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 I disseminate Applied Behavior Analysis because it is:

A Science of Human Behavior

Conceptually Sound Evidence-Based Reliability Effective

Compassionate Do-able Scientifically Grounded

 Symposium Purpose. This presentation will provide attendees with a 
basic overview of the philosophical and conceptual foundation of 
behavior analysis. Within this context, common barriers to program 
implementation and misconceptions will be explored and discussed.   



Why You Should Care About Philosophy. “If this were a theoretical issue 
only, we should have no cause for alarm; but theories affect practice. … 
Confusion in theory means confusion in practice.” 

-Skinner, p. 9, 1968.

A Science of Human Behavior

One’s beliefs or assumption as to why a certain 
behavior occurs will influence the proposed solution. 

Practice follows theory, even if that theory is 
incorrect, capricious, or misguided. 



 Our Dangerous Assumption. Strange, 
abnormal, and aberrant behaviors are 
caused by spirit possession.

A Science of Human Behavior

Artist’s Rendition



 Our Dangerous Assumption. Strange, 
abnormal, and aberrant behaviors are 
caused by spirit possession.

Derived Treatment. Trephining, boring a 
whole in to the skull of the client to 
release the evil spirit. 

A Science of Human Behavior



 Faulty Assumptions. ASD is the cause of 
behavior commonly attributed to 
individuals with ASD. 
 Example of this assumption: “Tammy engages 

in that behavior because she has autism.”

 Autism in Reality. A description of a 
pattern of behavior; classification by 
examination of symptoms.

A Science of Human Behavior

Diagnosis ≠ Cause of Behavior 



 Philosophical Assumption About Behavior.
 Behavior occurs for a detectible reason; all behavior has 

a purpose or a function that can be understood through 
evaluation of an individual’s learning history, present 
environment, and physiology. 

Philosophy of Behaviorism 101

Operant Behavior: Behavior that 
changes as a result of consequences. 

Respondent Behavior: Behavior that 
is elicited by stimuli (or a reflex). 



Philosophy of Behaviorism 101

 A Story of Stereotypy. Jeff frequently shakes 
(“flaps”) his hands. It is assumed that Jeff 
engages in this behavior due to Autism.

Gregg shakes his hands because 
he has autism. 

We know Gregg has autism 
because he shakes his hands.



Philosophy of Behaviorism 101

 A Story of Stereotypy. Jeff frequently shakes 
(“flaps”) his hands. It is assumed that Jeff 
engages in this behavior due to Autism.

The results of a functional analysis suggest 
that Jeff shakes his hands under low 

“stimulation” activities. This behavior is likely 
automatically reinforced. 

Conduct a Functional Analysis of the 
Target Behavior

A Better Way…



 Behavior is the “Problem.” It is the behavior that people engage in, not 
the people, that is the root cause of the “problems” we seek to fix. 
 On Terms: Problem or problem behavior is a subjective label applied to 

behavior that does not conform to the norms or value of the community. 

A Science of Human Behavior



 Reason for Hope. If we can understand the 
variables that affect behavior, we can change 
behavior to promote happiness and health. 
 Effective Teaching. We can develop techniques to 

teach functional and academic skills that are 
efficient and effective.

 Effective, Humane Behavior Reduction. We can 
help individuals who engage in unsafe or harmful 
behavior learn better ways of interacting with the 
world. 

A Philosophy of Optimism



 A Science of Behavior. We have 
progressed to a point where we 
can offer solutions to many of the 
challenges of human behavior and 
learning. 

A Reason for Optimism



 Point of Illustration. The quality of programming 
available to an individual with an Autism Spectrum 
Disorder has increased significantly in recent years. 

A Reason for Optimism



Symposium Agenda

Misconceptions of ABA

What is Applied Behavior Analysis?

Barriers to the Implementation of ABA

Comments and Questions



What is Applied Behavior Analysis?
 The science in which behavioral principles and 

technologies derived from behavior analysis are 
systematically applied to improve socially significant 
behavior.

A Science of Human Behavior

Behavioral Principles – Basic concepts of learning, such 
as reinforcement, extinction, and stimulus discrimination. 

Behavioral Technologies – Made of basic principles, 
procedures and treatment packages to improve behavior. 



What is Applied Behavior Analysis?
 The science in which behavioral principles and 

technologies derived from behavior analysis are 
systematically applied to improve socially significant 
behavior.

A Science of Human Behavior

ABA is part of a larger discipline, 
Behavior Analysis.

Behavior Analysis is the scientific 
study of behavior, ABA is the 

applied arm of Behavior Analysis.



What is Applied Behavior Analysis?
 The science in which behavioral principles and 

technologies derived from behavior analysis are 
systematically applied to improve socially significant 
behavior.

A Science of Human Behavior



 Looking for ABA. The application of ABA would 
possess the following qualities. 
 Applied – Target meaningful behavior. 
 Behavioral – Based on philosophy of behaviorism.
 Data-based – Ongoing data collection and analysis.
 Effective – Produce socially meaningful change. 

 Interested in learning more about spotting real 
ABA, check out the following:
 Seven characteristics of ABA, defined by Baer, Wolf, 

and Risley (1968).
 Behavior Analysis Certification Board website. 

A Science of Human Behavior



 A Pragmatic Approach. ABA “exists” at 
the intersection of science and real-world 
practice; the process, methods, and 
techniques are by design sensible and 
realistic.  

A Science of Human Behavior

Behavioral Science

Applied Settings

ABA
Success in ABA is defined by 

meaningful outcomes in the least 
restrictive setting possible.



Misconceptions of ABA



 The Misconception: Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is a technique or 
set of procedures. If I use some of these techniques, I am doing ABA.

ABA Misconception #1

ABA is one of the tools in my tool box! I like to 
sprinkle a little ABA in to my treatment plans. 

ABA is the tool box, 
the tools, and even 

suggests how to use 
the tools. 



ABA Misconception #1

 Not a Technology but a Process. The token economy, a commonly used 
intervention, is not itself “ABA;” rather, how the intervention is employed 
and monitored embodies the science of ABA.
 Built to Fail. If a token economy is developed without an understanding of the 

inner workings or mechanics the technology is unlikely to work and may do harm. 



ABA Misconception #1

Intervention

Preliminary 
Assessment

Monitoring and 
Analysis

Program 
Development

The Misconception The Reality

ABA is the intervention; 
some interventions are 

ABA others are not. 

ABA is the entire 
process; start to finish. 
Including the guidelines 

that drive decision 
making 



 The Misconception: Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is effective for 
working with young kids who have autism, but that is about it…

ABA Misconception #2



 The Misconception: Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is really only good 
for the assessment and treatment of problem behavior; however, when 
it comes to instructional goals, coping with anxiety, or social skills ABA 
is of little help…

ABA Misconception #3

Phillip, our client, has behavior problems. We better 
get some ABA to help reduce some of the problem 
behavior. Let’s start with a functional assessment.



 The Misconception: Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) may be effective at 
changing behavior; however, it does not address the underlying cause of 
behavior. The problem behavior is just a symptom of something else…

ABA Misconception #4



ABA Misconceptions

What are the criticisms that you have heard about 
ABA? Alternatively, what are the criticism of ABA 

that you do not have a response?



 Unfounded Criticisms. Many of the misconceptions about ABA are born 
through misunderstanding or misapplication (e.g., limiting the scope of 
application to a small subset of the population).

Dismantling Common Misconceptions

ABA is the Applied Science of Human Behavior



 The most salient features of ABA – the techniques and procedures –
are often misunderstood as being the ABA; however, these are just 
products of the science. 

Dismantling Common Misconceptions

Principles of BA Single-Case Design

The Philosophy of Behaviorism






Dismantling Common Misconceptions

Antecedents Consequences



Barriers to Implementation 
of ABA Programs



 Pioneers in a New Area of Study. Despite the accumulation of applied 
behavioral research over 45 years, research is still lacking.
 Filling the Gaps. Although conceptually supported (Ivy & Schreck, 2016), 

practitioners must often generalize evidence-based techniques to novel 
environments and circumstances.  

Barriers to Programming #1

Go forth trailblazers, set the path that others 
will someday walk.

Current Research New Areas of 
Application



Barriers to Programming #2

 Slow and Steady. Rarely is behavior change 
a rapid process or achieved on the first 
attempt; progress may take time and 
considerable effort.

If progress is sometimes slow, how will I know 
if my program or intervention is working?

Solution: Data collection and 
analysis of the target behavior is a 
fundamental quality of effective 

programming. 



 The Right to Sleep in and Eat Donuts. As an individual grows older, 
he/she is given increased responsibility and freedom to make decisions 
by members of the community.

Barriers to Programming #3

Paternalism Libertarianism

On one hand, poor choices on the part of the client could 
hinder habilitation. On the other hand, moral and legal 

issues arise when the client’s right to choice is abridged 
(Bannerman, Sheldon, Sherman, & Harchik, 1990).



 Presumption of Rationality. This societal value is based on the 
assumption that an adult can and will – more often than not – make 
decisions in his/her best-interest. 

Barriers to Programming #3

Are the individuals you serve given the 
training and experience necessary to 

meaningfully self-determine?



 Expertise is a Requisite. Each individual 
involved in a case must have expertise, 
commensurate with the position, to effectively 
carry out the role and related responsibilities. 

Barriers to Programming #4

Solution: Behavioral Skills Training, an 
evidence-best training method; coupled 

with building internal expertise.



 Behavior Analysis is the Science of Behavior. 
 Use the techniques, principles, and methods derived 

from behavior analysis – ABA – to improve behavior in 
yourself and others. 

 There is No Easy Button.
 Although challenging, you can use ABA to help 

improve the lives of those you serve – ABA has 
answers to many of the problem your face. 

Conclusion



Questions, Comments, or Points of Discussion

Contact Information for Dr. Ivy
jwi106@psu.edu



Thank You.
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