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RELATIONAL FRAME

Introduction to the Relational Frame

Relational Frame Theory (RFT) offers a sophisticated, behavior analytic account of human
language and cognition. The core unit of this theory is the relational frame (RF), which is defined
as a specific type of operant behavior where an organism responds to two or more stimuli based
on the relation established between them, rather than solely on their physical, intrinsic properties.
This framework is fundamental because it allows for the description, comparison, and symbolic
manipulation of relationships between entities, based profoundly on an individual's history of prior
experience and learned verbal interactions. Unlike simple classical or operant conditioning, RFT
focuses on how humans learn to relate stimuli arbitrarily through social-verbal conditioning, thereby
enabling the development of complex linguistic and cognitive abilities.

The concept of the relational frame serves as the mechanism through which comparison and
description of relational associations become possible. It posits that relational framing is a learned,
generalized pattern of responding that is arbitrarily applicable, meaning the relationship is
determined by social convention and contextual cues, not inherent physical features of the stimuli.
For instance, a person learns that the word "cat" relates to the animal cat. This relationship is
arbitrary; the sound 'cat' has no intrinsic connection to the feline. Once this generalized skill of
relating is acquired, humans can rapidly expand their cognitive repertoire, organizing the world
symbolically through vast networks of derived relationships.

A central insight of RFT is that the ability to form these relational frames distinguishes human
cognition. When individuals are taught one specific relationship between two stimuli (e.g., Stimulus
A is equivalent to Stimulus B), they can automatically and spontaneously derive other, non-trained
relationships (e.g., Stimulus B is equivalent to Stimulus A). This derived relational responding is the
defining feature of relational framing, moving human learning beyond rote memorization of specific
associations into the realm of generative knowledge, which is critical for higher-order cognitive
processes like abstract reasoning, creativity, and the development of complex self-awareness.

Derived Relational Responding and Mutual Entailment

The defining characteristic that elevates relational framing above basic associative learning is the
occurrence of Derived Relational Responding (DRR). DRR is the spontaneous, untrained
relational response to stimuli, which is mediated by three primary properties that characterize the
relational frame: mutual entailment, combinatorial entailment, and the transformation of stimulus
functions.

Mutual entailment describes the inherent bidirectionality of a trained relational response. If an
individual is explicitly trained that Stimulus A stands in a certain relation to Stimulus B (e.g., Ais
bigger than B), mutual entailment dictates that the individual will automatically and immediately
derive the inverse relationship (B is smaller than A) without receiving any direct training for the
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inverse. This property ensures cognitive efficiency, as every piece of trained relational knowledge
instantly generates a corresponding, derived relational response. This simple bidirectional
relationship forms the bedrock for understanding reciprocal linguistic concepts.

The complexity scales significantly with combinatorial entailment, which involves the derivation
of relations across multiple, chained stimuli. If a person learns that A is related to B (A — B) and
subsequently learns that B is related to C (B - C), combinatorial entailment predicts the
spontaneous derivation of the untrained relations between Aand C (A - C)and Cand A (C - A).
This property is crucial for complex logical inference and the construction of elaborate semantic
networks. For example, understanding a narrative or following complex instructions relies heavily
on the ability to combine sequential and comparative relations across several elements to reach a
conclusion not explicitly stated.

The Role of Contextual Control

Relational framing is not an immutable response pattern intrinsic to the stimuli; rather, it is a highly
flexible, learned behavior profoundly subject to contextual control. The specific relationship that is
established between two or more stimuli--whether that is coordination, opposition, or causation--is
entirely dictated by cues present in the environment or the verbal history of the individual. These
contextual cues signal the appropriate form of relational responding and are established through
the history of reinforcement associated with specific linguistic practices.

Contextual control operates on two main levels: formal and arbitrary. Formal contextual cues relate
to the physical properties of the stimuli (e.g., size, location), which can signal a non-arbitrary
relation (e.g., this physical object is visibly larger than that one). Conversely, arbitrary contextual
cues are the verbal stimuli themselves, such as specific words or phrases (e.g., "is the opposite

of," "comes before," or "is analogous to"). It is the mastery of responding to arbitrary contextual
cues that unlocks the vast generative potential of human language, allowing the same two objects

to be related in diametrically opposing ways depending solely on the verbal instruction given.

The proficiency with which an individual shifts between different relational frames based on
changing contextual cues is termed relational flexibility. RFT postulates that this flexibility is a
key determinant of psychological adaptability. When contextual control becomes rigid--for instance,
when an individual applies a single evaluative frame (e.g., comparison of self-worth) across all life
domains regardless of external cues--psychopathology and behavioral inflexibility can emerge.
Therefore, understanding and modifying the sources of contextual control is a major therapeutic
target within applied RFT settings.

Transformation of Stimulus Functions

Perhaps the most significant consequence of establishing a relational frame is the transformation
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of stimulus functions. Once stimuli are linked within a derived relational network, the behavioral
functions (such as eliciting emotion, serving as a reinforcer, or guiding action) of one stimulus can
transfer or transform to other stimuli within the network, even if those other stimuli have never been
directly exposed to the original function.

This property is crucial for explaining the pervasive influence of language on human emotion and
motivation. For example, if a stimulus (A) is a word that has acquired a powerful aversive function
(e.g., "cancer") and a neutral stimulus (B) is related to A through a frame of coordination (e.g., a
specific medical treatment is related to "cancer"), B may subsequently acquire aversive functions,
eliciting fear or avoidance, simply through the derived verbal network. The functions are not merely
transferred, but often transformed, meaning their impact can be augmented or diminished based
on the specific type of relational frame involved (e.g., relating something as "opposite of" a reward
can confer an aversive function).

The transformation of function explains how verbal rules and beliefs come to govern behavior. A
verbal rule is a statement detailing contingencies through relational frames ("If you do X, then Y will
happen"). Even without direct experience of the consequence Y, the relational network established
by the rule transforms the function of X, leading the individual to approach or avoid X. This process
demonstrates why humans often respond more strongly to verbally constructed future threats or
imagined past events than to immediate environmental contingencies, highlighting the immense
power of arbitrarily applicable relational responding.

Major Classes of Relational Frames

Relational frames are classified according to the specific type of relationship they establish. The
mastery of these distinct classes allows for the sophisticated organization and manipulation of
symbolic information necessary for human cognition. RFT identifies several core classes vital for
language development:

Coordination (Equivalence): This is the fundamental frame establishing arbitrary similarity or
sameness. It underlies synonyms, identity statements, and categorization (e.g., "A is the same as
B"). This frame is essential for robust naming and concept formation, allowing a single concept to
be referred to by multiple linguistic tokens.

Opposition (Antonymy): This frame establishes a relationship of contrast, difference, or exclusion
(e.qg., "Hot is the opposite of Cold"). It is central to logical negation and differentiation, enabling the
individual to distinguish concepts and categorize them accordingly.

Comparison (Quantitative and Qualitative): These frames relate stimuli based on measured or
evaluated dimensions, such as magnitude, extent, or quality (e.g., "A is faster than B," "C is better
than D"). These frames are foundational for evaluation, measurement systems, and hierarchical
structuring of preferences.
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Hierarchical (Inclusion): This frame places stimuli in nested relationships, where one stimulus or
concept includes another, often establishing class membership (e.g., "Oak is a type of Tree"). This
ability is critical for taxonomic reasoning and organizing complex knowledge systems into
manageable structures.

Deictic (Perspective-Taking): These frames are unique as they establish relations dependent on
the spatial, temporal, and personal perspective of the speaker (e.g., "l/You," "Here/There," and
"Now/Then"). Deictic framing is a prerequisite for advanced social cognition, including empathy,
self-awareness, and the understanding of temporal sequences.

Temporal and Causal: These frames establish relationships based on sequence, succession, or
influence (e.g., "A occurred before B," "C caused D"). They are essential for constructing
narratives, understanding the world's functional mechanics, and engaging in effective planning and
prediction.

The true power of relational framing lies in the ability to interweave these distinct classes into
complex, multi-layered networks. A single event, for instance, might be simultaneously related
temporally (it happened yesterday), causally (it led to a consequence), and comparatively (it was
worse than the previous event), allowing for rich and nuanced comprehension.

Relational Framing, Language, and Cognition

RFT offers a comprehensive functional account for the developmental shift from simple, physically
constrained behavior to complex human language and cognition. The theory holds that the
acquisition of an arbitrarily applicable relational repertoire is the single most important behavioral
development in the human lifespan, transforming the individual's capacity to learn and interact with
the environment.

Once a generalized repertoire for arbitrarily relating stimuli is established--a process heavily reliant
on social reinforcement of relational responses--the individual gains the capacity for generative
language. This means that a finite set of learned relational responses can be applied to an infinite
number of novel stimulus sets, allowing for the spontaneous generation and comprehension of new
sentences, ideas, and inferences never directly taught. This accounts for the speed and efficiency
of human language learning compared to other species.

RFT also provides powerful explanations for phenomena like rule-governed behavior. When a
person follows a rule ("Do not touch the stove, it is hot"), their behavior is controlled not by the
direct contingency (touching the stove and getting burned), but by the derived relational network
established by the verbal rule. This rule-governance allows humans to plan, adhere to social
norms, and benefit from the accumulated knowledge of their culture, often without having to
experience the consequences directly. The relational frame, therefore, is the operative mechanism
for constructing and navigating the symbolic world that defines human experience.
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Clinical Applications: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)

The clinical application of Relational Frame Theory is most prominently realized in Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT). ACT views psychological distress largely as a consequence of
rigid, inflexible, and overly dominating relational frames, particularly those involving evaluation,
comparison, and opposition to internal experiences.

Psychopathology often involves the excessive dominance of verbally generated rules and
evaluations, leading to behavioral rigidity and experiential avoidance. For instance, an individual
trapped in a comparison frame might constantly evaluate themselves negatively, leading to
depressive symptoms, while an individual trapped in a causal frame might believe their thoughts
cause uncontrollable feelings, leading to anxiety and avoidance behaviors. ACT aims to increase
psychological flexibility by modifying the client's relationship with their own relational frames.

ACT utilizes specific techniques rooted in RFT principles. Cognitive defusion techniques, for
example, directly target the transformation of stimulus functions. By having clients repeat a
distressing word (a verbal stimulus) until it loses its emotional grip, the goal is to break the
automatically derived functional relationship between the word (e.g., "worthless") and its
associated negative emotional consequence (e.g., shame). The client learns to relate to the
thought as merely a product of language--a sound or a set of words--rather than as an absolute
truth that dictates action. Similarly, Acceptance involves reframing the relationship with unwanted
internal stimuli, shifting from a frame of opposition ("I must eliminate this panic attack") to a frame
of inclusion ("I can allow this panic attack to be present while | move toward my valued goals").

Critiques and Future Directions in RFT Research

Despite its explanatory power, Relational Frame Theory has encountered scholarly critique.
Concerns often center on the complexity and sheer number of proposed relational frames, making
empirical classification and measurement challenging. Critics also raise questions regarding the
theory's necessity, arguing that some phenomena attributed to derived relational responding might
be sufficiently explained by simpler, established learning principles, or that RFT does not
adequately account for potential biological constraints and predispositions inherent in language
acquisition.

Nevertheless, RFT remains a vigorous and expanding area of research. Future directions involve
rigorous efforts to refine the operational definitions of relational frames and develop more precise,
standardized measurement tools, such as the Relational Frame Test (RFT-T), to empirically map
the specific relational repertoires of individuals across diverse developmental and clinical
populations. Research continues to explore the neurological correlates of derived relational
responding, seeking to establish a biological foundation for the behavioral mechanisms described
by RFT.
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Beyond psychology, RFT is increasingly informing other fields, including educational pedagogy,
particularly in curriculum design aimed at fostering generalized learning and problem-solving skills.
Moreover, the principles of derived relational responding are being explored in the context of
advanced artificial intelligence and machine learning, offering a framework for building systems
capable of human-like symbolic reasoning and generative knowledge creation. The relational
frame, therefore, stands as a foundational construct driving both theoretical understanding and
applied innovation across behavioral science.
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