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Understanding Functional Assessment and Program
Development for Problem Behavior

Problem behaviors can present significant challenges in various settings, from educational institutions to
therapeutic environments and even within families. Effectively addressing these behaviors requires a
systematic and evidence-based approach. At the heart of this approach lies functional assessment, a crucial
process for understanding the underlying reasons behind problematic actions. This understanding then
forms the bedrock for developing tailored intervention programs. This comprehensive article delves into
the intricacies of functional assessment and program development for problem behavior, exploring its core
principles, methodologies, and the practical application of its findings. We will examine how to identify the
purpose of a behavior, the various methods employed in functional assessment, and how this information
translates into the creation of effective behavior intervention plans. Ultimately, mastering functional
assessment and program development is key to fostering positive behavioral change and improving overall
well-being.
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Understanding the Foundation: What is Functional Assessment?
Functional assessment, often referred to as functional behavior assessment (FBA), is a systematic process
used to gather information about the circumstances surrounding a problem behavior. Its primary aim is to
understand the "why" behind a behavior. Instead of focusing solely on the behavior itself, functional
assessment seeks to identify the environmental factors that contribute to its occurrence, maintenance, and
potential future occurrences. This involves looking at the antecedents (events or stimuli that precede the
behavior) and the consequences (events or outcomes that follow the behavior). By analyzing these
relationships, professionals can determine the likely function, or purpose, the behavior serves for the
individual. This understanding is fundamental for creating effective interventions that address the root
causes of the behavior rather than merely suppressing its outward manifestations.

Why is Functional Assessment Crucial for Problem Behavior?
Functional assessment is indispensable when addressing problem behavior because it moves beyond
surface-level observation to uncover the underlying motivations and environmental triggers. Without
understanding the function of a behavior, interventions are often ineffective or, worse, can inadvertently
reinforce the problematic action. For instance, a child who engages in disruptive behavior to gain attention
might receive reprimands, which, while negative, still fulfill the function of attention. A functional
assessment allows for the identification of specific antecedents that reliably predict the behavior and the
consequences that maintain it. This detailed understanding enables the development of targeted
interventions that replace the problem behavior with more appropriate and functional alternatives. It is the
cornerstone of evidence-based practices in behavior analysis and is vital for creating lasting positive change.

The Process of Functional Assessment for Problem Behavior
The process of conducting a functional assessment for problem behavior is a multi-step, systematic approach
designed to gather comprehensive information. It begins with a clear definition of the behavior of concern
and progresses through observation, data collection, and hypothesis formulation. Each step is critical for
building a complete picture of the behavior's context and function.



Defining and Observing Problem Behavior
The initial and most crucial step in any functional assessment is to clearly and objectively define the
problem behavior. This definition should be specific, observable, and measurable, leaving no room for
interpretation. Vague terms like "acting out" are unhelpful. Instead, a precise definition would be "the
student verbally protests instructions by saying 'no' or 'I won't' at a volume audible to others within 5 feet,
for at least 5 seconds." Once the behavior is clearly defined, direct observation is paramount. This involves
observing the individual in their natural environment to document the frequency, duration, intensity, and
latency of the behavior. Detailed notes are taken on what happens immediately before (antecedents) and
immediately after (consequences) the behavior occurs. This direct observation provides the most reliable
data for understanding the behavior's function.

Identifying Antecedents: What Happens Before the Behavior?
Identifying antecedents is a key component of functional assessment. Antecedents are the events, situations,
or stimuli that occur immediately before a problem behavior. They act as discriminative stimuli, signaling
that a particular behavior is likely to be reinforced. For example, antecedents might include a specific
academic task, a social interaction, a change in routine, or the presence of a particular person. By
meticulously documenting these preceding events, practitioners can begin to understand the triggers for
the problem behavior. This information is invaluable for developing antecedent strategies to prevent the
behavior from occurring in the first place. Understanding what sets the behavior in motion allows for
proactive interventions.

Identifying Consequences: What Happens After the Behavior?
Consequences are events that follow a behavior and are critical in determining whether the behavior will
be repeated. In the context of functional assessment, consequences are the outcomes that are reinforcing the
problem behavior. These consequences can be internal (e.g., a feeling of relief) or external (e.g., receiving
attention, accessing a preferred item, or escaping an aversive task). Identifying consequences involves
observing what happens immediately after the problem behavior, including reactions from others, changes
in the environment, or the individual's own subsequent actions. The nature of the consequence often
directly indicates the function of the behavior. For instance, if a problem behavior consistently results in
the individual being removed from a difficult task, escape is likely the function.

Formulating Hypotheses about the Function of Behavior
Once sufficient data on antecedents and consequences has been collected, the next step is to formulate
hypotheses about the function of the problem behavior. A hypothesis is an educated guess about why the
behavior is occurring. It typically takes the form of an "If... then..." statement, linking specific antecedents to
specific consequences that are maintaining the behavior. For example, "If presented with a difficult math



problem (antecedent), then the student will engage in tantruming (behavior), which results in the teacher
removing the math problem (consequence), thus providing escape from the task." Multiple hypotheses may
be generated, and further data collection, often through functional analysis, may be needed to confirm or
refute them. These hypotheses guide the development of targeted intervention strategies.

Common Functions of Problem Behavior
Problem behaviors, regardless of their specific form, often serve one or more primary functions for the
individual exhibiting them. Understanding these functions is crucial because it dictates the type of
intervention that will be most effective. These functions are not about the behavior being "bad" but rather
about the behavior effectively meeting a need for the individual in their current environment. Identifying
the specific function helps in developing replacement behaviors that serve the same need more
appropriately.

Attention as a Function
One of the most common functions of problem behavior is to gain attention. This attention can be positive
(e.g., praise, interaction) or negative (e.g., reprimands, scolding). For some individuals, any form of
attention, even negative, is more reinforcing than no attention at all. Behaviors such as calling out,
engaging in disruptive actions, or even self-injurious behaviors can be maintained by attention from others.
The antecedent might be a lack of interaction or engagement, and the consequence is receiving attention,
however brief or negative. Interventions for attention-seeking behavior often involve providing ample
positive attention for appropriate behaviors and systematically withholding attention for problem behaviors.

Escape or Avoidance as a Function
Another prevalent function is escape or avoidance. Individuals may engage in problem behaviors to escape
or avoid aversive or challenging situations, tasks, or stimuli. This could include avoiding academic work,
social interactions, or sensory overload. For example, a student might refuse to participate in a group
activity (behavior) when presented with a social demand (antecedent), leading to being excused from the
activity (consequence). The consequence of escape reinforces the behavior. Effective interventions for
escape-maintained behavior focus on making the aversive situation more manageable, teaching coping
skills, and reinforcing engagement with the task or situation.

Tangible Access as a Function
Problem behaviors can also be used to gain access to tangible items or preferred activities. This might
involve demanding a specific toy, food, or privilege. For instance, a child might whine or tantrum
(behavior) when they see a desired snack (antecedent), and their parent gives them the snack



(consequence) to stop the behavior. The access to the tangible item serves as a reinforcer. Interventions for
tangible-access-maintained behavior involve teaching individuals to request desired items or activities
appropriately and withholding them when problem behaviors are used to obtain them, while ensuring the
appropriate requests are reinforced.

Sensory Stimulation as a Function
The final common function is sensory stimulation, also known as automatic reinforcement. In these cases,
the behavior itself provides a direct sensory experience that is reinforcing for the individual. This can
include behaviors like rocking, hand-flapping, humming, or repetitive movements. The behavior is often
maintained by the sensory output it generates, rather than external social consequences. For example, a
child might engage in repetitive vocalizations (behavior) for the pleasure of the sound (consequence).
Identifying this function often requires careful observation to see if the behavior occurs across various
settings and with or without social consequences. Interventions may involve providing appropriate sensory
outlets or teaching alternative behaviors that offer similar sensory feedback.

Methods for Conducting Functional Assessments
A variety of methods are employed to gather the data necessary for a functional assessment. These methods
range from indirect information gathering to direct observation and experimental manipulation. The choice
of method often depends on the complexity of the behavior, the resources available, and the setting. A
multi-method approach is often the most effective for gaining a comprehensive understanding.

Indirect Assessment Methods
Indirect assessment methods involve gathering information about problem behavior without directly
observing it. These methods rely on self-reports or reports from others who have regular contact with the
individual, such as parents, teachers, or caregivers. Common indirect assessment tools include interviews,
questionnaires, and rating scales. For example, interviews with parents can elicit information about when
the behavior occurs, what typically happens before and after, and what the individual seems to gain from
it. While valuable for generating initial hypotheses, indirect methods are subject to recall bias and
subjective interpretation, making them best used as a starting point rather than the sole source of
information.

Direct Observation Methods
Direct observation methods involve systematically observing and recording the problem behavior in its
natural environment. This provides objective, firsthand data. Various data collection methods can be used,
including:



ABC Data Collection: This involves recording the Antecedent, Behavior, and Consequence for each
occurrence of the problem behavior. It is a fundamental method for identifying patterns and potential
functions.

Frequency Recording: This method counts the number of times a behavior occurs within a specified
period.

Duration Recording: This measures the length of time a behavior lasts.

Latency Recording: This measures the time between the presentation of a stimulus and the onset of
the behavior.

Interval Recording (Whole Interval, Partial Interval, Momentary Time Sampling): These methods
involve dividing observation periods into intervals and recording whether the behavior occurs
within those intervals.

Direct observation is crucial for verifying hypotheses generated from indirect assessments and for
providing concrete evidence of the behavior's patterns.

Functional Analysis (FA)
Functional analysis (FA) is considered the gold standard for identifying the function of problem behavior. It
is an experimental method that systematically manipulates antecedents and consequences in a controlled
environment to determine their effect on the behavior. In a typical FA, the individual is exposed to
different "conditions," each designed to test a specific hypothesized function. For example, one condition
might involve presenting challenging tasks (to test for escape), another might involve providing
continuous attention (to test for attention), and another might involve providing access to preferred items
(to test for tangible access). If the behavior occurs at a significantly higher rate in a particular condition, it
strongly suggests that the consequence delivered in that condition is functioning as a reinforcer. While
highly effective, FA requires careful planning, ethical considerations, and often a controlled setting.

Developing Behavior Intervention Plans (BIPs) Based on
Functional Assessment
Once the functional assessment is complete and the likely function(s) of the problem behavior have been
identified, the next critical step is to develop a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP). A BIP is a detailed plan
that outlines strategies to decrease the problem behavior and increase the occurrence of desired, appropriate
behaviors. An effective BIP is directly linked to the findings of the functional assessment, ensuring that
interventions address the underlying reasons for the behavior.



Defining Replacement Behaviors
A core component of any BIP is the identification and teaching of replacement behaviors. These are
appropriate behaviors that serve the same function as the problem behavior. For example, if a student
engages in shouting to get attention, a replacement behavior might be raising their hand or approaching
the teacher to ask for help. The replacement behavior must be functionally equivalent, meaning it
effectively communicates the same need or desire as the problem behavior but in a socially acceptable and
more constructive way. Teaching and reinforcing these replacement behaviors is paramount to long-term
success.

Antecedent Interventions
Antecedent interventions are strategies designed to prevent the problem behavior from occurring by
modifying the environment or the stimuli that trigger it. Based on the functional assessment findings, these
might include:

Modifying the difficulty of tasks.

Providing clear and concise instructions.

Increasing opportunities for positive interaction.

Offering choices.

Using visual schedules or cues.

Pre-correcting the individual by reminding them of expected behaviors before entering a potentially
challenging situation.

These proactive strategies aim to reduce the likelihood of the problem behavior being initiated.

Consequence Interventions
Consequence interventions focus on what happens after a behavior occurs to either reinforce desired
behaviors or extinguish undesired ones. This involves systematically applying consequences that are
consistent with the identified function. For behaviors maintained by attention, this might involve
providing enthusiastic attention for the replacement behavior and planned ignoring for the problem
behavior. For behaviors maintained by escape, it could mean reinforcing the completion of a portion of the
task before allowing a break. For tangible-access behaviors, it involves reinforcing appropriate requests and
withholding tangibles when problem behaviors are used. The key is to ensure that desired behaviors are
more reinforcing than the problem behavior.



Teaching and Reinforcement Strategies
Effective BIPs heavily rely on teaching the individual the new, appropriate replacement behaviors and
reinforcing their use. This involves direct instruction, modeling, and prompting. Once the individual
demonstrates the replacement behavior, it is crucial to provide immediate and contingent reinforcement.
The type of reinforcement will depend on the identified function of the original problem behavior. For
example, if the problem behavior was to gain attention, providing positive social reinforcement (praise, a
smile) for the replacement behavior is key. If the problem behavior was to gain access to a tangible, then
providing that tangible contingent on the appropriate request is important. Consistent reinforcement
strengthens the new behavior and makes it more likely to be used in the future.

Monitoring and Evaluating Progress
Developing a BIP is not a one-time event. It is essential to continuously monitor the individual's progress
and evaluate the effectiveness of the plan. This involves ongoing data collection on both the problem
behavior and the replacement behavior. Data analysis helps to determine if the interventions are working
as intended. If the problem behavior is decreasing and the replacement behavior is increasing, the plan is
likely effective. However, if the plan is not yielding the desired results, it needs to be revisited and
adjusted based on new observations and data. This iterative process ensures that the BIP remains relevant
and effective over time.

Challenges and Considerations in Functional Assessment and
Program Development
While functional assessment and program development are powerful tools, their implementation can
present various challenges. Understanding these obstacles and developing strategies to overcome them is
crucial for successful behavior change.

Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are paramount throughout the process. This includes obtaining informed consent
from individuals or their guardians, ensuring confidentiality of information, and using the least intrusive
interventions necessary. It is also unethical to solely focus on punishment or to implement interventions
that could be harmful. The goal is always to promote the individual's well-being and to foster positive skill
development, respecting their dignity and rights.



Resource Limitations
Implementing comprehensive functional assessments and developing detailed BIPs can be resource-
intensive, requiring trained personnel, time for observation and data collection, and ongoing support. In
many settings, limited funding, staff shortages, or lack of expertise can pose significant challenges. Creative
solutions, such as leveraging existing staff training, utilizing technology for data collection, and prioritizing
assessment efforts, may be necessary.

Individual Differences
Every individual is unique, and what works for one person may not work for another. Functional
assessments must be individualized, taking into account the person's age, developmental level, cognitive
abilities, cultural background, and environmental context. Generalizations from one case to another should
be made with caution. A thorough understanding of the individual's specific needs and preferences is
essential for developing an effective and personalized intervention plan.

Collaboration and Generalization
Effective behavior change often requires collaboration among various stakeholders, including parents,
teachers, therapists, and the individual themselves. Ensuring consistent implementation across different
environments and with different people is vital for generalization. Strategies for promoting generalization
might include training multiple individuals to implement the plan, practicing the replacement behaviors
in various settings, and using natural reinforcers. Without collaborative efforts and a focus on generalization,
the effectiveness of interventions can be limited.

Conclusion
Functional assessment and program development for problem behavior represent a systematic, data-driven,
and ethical approach to understanding and modifying challenging behaviors. By delving into the
antecedents and consequences that maintain these behaviors, professionals can move beyond surface-level
interventions to address the underlying functions. The development of tailored Behavior Intervention
Plans (BIPs), which include defining replacement behaviors, implementing antecedent and consequence
strategies, and employing effective teaching and reinforcement, is directly informed by the findings of the
functional assessment. While challenges such as ethical considerations, resource limitations, and individual
differences exist, a commitment to individualized, collaborative, and ongoing evaluation ensures the best
possible outcomes. Ultimately, mastering functional assessment and program development empowers
practitioners to foster significant and lasting positive behavioral change, enhancing the quality of life for
individuals experiencing difficulties with problem behavior.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key components of a functional assessment for problem
behavior?
A comprehensive functional assessment typically involves direct observation (including ABC data
collection), informant interviews (e.g., caregivers, teachers), and reviewing records. The goal is to identify
the antecedents (what happens before the behavior), the behavior itself, and the consequences (what
happens after the behavior), as well as to form a hypothesis about the function of the behavior (e.g., to gain
attention, escape a task, access tangibles, or sensory stimulation).

How does the hypothesis generated from a functional assessment inform
program development?
The hypothesized function of the problem behavior is the cornerstone of program development.
Interventions are designed to either: 1) alter or eliminate the antecedents that trigger the behavior, 2) teach
alternative behaviors that serve the same function more appropriately, or 3) modify the consequences to
reduce the likelihood of the behavior recurring. For example, if the function is to escape a task, the
program might involve breaking down the task, providing breaks, or teaching the individual to request a
break.

What are some common functions of problem behavior?
The most commonly identified functions of problem behavior are: 1) Attention-seeking (e.g., receiving
social attention from others), 2) Escape/Avoidance (e.g., getting out of or avoiding a non-preferred task,
situation, or person), 3) Access to Tangibles (e.g., obtaining desired items or activities), and 4) Automatic
Reinforcement (e.g., behaviors that are intrinsically reinforcing due to sensory stimulation).

What is the difference between a descriptive functional assessment and
an experimental functional analysis?
A descriptive functional assessment (or indirect assessment) relies on observations and interviews to
hypothesize the function of a behavior. An experimental functional analysis, on the other hand,
systematically manipulates antecedents and consequences in a controlled environment to directly test the
hypothesized functions. Functional analyses are considered the 'gold standard' for determining function but
are more time-intensive and require specialized training.

What are proactive strategies used in behavior intervention plans



developed from functional assessments?
Proactive strategies aim to prevent problem behavior from occurring. These include modifying antecedents
(e.g., providing choices, priming, visual schedules), teaching replacement behaviors (e.g., communication
skills to request something), increasing reinforcement for appropriate behavior, and ensuring the
environment is supportive and predictable.

How are reactive strategies incorporated into behavior intervention
plans?
Reactive strategies are implemented when problem behavior occurs. They focus on safely and effectively
responding to the behavior to minimize reinforcement of the problem behavior and to guide the individual
toward appropriate responses. This might involve planned ignoring (for attention-seeking behavior),
providing escape from the situation after a warning or a request, or redirection.

What is a replacement behavior and why is it crucial in program
development?
A replacement behavior is an appropriate behavior that serves the same function as the problem behavior.
For example, if a child tantrums to get a toy (function: access to tangibles), a replacement behavior could be
teaching them to ask for the toy using words or a picture exchange. Replacement behaviors are crucial
because they provide the individual with a functional alternative, making the problem behavior
unnecessary.

How is the effectiveness of a behavior intervention plan evaluated after
its development?
The effectiveness of a behavior intervention plan is evaluated through ongoing data collection and analysis.
This involves tracking the frequency, intensity, or duration of the problem behavior, as well as the
acquisition and use of replacement behaviors. Data are analyzed to determine if the interventions are
leading to a reduction in problem behavior and an increase in desired behaviors, prompting adjustments to
the plan as needed.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to functional assessment and program development for problem behavior:

1. _Understanding and Managing Challenging Behavior: A Functional Approach_
This book provides a comprehensive overview of applying the principles of Applied Behavior Analysis
(ABA) to understand and manage challenging behaviors. It delves into the process of conducting functional
behavior assessments (FBAs) to identify the antecedents and consequences that maintain problem behaviors.



The text then outlines evidence-based strategies for developing effective intervention plans.

2. _Applied Behavior Analysis: From Principles to Practice_
A foundational text in the field, this book thoroughly explains the core principles of ABA. It offers practical
guidance on how to apply these principles in real-world settings, including the systematic assessment of
behavior. The book emphasizes the importance of data-driven decision-making for program development
and modification, specifically for addressing problematic behaviors.

3. _Functional Behavior Assessment: Strategies to Reduce Challenging Behaviors_
This resource focuses specifically on the methodology and application of functional behavior assessments. It
offers detailed steps for conducting FBAs, including various data collection methods and analysis techniques.
The book then translates FBA findings into practical, behaviorally sound intervention strategies to reduce
challenging behaviors.

4. _Evidence-Based Practices for Managing Challenging Behaviors_
This book synthesizes the current research and best practices in managing challenging behaviors across
different populations. It highlights the critical role of functional assessment in identifying the function of
behavior before designing interventions. The text provides examples of effective program development
rooted in ABA principles.

5. _Positive Behavior Support: Principles and Practice_
A key text on positive behavior support (PBS), this book emphasizes proactive strategies and person-
centered approaches to behavior change. It underscores the importance of understanding the "why" behind
problem behavior through functional assessment. The book guides readers in developing comprehensive
support plans that promote positive behaviors and enhance quality of life.

6. _Behavioral Intervention: Evidence-Based Practices_
This book offers a broad examination of behavioral intervention techniques, with a strong emphasis on their
evidence base. It details how functional assessment informs the selection and design of interventions for
various behavior problems. The text covers a range of effective program development strategies and their
implementation.

7. _Handbook of Functional Assessment and Program Development_
This comprehensive handbook serves as a detailed reference for professionals involved in functional
assessment and program development. It explores various theoretical frameworks and practical approaches
to understanding behavior. The book provides extensive guidance on designing, implementing, and
evaluating behavior intervention programs.

8. _Developing Effective Behavior Intervention Plans_
This practical guide walks readers through the process of creating behavior intervention plans (BIPs) based
on functional assessments. It emphasizes the systematic link between assessment data and intervention
components. The book offers strategies for developing targeted interventions and monitoring their
effectiveness.



9. _Classroom Behavior Management: A Practical Approach_
While focused on the classroom setting, this book provides essential strategies for understanding and
addressing problem behaviors. It highlights the value of functional assessment to identify the reasons
behind disruptive behaviors. The text then offers practical advice on developing proactive and reactive
classroom management programs based on behavioral principles.
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