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Objectives 

1. Explain the functions of behavior 

2. Describe the steps of a functional behavior 
assessment

3. Explain the utility of using function-based 
behavior plans

4. Identify appropriate 

 Replacement behaviors

 Antecedent interventions

 Consequence interventions 

 Inappropriate behaviors are learned and predictable

 Behavior is efficient

• Which is the fastest, most effective way for your client to get what they 
want? Is it through problem behavior or appropriate behavior?

 Behaviors are maintained by consequences

• Examples: Positive or negative reinforcement

All Behavior Serves a Purpose 
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 Behaviors occurs in a given environment – antecedents (the 
conditions that exist before a problem behavior occurs) directly 
relate to the occurrence of the behavior

 Is attention unavailable?

 Does someone else have the iPad?

 Have a lot of hard chores/work been presented?

 Is the environment leaving your body feel ‘stressed’ in some way?

 Behavior is maintained by consequences.

All Behavior Serves a Purpose 

Simple Example

 Antecedents -
signal what 
consequences will 
be available for a 
given behavior

 Example: No one 
is paying attention 
to me.

 Consequences –
People tell me to 
stop hitting…and 
tell me what I 
should be doing 
with my 
hands…and why 
I shouldn’t hit 
others…

 Behavior
- Hit one 
of the 
people 
next to 
me  

What do human beings seek?

Attention

Escape

Tangible/Restricted Access

Automatic



10/5/2018

3

One more factor to understand 
the human behavior?

 Antecedents

 Consequences 

 Setting Events or Slow Triggers  
 Value altering – make the value of 

the consequence greater or 
weaker.

 Behavior altering – can directly 
impact behavior.

More Complex Example

 Antecedents - signal 
what consequences will 
be available for a given 
behavior

 Example: Carter has a 
mandatory monthly 
meeting to attend.

 Consequences – Carter is 
asked by his boss to leave 
the meeting and he will 
email him important 
notes. 

 Behavior –
Carter closes 
his eyes and 
begins 
snoring 
during the 
meeting.  

Carter’s neighbors were having a party last night. They were playing 
loud music late into the night. Carter was not able to get to sleep until 
3 a.m. and had to get up for work at 5:30 a.m. 

Socially 
Mediated

(Delivered by 
Others) 

Not Socially 
Mediated

(Direct 
Obtained)

To get 
something
(Positive
Reinforcement) 

Attention
Items/Activities

Items/Activities
Sensory

Stimulation

To escape or 
avoid something
(Negative 
Reinforcement) 

Person
Situation
Activity

Situation
Activity

What’s the Function?
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How do we 
identify the 
function of 
behavior?

ALTHOUGH THE BEST 
METHOD IS AN 
EXPERIMENTAL 

ANALYSIS, THAT IS 
FREQUENTLY 

UNAVAILABLE DUE TO A 
LACK OF TRAINED 

PROFESSIONALS. THERE 
ARE ETHICAL CONCERNS 
FOR SOME BEHAVIORS.

Steps in Functional Behavior 

Assessment 

Define 
Target 
Behavior

Observe 
Target 
Behavior

Generate 
Hypothesis

• Define target behavior – it 
should be specific, observable, 
and measurable.

• Observe target behavior –
interview, direct observation.

• Generate hypotheses –
propose probable 

• Motivating operations
• Antecedent Conditions
• Consequences (function)

Step One: 
Define Target Behavior 

 Specific 

 Measurable

 Observable

 Ask the same question, 
rephrasing it every 
time, to get to a 
clearer, more concrete 
behavior to be 
targeted for change.

• Actual referral concerns:
• “He is acting a fool.”
• “It’s like she’s got ants in her 

pants.”
• “He just wants to control 

everything.”
• “I just wonder what he’s really 

planning when he’s pretending 
to be good.”
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Step One: 
Define Target Behavior 

“He is acting a fool.”
Jeremiah uses leisure items in a manner that is not appropriate to the 
context or could lead to damage. Examples include throwing a baseball 
indoors, jumping on the furniture, or breaking items that are shared 
community goods (e.g., the television). Non-examples include throwing a 
football outside, bouncing up and down on the trampoline.

“It’s like she’s got ants in her pants.”
Elaine engages in off-task behaviors in the workplace. Specifically, she 
engages in non-work tasks for more than 15 seconds or stares at non-work 
stimuli. Examples include looking around the room, talking to her co-workers, 
or playing with her cell phone. Non-examples include asking a question that 
is relevant to her work and looking at a her work schedule).

Step Two: 
Observe the Target Behavior

 Checklist 

 Interview

 Direct observation 
This 

checklist is 
easy!

Step Two: 
Observe the Target Behavior

 What to do during 
interviews: 

 Ask follow up questions

 Rephrase questions until 
the behavior is clear and 
concrete

 Ask open and closed 
ended questions to gain 
more information 



10/5/2018

6

Step Two: 
Observe the Target Behavior

 A scatterplot can help you 
identify the best time to 
observe.

 Times in which target 
behaviors frequently 
emerge help you 
determine when to do 
follow-up observations.

Step Two: 
Observe the Target Behavior

 A-B-C Observation

 Ideally, someone outside 
the home/setting will 
complete the ABC 
observation. If you do not, 
the results may be skewed.

 If you need someone from 
the home/setting to collect 
ABC data, collect 
interobserver agreement 
(IOA) data!

Step Two: 
Observe the Target Behavior

 How long should I observe?

 You should have observed 
the behavior numerous 
times – or you need to keep 
observing.

 You should have a clear 
and consistent pattern of 
behavior in relation to the 
environment (A-B-C), or you 
should keep observing.
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Step Three: 
Generate Hypothesis

 Interview: Jeremy throws objects 
when he can’t watch his show on 
television.

 Scatterplot: Jeremy throws objects 
only on Thursday nights – when his 
favorite show is on T.V. 

 Direct Observation: He has thrown 
objects on three of the four 
observations on Thursday nights. 
The Thursday night in which 
object-throwing did not occur was 
his night to pick what was 
watched in the home. Note: His 
parents reported he is more likely 
to be tired by Thursday/Friday of 
each work week.

 Hypothesis 1: Jeremy throws 
objects when his access to his 
favorite show is restricted. 

 An effective intervention must 
focus on restricted access.

 Hypothesis 2: Sleep may increase 
the likelihood Jeremy with throw 
objects when access to his 
favorite show is restricted.

 Sleep schedules may need to be 
tweaked slightly during the work 
week.

Why function-based 
behavior plans?

Problem Behavior? Throw the kitchen sink at it –
but kitchen sinks are heavy and cumbersome…

…and kitchen sinks are 
not always this clean!
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Does this look more like the kitchen sink you are 
throwing at problem behavior?

Highly Focused Interventions

 Time Efficient

 Cost Effective

 Reasonable 

 Can do them!

 Treatment Fidelity

Q: How can we ensure our 
behavior intervention plans are 

efficient, effective, and 
reasonable?

A: Create Function-Based 
Behavior Plans!

Highly Focused Interventions

 If a problem 
behavior exists, the 
highly focused 
intervention should 
be based on the 
function of behavior.

 Consequences drive 
human behavior:

 We are bad at guessing 
what treatments will 
work.

 One consequence is not 
equally effective as any 
other consequence 
(even if they are similar)
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iPad

Praise from friend

Water when not thirsty

High Five

Praise from boss

Water when very thirsty

Things that are probably not 
equal

Behavior support is the redesign of 
environments, not the redesign of individuals

If the drain is clogged, 
you don’t blame the 

water - you fix the drain!

Developing Function-
Based Behavior Plans
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Quality of Life (QoL)

 What is socially important and 
meaningful to each person?

 Function-based behavior plans 
increase the person’s overall 
QoL by…

 Teaching appropriate social 
interactions 

 Increasing community 
participation 

 Increasing health and safety

Home and Community Positive Behavior Support Network (2018)

Home and Community 
Positive Behavior Support Network

Goals

Independence

Antecedents

Behavior

Consequences

Quality of Life

Consider Assess

Home and Community Positive Behavior Support Network (2018)

Function-Based Behavior Plans

 Function-based plans are simply an extension of this functional 
approach to treatment development

 Behavior always occurs for a reason

 the person's unique interaction with the environment in which the behavior 
occurs

 so we alter the unique environment

 Understanding the influence of context on behavior

 we can create treatments that work and are manageable for change 
agents

Start by determining the function of a behavior…
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FBA Should Lead to 

Function-Based Intervention

Maintaining
Consequences

Following 
events that 

maintain 
behaviors 

of concern

Antecedents

Preceding 
events that 
trigger or 
occasion

Target 
Behavior

Problem 
behavior or 

related 
behaviors 

of concern

Motivating Operations

Conditions that affect (a) the 
occurrence of the target 

behavior and (b) the value of 
consequences

FBA Should Lead to 

Function-Based Intervention

Maintaining
Consequences

Following 
events that 

maintain 
behaviors 

of concern

Antecedents

Preceding 
events that 
trigger or 
occasion

Replacement 
Behavior

Appropriate 
behavior 

that serves 
same 

function

Motivating Operations

Conditions that affect (a) the 
occurrence of the target 

behavior and (b) the value of 
consequences

How to Select 
Replacement Behaviors

 Behavior already in 
repertoire (ideally!)

 Behavior serves the 
same function

 Behavior that requires 
lowest response effort
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• Schedule of reinforcement must be at least as rich 
as the schedule of reinforcement for problem 
behavior 

• Make the problem behavior inefficient by teaching 
alternative skills that more easily produce the same 
outcome as the problem behavior

Reinforce Replacement Behavior

Replacement Behavior & 

Functional Communication Training

1. Teach a replacement 
behavior that targets a 
communication strategy 
(picture, word, gesture)

• Attention
• Escape/Break
• Tangible/Activity

2. Like other skills you teach.…

• Provide prompts to 
teach skills

• Fade prompts

Replacement Behavior & Functional 
Communication Training



10/5/2018

13

3. Provide a rich schedule of reinforcement

• Start out by reinforcing each 
prompted response

• Then reinforce independent 
responses

• Reinforce using a schedule that 
maintains appropriate behavior

Replacement Behavior & Functional 
Communication Training

Ask yourself…

1. Am I changing the environment in a 
meaningful way so that the client is less 
likely to engage in problem behaviors?

 Have I decreased motivation to 
demonstrate PB?

 Have I removed triggers for PB?

2. Have I taught replacement behaviors 
based on the function to appropriately 
gain access to what they want?

Antecedent Interventions

Secret: All antecedent interventions are still about consequences!
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Why are Antecedent Interventions 
Important?

• Change the context so the problem does not arise

• Alter motivation - Make the problem behavior irrelevant
• Why demonstrate a problem behavior if you are already getting what you 

want?
• Why demonstrate a problem behavior when an appropriate behavior gets 

you faster access to potent reinforcers?

• Antecedents should be cues to the child about the availability of 
reinforcement for engaging in appropriate/replacement behaviors.

• You want cues that signal the child should engage in appropriate behavior because 
it will lead to favorable outcomes.

Why people resist Antecedent 
Interventions…

 “Someone who has been bad 
doesn’t deserve to have special 
treatment and have life “easier” 
than another person who has 
worked hard all the while.”

 Counter-argument: I agree with 
you. We cannot give them 
special treatment for their entire 
lives. But this is a temporary step 
toward them learning how to 
respond well like other students 
already do.

Why people resist antecedent 
interventions…

 “It sounds like we are creating a 
perfect world for him and that is 
just not realistic.”

 Counter-argument: I agree. If we 
were to do this without a plan for 
him to learn how to respond 
under typical conditions we 
would be doing him a disservice. 
This is a temporary step toward 
him learning how to respond 
under typical conditions.
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Antecedent Interventions for Attention

 Time In

 Provide attention for general 
appropriate behavior

 Catch ‘em being good

 Fill their attention gas tank

 Attention Noncontingent 
Reinforcement

 Attention delivered on a regular 
schedule to reduce motivating 
operation for attention.

Antecedent Interventions for                   
Escape/Task Avoidance

 Decrease the Demand

 Behavior Momentum or 
Maintenance Interspersal

 Increase access to Reinforcement

 Schedule breaks more frequently 
than they are required – then 
gradually decrease the amount of 
time provided.

 Choice regarding task order or the 
people who can work with them on 
task completion.

Antecedent Interventions for Tangibles

 Tangible Non-Contingent 
Reinforcement

 Suggestions?

 Teach people to tolerate transitions 
away from preferred stimuli with 
shaping and reinforcement 
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Antecedent Interventions for Automatic

 Setting event - Schedule 
gross and/or motor 
activities 

 Setting event -
Medications (if needed) 
for pain reduction

Consequence 
Interventions

The challenges of having limited control over consequences…

Consequence Interventions for 
Attention 

 Extinction

 Minimize the likelihood that a problem 
behavior will be rewarded

 Reinforce replacement behavior

 Challenge: Few people can properly 
implement extinction. The procedure 
designed to reduce a problem may 
actually turn into a reinforcement 
procedure when done improperly. 
Yes…that means that the behavior may 
get worse!
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Consequence Interventions for 
Escape 

 Reinforcement for 
“Attempt” with change to 
“Performance” criterion 
over time

 Reinforcement for 
Replacement Behavior

 “I need a break”

Consequence Interventions for 
Tangibles 

 Reinforcement for 
Replacement Behavior 

 “I want the Ipad.”

 Differential Reinforcement of 
Alternative Behavior (DRA)

 Provide desired item/activity 
when appropriate 
(replacement) behavior is used

Consequence Interventions for 
Automatic Reinforcement

 Response blocking

 Often used for self-injurious or aggressive behaviors.

 Need training to learn to block without leading to injury.

 Make the problem behavior ineffective

 Environmental Enrichment 

 Note: The literature suggests response cost may be 
necessary for environmental enrichment to be effective for 
stereotypic behaviors. What strategies do you use to restrict 
access?
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Sam

Antecedents

Sam states, “I 
am hungry” 
during the 

weekly work 
meeting.

Target 
Behavior

Sam grabs 
food from 

other 
people’s 
plates. 

Maintaining
Consequences

Sam is yelled at 
by his co-

worker and 
publicly 
scolded. 

Motivating Operations 

Sam stays up until 3 a.m. playing 
video games, wakes up late, 
and does not eat breakfast.

Sam

Antecedents

Sam states, “I 
am hungry” 
during the 

weekly work 
meeting.

Target 
Behavior

Sam grabs 
food from 

other 
people’s 
plates. 

Maintaining
Consequences

Sam is yelled at 
by his co-

worker and 
publicly 
scolded. 

Motivating Operations 

Sam stays up until 3 a.m. playing 
video games, wakes up late, 
and does not eat breakfast.

Consider self-
management 

skills

No replacement 
behavior needed –
he already has skill 

in repertoire

Provide food 
contingent on 
Sam reporting 
he is hungry!

You could just 
offer Sam food 
when he enters 

the meeting.

Create Function-Based Behavior Plans!

• Save yourself a lot of 
time

• Increase effectiveness

• Increase ease of 
intervention

• Implement interventions 
more accurately 
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Susan M. Wilczynski, 
PhD, BCBA-D

smwilczynski@bsu.edu

Questions?


