
How the Good 
Behavior Game 
Helps Children 
Develop in School 
and Better the World

Dennis D. Embry, Ph.D., president/senior scientist, PAXIS Institute, Tucson, AZ; 
co-investigator, Johns Hopkins Center for Prevention and Early Intervention

What to do with the info today?
! Act in light of the future."

! Go home and talk to your significant other and friends.  Tell them 
about the amazing things you heard."

! Go talk to three people who influence your schools, local 
government, state government or federal representatives to pay 
attention to the trends AND, most importantly, the amazing gold-
standard scientifically proven strategies that can happen quickly."

! Ask people to start a project to demonstrate rapid  measurable 
results in your community. 

www.pubmed.gov National Library of Medicine

11th Annual Early Childhood Mental Health Conference Keynote 1 Saturday

Dennis Embry PhD (c) 2020 1



The U.S. Institute of Medicine & 2009 Report

A boy, now the man 
speaking to you

Text
If the Polio 

Epidemic of 
the 1950s 
happened 

today

There would be 
6,000 deaths and 

120,000 cases. 
How would 

America 
respond?

bit.ly/TennTalkEmbryDay1
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Every part of 
America & 
Other 
Developed 
Countries 
mobilized to 
protect the 
children

Was the  polio prevention effort worth it?
Click video to play

What if we could 
reduce mental, 

emotional & behavioral 
disorders like this?

The ROI 
was 3-to-1

Use Hashtag: #SaveAllKids

PREVENTION & PROTECTION EFFORT

National 
Prevention Science 
Coalition to 
Improve Lives

Whose lives are at risk 
from mental, emotional, 
and behavioral disorders?

http://bit.ly/EmbryBrief
Use Hashtag: #SaveAllKids

11th Annual Early Childhood Mental Health Conference Keynote 1 Saturday

Dennis Embry PhD (c) 2020 3



Born NOW?

These trends 
are not the 

result of over-
diagnoses

Use Hashtag: #SaveAllKids

Cumulative Lifetime Prevalence of Disorders in US Adolescents (N=10,123) 
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40% 1-out-2 USA 
young adults will 
be a!icted with 
one or more of 
these disorders 

by age 18

NOTE  
EARLY START

Use Hashtag: #SaveAllKids

Cumulative 
prevalence of 
psychiatric 
disorders by 
young 
adulthood: a 
prospective 
cohort analysis 
from the Great 
Smoky 
Mountains 
Study.
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The US had 75 
million children 
and teens 2009

Wall Street 
Journal, 

12-28-2010

40.4 million kids (60%) 
had one  psychotropic 
med in 2009 

Use Hashtag: #SaveAllKids

45.6

Me in grad 
school, 
In child 

psychology in 
1974 at 

University of 
Kansas
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Source:  Center for Financing, Access, and Cost Trends, Agency for HealhCare Research and Quality, 2006, 2011

The cost of  
Mental Disorders is 
increasing $1 billion 

per year
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4,072,375
Young people started First Grade this year…
…123,637 of the boys will commit a serious violent crime by age 21

Time is ticking

In the United States,

4,072,375
Young people started First Grade this year…
…783,036 of the boys will have a serious drug addiction by age 21

Time is ticking

In the United States,

4,072,375
Young people started First Grade this year…
…391,518 of the boys will have a tobacco addiction by age 21

Time is ticking

In the United States,
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4,072,375
Young people started First Grade this year…
…412,124 of the boys will have an alcohol addiction by age 21

Time is ticking

In the United States,

4,072,375
Young people started First Grade this year…
…865,461 of the boys will have required special services by age 21

Time is ticking

In the United States,

4,072,375
Young people started First Grade this year…
…375,269 of the girls will have suicidal ideation by age 21

Time is ticking

In the United States,

11th Annual Early Childhood Mental Health Conference Keynote 1 Saturday

Dennis Embry PhD (c) 2020 7



4,072,375
Young people started First Grade this year…
…494,549 of the boys will have suicidal ideation by age 21

Time is ticking

In the United States,

87,000
Young people started First Grade this year…
…2665 of them will commit a serious violent crime by age 21

Time is ticking

In Arizona,

Cost $77.9 billion in 
2012…Much more 
today, mostly for 
behavioral disorders
Most of this increase is attributable to an 
increase in the number of children in 
special education rather than to an 
increase in per-pupil costs.

Aron, L., & Loprest, P. (2012). Disability and the Education System Children with Disabilities, 22(1), 97-122. 
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Question 1: Do you believe the often 
made statement that psychiatric 
disorders are not preventable? 

Question 2: Can we treat our way out of 
the problem? 

Question 3: Would you like to know 
about practical ways prevent mental 
illness among our children? 

!"#!"#!$%&'&(&)tm

passion into action  science to practice  promoting solutions

Dennis D. Embry, Ph.D., president/senior scientist; 
co-investigator, Johns Hopkins Center for Prevention; 

senior scientific advisor, Healthy Child Manitoba Office

If Now is The Time, 

What Can We Do Right Now? 

The 2009 Institute of Medicine Report

By a “fourth miracle” of 
learning self-regulation, 
self-control over attention, 
while working with peers 
and adults—during any 
school activity?

What if 1st grade could 
reduce those numbers?

That is what the 2009 
IOM Report cites.
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Ah…but we cannot afford to act But, what about ROI?

What are the universal mechanisms that 
cause all these problems and prevent or 
reduce the psychiatric disorder?

30

Limited Reinforcement of 
Prosocial Behaviors

Predatory 
Environments

Copyright © 2018, PAXIS Institute. Licensed for use by accredited PAXIS Trainers only.
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31

Inconsistent 
Limits on  

Problematic 
Behavior

Predatory 
Environments

Copyright © 2018, PAXIS Institute. Licensed for use by accredited PAXIS Trainers only.

Predatory 
Environments

Psychological 
Inflexibility

32

Copyright © 2018, PAXIS Institute. Licensed for use by accredited PAXIS Trainers only.

Sleep 
deprivation

Exposure to Toxic Influences

33

Copyright © 2018, PAXIS Institute. Licensed for use by accredited PAXIS Trainers only.
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The Critical Role of Nurturing Environments for
Promoting Human Well-Being

Anthony Biglan Oregon Research Institute
Brian R. Flay Oregon State University

Dennis D. Embry PAXIS Institute
Irwin N. Sandler Arizona State University

The recent Institute of Medicine report on prevention (Na-
tional Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2009)
noted the substantial interrelationship among mental, emo-
tional, and behavioral disorders and pointed out that, to a
great extent, these problems stem from a set of common
conditions. However, despite the evidence, current re-
search and practice continue to deal with the prevention of
mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders as if they are
unrelated and each stems from different conditions. This
article proposes a framework that could accelerate prog-
ress in preventing these problems. Environments that foster
successful development and prevent the development of
psychological and behavioral problems are usefully char-
acterized as nurturing environments. First, these environ-
ments minimize biologically and psychologically toxic
events. Second, they teach, promote, and richly reinforce
prosocial behavior, including self-regulatory behaviors
and all of the skills needed to become productive adult
members of society. Third, they monitor and limit oppor-
tunities for problem behavior. Fourth, they foster psycho-
logical flexibility—the ability to be mindful of one’s
thoughts and feelings and to act in the service of one’s
values even when one’s thoughts and feelings discourage
taking valued action. We review evidence to support this
synthesis and describe the kind of public health movement
that could increase the prevalence of nurturing environ-
ments and thereby contribute to the prevention of most
mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders. This article is
one of three in a special section (see also Muñoz Beardslee,
& Leykin, 2012; Yoshikawa, Aber, & Beardslee, 2012)
representing an elaboration on a theme for prevention
science developed by the 2009 report of the National Re-
search Council and Institute of Medicine.

Keywords: prevention, nurturing environments, develop-
ment, public health, problem behavior

The 2009 Institute of Medicine report on prevention
(National Research Council & Institute of Medicine
[NRC & IOM], 2009) documented the substantial

accumulation of knowledge on preventing the most com-
mon and costly psychological and behavioral disorders.
The report reviewed how and why psychological and be-
havioral disorders develop and discussed numerous pro-
grams, policies, and practices to prevent these problems.

The next big challenge is to translate this knowledge into
significant reductions in the incidence and prevalence of
multiple disorders.

Doing so requires us to accept two other conclusions
of the report: Psychological and behavioral disorders and
related problems co-occur (e.g., Biglan, Brennan, Foster, &
Holder, 2004; Donovan, Jessor, & Costa, 1993; Flay,
2002), and these problems stem largely from the same
conditions (Biglan et al., 2004; Flay, Snyder, & Petraitis,

Editor’s note. This article is one of three in a special section presented
in this issue of the American Psychologist (May–June 2012) representing
an elaboration on an important theme for prevention science developed by
the landmark report of the National Research Council and Institute of
Medicine (NRC & IOM, 2009). That report summarized the impressive
progress in prevention research that has occurred over the past two
decades with children and youth. The report also presented recommenda-
tions for the next generation of research and policy initiatives to translate
this progress into true improvements in the mental health of America’s
children and youth. One theme in the report concerns the power of
positive aspects of the social environment to promote positive develop-
ment and to prevent the development of disorder. The current article
develops a coherent, empirically based, theoretical framework for con-
ceptualizing the positive aspects of the social environment, which the
authors have labeled “nurturing environments.” The other articles in this
special section elaborate on two other themes in the NRC & IOM report,
one of which concerns the salient role of poverty as a pervasive risk factor
(Yoshikawa, Aber, & Beardslee, 2012) and the other of which concerns
the potential for preventing the incidence of depression, a major mental
disorder (Muñoz, Beardslee, & Leykin, 2012).

Authors’ note. Anthony Biglan, Promise Neighborhoods Research
Consortium, Oregon Research Institute, Eugene, Oregon; Brian R. Flay,
College of Public Health and Human Sciences, Oregon State University;
Dennis D. Embry, PAXIS Institute, Tucson, Arizona; Irwin N. Sandler,
Department of Psychology, Arizona State University.

Grants from the National Institute on Drug Abuse (DA028946,
DA018760, and DA026874), the National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development (HD060922), and the National Institute of Mental
Health (P30 MH068685) supported the work on this article.

We thank Christine Cody for her editorial input and give special
thanks to Edward Maibach for his valuable feedback on earlier versions of
this article.

Full disclosure of interests: Brian R. Flay’s spouse owns positive
Action, Inc. Dennis D. Embry receives salary, royalties, and training and
consulting fees related to the Good Behavior Game and evidence-based
kernels, through PAXIS Institute and Simple Gifts, Inc.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Anthony
Biglan, Oregon Research Institute, 1715 Franklin Boulevard, Eugene, OR
97403-1983. E-mail: tony@ori.org
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Multiple Behavioral Vaccines Protect the Futures of ALL Children, Youth and Adults 
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Conditions That Protect and Prevent

Now what?
We have more evidence for 
successfully preventing or protecting 
against mental, emotional, 
behavioral and related physical 
disorders than we did, by 
comparison to the initial positive 
antibody results for the Salk Vaccine 
in 1954.

Give us a @#$!%* example!
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bit.ly/TennTalkEmbryDay1

An 
effectiveness 
trial: What 
happened in 
Manitoba?

-40%

-35%

-30%

-25%

-20%

-15%

-10%

-5%

0%

Moderate Problems Students
Moving to Low Risk 

High Problem Students 
Moving to Moderate Risk

High Problem Students
Moving to Low Risk

PAX GBG

Control

 Control

 PAX

 Control

 PAX

 PAX

One-Semester Benefits of Province-Wide 
Mental-Health Benefits of PAX GBG v. Control 

(p<.001) (p<.001)
Jiang, D., Santos, R., Mayer, T., & Boyd, L. (2015, 7/14/2015)

N = 5,000

(p<.01)

Improved Mental-Health =
• Fewer conduct problems
• Fewer emotional problems
• Less hyperactivity
• Fewer peer problems
• Better prosocial skills

Jiang, D., et al., A Comparison of Variable- and Person-Oriented Approaches in Evaluating a Universal Preventive Intervention. Prev Sci, 2018. 19(6): p. 738-747
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And the change can be directly measured in real time!

Bottom’s Up
Brain Alerts of

Danger, 
Uncertainty,

 etc.

What happened in an Ohio effectiveness 
trial? With academics?

Can the Good Behavior Game be 
scaled up rapidly in America?
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What just happened 
when NM Children’s 
Cabinet Funded 
Rapid Demonstration 
from March to May?

0
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District #1 District #2 District #3

Baseline Post-PAX Good Behavior Game

Disruptive,
Disturbing,
Inattentive
Behaviors

per Student
per Hour -38%

-43%

-35%

Students = 3,329

Changes In Observed Student 
Behaviors Within 90 Days

How much of 
an impact can 
one child make 
make a 
difference if 
given a 
chance?
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And, We know today what 
we can do right now. 
Let’s not waste time.
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