the articulation of that belief becomes overt. These internal filters and judgments profoundly
dictate how environmental stimuli are interpreted, emotionally appraised, and acted upon.
Maladaptive covert cognition, such as excessive rumination or self-critical internal dialogue, is a
central focus of cognitive therapies because these internal behaviors perpetuate distress and
inhibit adaptive overt coping mechanisms.

The development of covert cognitive skills is often rooted in the internalization of social
interactions, a concept highlighted by developmental thearies like Vygotsky's emphasis on private
speech. Initially, children regulate their behavior through overt instructions from caregivers and
through talking to themselves aloud (egocentric speech). Over time, this self-guidance becomes
internalized, transforming into silent, internal thought--the mature form of covert verbal behavior.
This evolution demonstrates that covert behavior is highly learned, socially mediated, and
susceptible to environmental influences, emphasizing that even the most private acts of thinking
are ultimately products of interaction and reinforcement history, reinforcing the behavioral
perspective that these internal operations are subject to scientific analysis and modification.

Emotional and Motivational Covert States

Emotional experience, or the subjective feeling state, represents a core category of covert
behavior, distinguished from the emotional expression, which is typically overt (e.g., crying,
shouting, or facial display). The internal experience of fear, joy, sadness, or anger--the
physiological arousal and the subjective labeling of that arousal--is private and accessible only to
the individual. While emotional states are accompanied by measurable physiological changes
(e.g., increased heart rate, hormonal release), the qualitative experience of "feeling" anxious or
"feeling" happy remains strictly covert, requiring self-report for full description. Understanding this
covert emotional landscape is vital, as it provides the hedonic and experiential context that drives
much of human action, linking internal well-being directly to external performance and interaction.

Motivational states, including intentions, desires, and goal setting, also function as crucial covert
behaviors. Before an individual embarks on a complex project, the internal formation of the goal,
the planning of sub-steps, and the commitment to the course of action are all internal, motivating
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processes. These covert intentions serve as powerful self-instructions that maintain persistence
and guide behavior across extended periods, often overriding immediate environmental pressures.
For example, the covert determination to stick to a diet or save money dictates daily choices that
would otherwise be influenced by immediate gratification. Clinically, identifying and reinforcing
adaptive covert motivation is essential for sustained behavioral change, transforming vague
desires into concrete, internal commitments that regulate subsequent overt behavior.

In behavior modification, specific techniques have been developed to utilize and alter covert
emotional and motivational states. One such technique is covert sensitization, used primarily in
the treatment of addictions or maladaptive habits. This procedure involves the individual vividly
imagining a repulsive or aversive scenario paired with the unwanted behavior (e.g., imagining
severe nausea immediately following the act of smoking). The goal is to condition a negative
emotional response (a covert state) to the previously reinforcing stimulus, thereby reducing the
overt behavior. This technique demonstrates a direct application of behavioral principles--classical
conditioning--applied entirely within the realm of internal representation and subjective experience,
highlighting the plasticity of covert emotional responses.

The complexity of analyzing covert emotional states stems from the intricate interplay between
physiological arousal and cognitive appraisal. According to theories like the Schachter-Singer two-
factor theory of emotion, the subjective covert feeling arises when the individual combines an
experience of generalized physiological arousal with a cognitive label derived from the context.
Thus, the same internal physiological response (e.g., rapid heart rate) might be labeled
"excitement" in a thrilling context or "fear" in a threatening context. Both the physiological state and
the cognitive labeling process are covert behaviors, and their interaction determines the resultant
subjective emotional experience, emphasizing that covert behavior often involves the simultaneous
interaction of multiple private processes--sensory, physiological, and cognitive--culminating in the
final subjective reality.

Covert Behavior in Clinical Psychology and Therapy

Clinical psychology, particularly within the framework of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT),
places immense emphasis on identifying and modifying maladaptive covert behaviors, recognizing
that internal cognitive patterns are the proximal cause of emotional distress and dysfunctional overt
actions. CBT directly targets covert verbal behavior, such as automatic negative thoughts,
underlying assumptions, and core beliefs (e.g., "I am incompetent,” or "I always fail"). These
internal statements, though private, function as powerful self-fulfilling prophecies, generating
anxiety or depression. The therapeutic process involves teaching clients to monitor, evaluate, and
restructure these covert thought patterns through techniques like cognitive restructuring, where
clients learn to challenge the evidence supporting their negative thoughts and replace them with
more balanced, reality-based covert statements.
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Other contemporary therapies, such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), also address
covert behavior but approach it from a different philosophical stance. ACT focuses less on
changing the content of the covert thought or emotion and more on changing the individual's
relationship with it. Techniques like defusion aim to separate the person from the thought, treating
negative covert verbalizations not as literal truths but merely as passing internal events (e.g.,
viewing the thought "I am a failure™ as simply the sentence "I am a failure" appearing in one's
mind). This change in covert responding--moving from struggling against the thought to accepting
its presence without judgment--is itself a powerful covert behavioral shift that reduces
psychological rigidity and increases behavioral flexibility.

The efficacy of these therapies hinges critically on the patient's capacity for accurate self-reporting.
The therapeutic alliance relies on the client acting as an observer of their own private world,
detailing the frequency, content, and emotional intensity of their covert experiences. Techniques
utilized to improve this observation include thought records, where clients systematically log the
situation, the associated thought (covert), the resulting emotion (covert), and the subsequent action
(overt). This structured approach transforms vague internal distress into measurable behavioral
data, allowing both the client and the therapist to collaboratively analyze the functional relationship
between the client's internal processes and their life outcomes, thereby facilitating targeted
intervention.

Furthermore, various techniques specifically aim to control or alter undesired covert responses. For
instance, in anxiety disorders, exposure therapy may utilize visualization, a covert behavior, before
moving to real-life exposure. The client repeatedly and vividly imagines the feared situation,
allowing for the habituation of the internal anxiety response in a safe setting. Similarly, relaxation
training targets the covert physiological components of stress, teaching the client to internally
recognize and actively reduce muscle tension or regulate breathing patterns. These therapeutic
applications confirm that controlling and modifying covert behavior is a central, non-negotiable
component of modern clinical intervention, treating internal events as skills that can be learned,
practiced, and refined for better psychological health.

Ethical and Methodological Challenges

The study and modification of covert behavior present profound methodological and ethical
challenges, chief among them the problem of verifiability. Since introspection is inherently
subjective, scientific verification is difficult; there is no independent mechanism for researchers to
confirm that a reported thought or feeling truly matches the internal experience. This difficulty leads
to the philosophical dilemma often termed the "other minds problem," raising questions about the
ultimate reliability and objectivity of data derived solely from private events. Researchers must rely
on strong inter-subjective agreement across large samples, sophisticated statistical modeling, and
correlations with objective physiological markers to establish the validity of their findings,
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acknowledging that absolute proof of an individual's internal experience remains elusive.

Ethical considerations surrounding intervention in covert behavior are equally complex, particularly
concerning issues of autonomy and privacy. When a therapist or researcher attempts to modify an
individual's core beliefs, values, or internal emotional responses--the most private aspects of the
self--they tread on sensitive ground. It is essential that interventions targeting covert behavior, such
as cognitive restructuring or covert sensitization, are conducted with rigorous ethical oversight,
ensuring informed consent, minimizing coercion, and respecting the client's right to self-
determination regarding their internal life. The power differential inherent in the therapeutic
relationship necessitates transparency about the goals and methods used to influence internal
psychological processes.

Methodologically, the reliability of self-report is perpetually threatened by response biases,
including deliberate exaggeration, minimization, or simple inability to accurately articulate complex
internal states. For instance, studying complex decision-making processes covertly requires
subjects to accurately recall the sequence of thoughts that led to a choice, a task that is often
distorted by memory and post-hoc rationalization. Researchers must employ rigorous techniques,
such as blinding (where possible), using multiple versions of self-report instruments, and
integrating physiological measures to control for these biases. The continuous refinement of tools
like EMA, which captures data closer to the moment of internal experience, represents an effort to
enhance the temporal validity of covert behavioral data.

The theoretical debate regarding covert behavior continues to shape research paradigms. Radical
behaviorism includes covert events within its analysis, viewing them as behavior that happens to
occur inside the skin, thus subject to environmental contingencies. Conversely, strict
methodological behaviorism often dismisses covert events as irrelevant "black box" phenomena,
focusing only on observable input and output. The pragmatic acceptance of covert behavior across
most modern psychological fields--from cognitive science to neuroscience--reflects a consensus
that ignoring the internal world leads to an incomplete and less effective model of human
functioning. This acceptance, however, mandates ongoing scrutiny of the methods used to bring
the private world into the public, empirical domain.

Practical Applications and Real-World Examples

Covert behavior plays a critical role in specialized professional fields requiring subtle observation
and deduction, perfectly illustrated by the work of professional investigators. As the original
definition snippet suggests, private investigators and security professionals are masters of
interpreting subtle overt cues that reveal underlying covert states. They analyze micro-expressions,
shifts in body language, variations in reaction time, and contextual inconsistencies to infer a
subject's intentions, emotional state, or hidden knowledge. This process relies on understanding
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that even when an individual consciously attempts to conceal an emotion or thought, the
physiological and behavioral residues of that covert activity often leak out, providing crucial
forensic or investigative data that can determine the direction of an inquiry.

In the realm of skill acquisition and performance enhancement, the application of covert
visualization and mental rehearsal is widespread. High-performance military personnel, surgeons,
and musicians routinely utilize internal practice to optimize physical execution. By mentally running
through a procedure or performance, they strengthen the neural pathways necessary for the task,
improve reaction speed, and manage the covert emotional states (like performance anxiety)
associated with high-stakes situations. This controlled manipulation of internal imagery and self-
instruction demonstrates the powerful utility of covert behavior as a tool for self-improvement and
mastery, proving that intentional internal action can yield measurable improvements in external,
complex tasks.

The study of consumer behavior heavily relies on understanding covert decision-making
processes. Marketing research employs techniques like neuromarketing (using EEG and fMRI) to
measure covert emotional and attentional responses to advertising stimuli, seeking to uncover
preferences and motivations that consumers may not be consciously aware of or willing to report.
The choice between products, often influenced by implicit biases, unconscious associations, or
subtle emotional responses, is fundamentally a covert behavioral process. By indirectly measuring
these internal responses, companies gain insight into the true drivers of purchasing decisions,
highlighting the massive economic implications of analyzing private psychological events.

Finally, the measurement of covert physiological responses is integral to technologies such as
deception detection. While controversial, polygraph technology attempts to measure covert states
of anxiety or fear associated with lying by monitoring overt physiological indicators like heart rate,
breathing rate, and skin conductance. The underlying assumption is that the covert mental conflict
and emotional stress associated with deliberately misleading an examiner will manifest as
measurable changes in the autonomic nervous system. Although the interpretation of these
findings requires extreme caution, the practice itself underscores the fundamental psychological
principle that intense covert emotional and cognitive behaviors rarely occur without leaving some
detectable, measurable trace in the observable, physical world.
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