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PREFACE

An important responsibility of human service agencies that support 
people with severe neurodevelopmental disabilities is helping 

individuals overcome challenging behavior. Recognition of the importance 
has spurred a vast amount of behavior analytic research on treating 
challenging behavior among individuals with severe disabilities who exhibit 
this type of behavior. Although less well popularized and disseminated, 
embedded in that research are also strategies for preventing the occurrence 
of challenging behavior. 

Preventive strategies represent a more proactive approach to addressing 
challenging behavior relative to treating the behavior once it is manifested. 
Preventing challenging behavior can preclude detrimental effects the 
behavior has on individual quality of life as well as on other people in an 
individual’s environment. Additionally, preventive approaches can lessen the 
financial burden of agencies to secure clinical professionals for developing 
and overseeing formal treatment programs for each individual who otherwise 
may engage in challenging behavior. 

This book describes social-environmental approaches specifically for 
preventing challenging behavior among individuals with severe disabilities in 
human service agencies, including special education settings. The approaches 
to be presented are characterized as social-environmental because they pertain 
to how front-line staff interact with individuals and structure environments 
in which individuals spend their time. Initially, general social-environmental 
approaches are described in practical detail that are relevant for preventing 
challenging behavior among all individuals with severe disabilities. These 
approaches include agency staff developing good relationships with 
individuals, promoting individual enjoyment, and ensuring meaningful 
activity engagement of individuals.

More specialized preventive approaches are then presented that are 
relevant on an individual client or student basis. Particular emphasis is placed 
on staff responding to events that tend to precede challenging behavior in a 
manner that prevents the challenging behavior from following those events, 
disallowing reinforcement for challenging behavior, teaching specific skills for 
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individuals to meet their needs without challenging behavior, and teaching 
in ways that prevent challenging behavior during the instructional process. 
How the approaches relate to the reasons individuals engage in challenging 
behavior are likewise presented in respective chapters as well as underlying 
research that represents the basis of each approach. 

Subsequently, procedural information is provided on how agency 
supervisory and executive personnel can ensure effective training and 
supervision of front-line staff to promote the staffs’ successful application 
of social-environmental approaches to prevent challenging behavior. 
Attention is also directed to how clinical professionals charged with 
treating challenging behavior if it does occur can focus on ongoing social-
environmental influences and alter those influences to prevent the behavior 
from reoccurring. The underlying intent across all chapters is to provide 
information to help human service staff perform their duties in ways that 
prevent challenging behavior among individuals with severe disabilities and 
avoid ways that often occasion or promote challenging behavior. 

� Denny Reid 
� Jamie Clary
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Chapter 1

OVERVIEW OF PREVENTING CHALLENGING 
BEHAVIOR AMONG PEOPLE WITH SEVERE 

DISABILITIES

Q uality of life among people with severe disabilities is heavily 
determined by the nature of supports and services they receive.  

For most people with severe disabilities, supports and services are 
provided within various types of human service agencies. Accordingly, 
human service agencies must provide supports and services in an 
effective manner if individuals with severe disabilities are to experience 
a desirable quality of life.

Providing effective supports and services in human service agencies 
for people with severe disabilities is a multi-faceted process. Often, one 
of the most difficult aspects of that process is helping agency clients 
overcome challenging behavior. Although only a subset of people 
with severe disabilities engage in challenging behavior, most agencies 
serving this population encounter individuals who exhibit challenging 
behavior to varying degrees. 

Challenging behavior among people with severe disabilities takes 
many forms. The most serious forms usually involve behavior that 
poses an immediate risk of physical harm to themselves (e.g., self-
injury) or others (e.g., aggression). Other forms include behavior that is  
socially inappropriate to a level impeding socialization or learn-
ing opportunities (e.g., “tantrums”, “acting out”), disruptive to the 
physical environment (e.g., property destruction), and detrimental to  
overall health (e.g., restricted food consumption with limited nutritional 
value). In a smaller number of cases, challenging behavior results in 
serious legal issues for individuals due to the behavior involving illegal 
activities (e.g., stealing, public exposure).
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Challenging behavior as exemplified above can directly impede 
quality of life among people with severe disabilities, and especially 
when an individual’s behavior causes self-harm. Challenging behavior 
can also have negative effects on life quality more indirectly. In particu-
lar, engaging in challenging behavior can restrict individuals’ access to 
desired activities and experiences. A representative example is when 
family members, friends, or support staff avoid involving individuals 
in community activities they enjoy (e.g., going to restaurants, sporting 
events, vacations) because of the likelihood of challenging behavior 
that could cause disruption, embarrassment, or otherwise unpleasant 
situations for everyone involved.

In light of the seriousness and pervasiveness of challenging behavior 
in agencies serving people with severe disabilities, a very considerable 
amount of research has focused on means of treating such behav-
ior. Most noticeably, the field of applied behavior analysis has been 
researching ways to treat challenging behavior among this population 
for over six decades. Literally thousands of investigations on treating 
challenging behavior have now been reported in the behavior analytic 
literature, at professional conferences, and in webinars and webcasts.

Among the numerous behavior analytic investigations, a basic 
protocol has emerged that is generally considered best practice for 
treating challenging behavior among people with severe disabilities 
in human service agencies. The protocol involves the following pro-
cess. First, a systematic assessment is conducted to identify the likely 
reason for an individual’s challenging behavior. The assessment is 
usually designed to identify the probable function that the behavior 
serves for the individual (e.g., to obtain desired attention from some-
one or avoid completing a disliked task). Next, a treatment procedure 
is developed that addresses the identified, or at least hypothesized, 
function. To illustrate, if the behavior appears to function for an indi-
vidual to obtain attention from support staff, the treatment procedure 
may involve teaching the individual skills to obtain attention in an 
appropriate manner and/or ways staff can avoid providing attention 
for the challenging behavior (as well as provide attention specifically 
for alternative, more appropriate behavior). 

The above approach to treating challenging behavior, as well as 
related behavior analytic treatment procedures, has a very significant 
amount of research-based evidence to support their effectiveness. How-
ever, there are some serious practical considerations with application 
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of the procedures in many human service agencies. For example, 
not all agencies have a qualified behavioral professional available to 
conduct the necessary assessments and develop effective treatment 
procedures. Other agencies have only limited access to a qualified pro-
fessional such that the amount of services the professional can provide 
is insufficient to effectively resolve issues with challenging behavior 
among all agency clients who engage in this type of behavior. 

Additionally, it can be expensive for agencies to secure qualified 
behavioral professionals (e.g., certified behavior analysts, licensed 
psychologists). The demand for such personnel currently exceeds the 
available number of professionals who have the necessary training 
and expertise to develop recommended procedures for treating chal-
lenging behavior among people with severe disabilities. The demand 
versus availability differential is especially the case in agencies that 
specialize in providing applied behavior analysis (ABA) services for 
individuals with severe autism. Due to the disparity between demand 
and availability, the financial cost for an agency to secure qualified 
behavioral professionals continues to increase. The increasing cost 
includes both the salary for employing professionals within an agency 
as well as securing part-time consultative services.

Another significant consideration with common behavioral proce-
dures from a practical perspective is that the procedures are generally 
designed to be implemented once an individual is already engaging in 
challenging behavior. Relatedly, a qualified professional (if available) 
may require significant time to assess the likely reasons for the behav-
ior and develop recommended treatment procedures for agency staff 
to subsequently apply. Even more time can then be required for the 
professional to train staff in the skills to implement the procedures 
appropriately, as well as to maintain proficient implementation of the 
procedures during the staff’s routine work situations. Meanwhile, det-
riments of the challenging behavior on individual quality of life as 
well as potentially for other people (e.g., due to harmful aggression) 
continue to occur. 

An alternative, more proactive approach for addressing challeng-
ing behavior among people with severe disabilities in human service 
agencies is for agency staff to prevent such behavior from occurring. 
Embedded within the behavior analytic research referred to earlier 
are various procedures staff can use to prevent challenging behavior. 
Many of those procedures can be combined into practical approaches 




	PREVENTING CHALLENGINGBEHAVIOR AMONG PEOPLE WITHSEVERE DISABILITIES
	ABOUT THE AUTHORS
	PREFACE
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	CONTENTS
	Section I
	Chapter 1
	OVERVIEW OF PREVENTING CHALLENGINGBEHAVIOR AMONG PEOPLE WITH SEVEREDISABILITIES
	PURPOSE OF PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR AMONG PEOPLE WITH SEVERE DISABILITIES
	INTENDED AUDIENCE
	ORGANIZATION OF CHAPTER CONTENTS
	SOME CONTENT QUALIFICATIONS
	Reference to Severe Disabilities
	Reference to Human Service Agencies
	A Focus on Evidence-Based Strategies
	Pharmacological Interventions

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 2
	THE CRITICAL ROLE OF SOCIALENVIRONMENTALINFLUENCES ANDAPPROACHES FOR PREVENTINGCHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	FUNDAMENTAL CHARACTERISTICS OF SOCIAL ENVIRONMENTAL APPROACHES FOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	EXAMPLES OF COMMON SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTALINFLUENCES ON CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Providing Attention
	Withdrawing Attention

	INDIRECT SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES
	Health Conditions and Challenging Behavior
	Importance of Awareness of the Association Between Health Conditionsand Challenging Behavior.
	Staff Actions for Preventing Challenging Behavior Associatedwith Health Conditions.
	The Physical Environment and Challenging Behavior

	SOME LIMITS WITH SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL APPROACHESFOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	INTRODUCTION TO PREVENTINGCHALLENGING BEHAVIOR

	Section II
	Chapter 3
	ESTABLISHING GOOD STAFF RELATIONSHIPS WITH INDIVIDUALS
	THE IMPORTANCE OF GOOD RELATIONSHIPS
	STRATEGIES FOR DEVELOPING GOOD RELATIONSHIPSBETWEEN AGENCY STAFF AND CLIENTS
	Arrange and Engage in Enjoyable Client Activities
	Learn to Communicate Effectively
	Phase In to Performing Direct-Support Duties
	Help Avoid Disliked Activities

	SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR DEVELOPING GOODSTAFF-CLIENT RELATIONSHIPS
	Training Staff to Develop Good Client Relationships
	Providing Supervisory Support
	Maintaining Good Staff-Client Relationships

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 4
	PROMOTING INDIVIDUAL ENJOYMENT
	THE IMPORTANCE OF CLIENT ENJOYMENT
	PREREQUISITES FOR EFFECTIVELY PROMOTING ENJOYMENT
	Awareness of the Importance of Client Enjoyment
	Identifying Individual Enjoyment
	Determining Personal Preferences

	STRATEGIES FOR PROMOTING INDIVIDUAL ENJOYMENT
	Providing Positive Attention
	Providing Choice Opportunities
	Ensuring Access to Preferences
	Making Disliked Tasks More Enjoyable

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 5
	PROMOTING MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT
	HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON RECOGNITION OF THE IMPORTANCE OF MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT
	Enriched Environments
	Noncontingent Reinforcement

	A GENERAL STRATEGY FOR PROMOTING MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT IN GROUP SITUATIONS
	Focusing on Engagement That is Meaningful
	Staff Actions to Support Meaningful Engagement

	SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR PROMOTINGMEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT
	Choice Opportunities and Accessing Preferences
	Expanding Preferences
	The Role of Adaptive Devices
	Use of One-to-One Staff Assignments for Severe Challenging Behavior
	Staff Training and Supervision

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	GENERAL SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL APPROACHES FOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR

	Section III
	Chapter 6
	IDENTIFYING AND RESPONDING TO EVENTS THAT PRECEDE CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	IDENTIFYING AND RESPONDING TO ENVIRONMENTAL TRIGGERS FOR CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Assessing for Environmental Triggers
	Common Environmental Triggers and Recommended Responsive Actions
	Requests for Restricted Activities.

	IDENTIFYING AND RESPONDING TO PRECURSORS TO CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Assessing for Precursor Behavior
	Recommended Actions in Response to Precursor Behavior
	The Role of Ongoing Engagement
	An Emphasis on Enjoyable Engagement
	A Concern with Potentially Reinforcing Precursor Behavior
	Summary and Qualification

	THE SPECIAL CASE OF STEREOTYPIC BEHAVIOR
	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 7
	DISALLOWING REINFORCEMENT TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	AVOIDING COMMON REINFORCEMENT MISTAKES
	An In-The-Moment, Decision-Making Strategy
	Misapplications of “Time Out”
	The “Giving In” Issue

	SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS WITH AVOIDING REINFORCEMENT MISTAKES
	Respecting Individual Dignity
	Protecting from Harm
	Protecting Emotional Well-Being

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 8
	KEY SKILLS TO TEACH INDIVIDUALS TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	SKILLS TO TEACH TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR DURING USUAL ACTIVITIES AND ROUTINES IN HUMAN SERVICE AGENCIES
	Teach Practical, Functional Communication Skills
	Teach Skills to Perform Basic Activities of Daily Living
	Teach Increasingly Advanced Choice-Making Skills
	Teach Skills to Independently Access Strongest Preferences
	Skills to Teach to Prevent Challenging Behavior in Periodic, Potentially Disliked Situations
	Teach Skills to Tolerate Medical Procedures
	Teach Skills to Participate in New Events with Potentially Disliked Features

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 9
	PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR DURING TEACHING SESSIONS
	BASIC STAFF ACTIONS CONSTITUTING TEACHING
	A CRITICAL PREREQUISITE FOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR DURING TEACHING
	STRATEGIES FOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR DURING TEACHING
	Strategies to Conduct Before a Teaching Session
	Strategies to Conduct After a Teaching Session
	Strategies to Conduct During a Teaching Session
	Synthesizing Strategies Into an Overall Teaching Approach

	THE IMPORTANT ROLE OF NATURALISTIC TEACHING
	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	SPECIALIZED SOCIALE NVIRONMENTAL APPROACHES FOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR

	Section IV
	PROMOTING STAFF PERFORMANCE TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Chapter 10
	TRAINING STAFF TO PREVENTCHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	PROMOTING KNOWLEDGE RELEVANT TO PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	TRAINING SKILLS TO APPLY STRATEGIES FOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Behavioral Skills Training
	Technology-Based Training
	Key Resources on Evidence-Based Training of Performance Skills

	SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS WITH EVIDENCE-BASED STAFF TRAINING
	An Executive-Level Commitment
	The Evolving Nature of Best Practices for Training Staff
	A Qualification With Staff Training

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 11
	SUPERVISING STAFF PERFORMANCE FOR PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	THE IMPORTANCE OF SUPERVISION
	KEY SUPERVISORY PROCEDURES FOR PROMOTING STAFF PERFORMANCE TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Specifying Performance for Implementing Preventive Strategies
	Training Skills to Implement Preventive Strategies
	Monitoring Implementation of Preventive Strategies
	Actively Supporting Implementation of Preventive Strategies
	Correcting Nonproficient Implementation of Preventive Strategies

	SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR EFFECTIVELY SUPERVISING STAFF PERFORMANCE TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Executive Support for Effective Supervision
	The Active Nature of Supervision
	Remote Supervision
	Supervising to Enhance Work Enjoyment

	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS


	Chapter 12
	THE ROLE OF BEHAVIOR SUPPORT PLANS
	THE CONTEXTS IN WHICH FORMAL TREATMENT PROGRAMS FOR CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR ARE DEVELOPED
	ASSESSING AND ALTERING GENERAL SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Provision of Positive Attention
	Promoting Individual Enjoyment
	Promoting Meaningful Engagement

	ASSESSING AND ALTERING SPECIALIZED SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	The Importance of Functional Assessment
	Addressing Indirect Social-Environmental Influences
	Addressing Behavioral Precursors
	Addressing Reinforcement Mistakes

	SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR CLINICIANS WORKING WITH STAFF TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	The Importance of Active Presence
	The Importance of Participative Clinical Practices

	CONCLUDING REMARKS
	CHAPTER SUMMARY: KEY POINTS



	Section V
	SELECTED READINGS
	AVOIDING INADVERTENT REINFORCEMENT OF CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	ESTABLISHING GOOD STAFF-CLIENT RELATIONSHIPS
	FUNCTIONAL ASSESSMENT STRATEGIES FOR CLINICIANS
	GENERAL DISCUSSIONS ON PREVENTING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	HEALTH CONDITIONS AND CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	PHARMACOLOGICAL INTERVENTIONS
	PHYSICAL FEATURES OF THE ENVIRONMENT AND CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	PREVENTING AND REDUCING CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR DURING MEDICAL PROCEDURES AND NEW EVENTS WITH DISLIKED FEATURES
	PROMOTING ENJOYMENT AMONG PEOPLE WITH SEVERE DISABILITIES
	Assessing and Providing Access to Preferences
	General Discussions on Promoting Enjoyment
	Identifying Valid Indicators of Individual Happiness
	Making Disliked Activities More Enjoyable During Teaching and Other Therapeutic Activities
	Providing Choice Opportunities
	Providing Positive Attention

	PROMOTING MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT
	Enriched Environments
	Increasing Engagement Specifically in Group Situations
	Meaningful Versus Nonmeaningful Engagement
	Noncontingent Reinforcement
	Use of Adaptive and Assistive Technology

	RESPONDING TO EVENTS THAT PRECEDECHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Behavioral Precursors
	Environmental Triggers

	TRAINING AND SUPERVISING STAFF TO PREVENT CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR
	Clinician and Consultant Strategies
	Training Staff (primarily in person)
	Training Staff (technology-based)
	Supervising Staff

	MISCELLANEOUS


	INDEX



