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Increasing Desirable
Behaviors and Decreasing
Undesirable Behaviors in
Individuals with Severe
Intellectual Disability and
Autism

Individuals with severe intellectual disability (ID) and autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) often present unique behavioral
challenges. Understanding and effectively managing these
behaviors is crucial for improving their quality of life, fostering
independence, and enhancing their overall well-being. This article
explores evidence-based strategies for increasing desirable
behaviors while simultaneously decreasing undesirable ones,
focusing on practical applications and ethical considerations. We
will examine Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), positive
reinforcement, functional behavior assessment (FBA), and
the importance of personalized intervention plans.

Understanding the Challenges: A
Complex Interaction

The interplay between severe intellectual disability and autism can
lead to a complex behavioral presentation. Individuals may exhibit
repetitive behaviors (stereotypy), self-injurious behaviors (SIB),
aggression, or communication difficulties that significantly impact
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their daily lives and interactions with others. These behaviors are
often not intentionally malicious; rather, they serve a specific
function, which may be to communicate needs, escape aversive
situations, or gain attention. Therefore, effectively addressing these
behaviors requires a nuanced understanding of their underlying
causes.

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA): A
Cornerstone of Intervention

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is a widely recognized and
effective intervention approach for individuals with autism and
intellectual disabilities. ABA focuses on identifying the function of a
behavior (why it occurs) and then systematically implementing
strategies to increase desirable behaviors and decrease undesirable
ones. This approach is data-driven, meaning that progress is
carefully monitored and interventions are adjusted based on
observed results.

##+# Core Principles of ABA for Behavior Modification:

e Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA): This crucial first
step involves thoroughly investigating the antecedents
(events preceding the behavior), the behavior itself, and the
consequences (what happens after the behavior).
Understanding the function allows for the development of
targeted interventions. For example, if a child screams
(behavior) to escape a demanding task (antecedent), the
intervention might focus on teaching alternative
communication skills or breaking down the task into smaller,
more manageable steps.

* Positive Reinforcement: This involves rewarding desirable
behaviors to increase their likelihood of recurrence.
Reinforcers should be individualized and motivating for each
person, ranging from preferred activities and edibles to social
praise and tangible rewards. For instance, praising a child for
using a communication board successfully or offering a
preferred toy after completing a chore.

e Extinction: This involves consistently withholding
reinforcement for an undesirable behavior. This process is
crucial, yet often needs careful planning and may involve
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For example, if a child tantrums (behavior) to gain attention
(consequence), ignoring the tantrum while providing attention
when the child uses appropriate communication may be
effective.

« Differential Reinforcement: This involves reinforcing
alternative, more appropriate behaviors while ignoring or
extinguishing the undesirable behavior. For example, instead
of punishing aggression, reinforce calm communication.

Creating Personalized Intervention
Plans: A Tailored Approach

Effective intervention isn't "one size fits all." A comprehensive
personalized intervention plan should be developed based on a
thorough assessment of the individual's needs, strengths, and
challenges. This plan should clearly outline:

e Target Behaviors: Specific behaviors to be increased or
decreased.

¢ Intervention Strategies: Detailed descriptions of the
techniques to be used (e.g., positive reinforcement, shaping,
prompting).

e Data Collection Methods: Methods for tracking progress
and making data-driven decisions.

e Team Collaboration: Involvement of family members,
educators, therapists, and other relevant professionals.

Regular review and adjustment of the plan are essential to ensure
its ongoing effectiveness.

Ethical Considerations: Respect and
Dignity

Throughout the process of increasing desirable behaviors and
decreasing undesirable behaviors, it's crucial to uphold the highest
ethical standards. Interventions should be:

* Respectful and Dignified: Avoid any methods that are
physically or psychologically harmful or that compromise the
individual's dignity.

e Least Restrictive: Use the least intrusive interventions
possible, More restrictive methods should only be considered
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if less restrictive interventions have proven ineffective.

e Evidence-Based: Employ strategies supported by scientific
research.

e Transparent and Collaborative: Involve the individual
(where appropriate) and their family in the decision-making
process.

Monitoring Progress and Making
Adjustments

Regular data collection is essential to monitor the effectiveness of
interventions. This data informs adjustments to the intervention
plan, ensuring that strategies remain relevant and effective.
Frequent communication between all involved parties is crucial to
maintain consistency and optimal support for the individual.

Conclusion: A Path Towards Improved
Quality of Life

Successfully increasing desirable behaviors and decreasing
undesirable behaviors in individuals with severe intellectual
disability and autism requires a multifaceted approach. By using
evidence-based methods like ABA, implementing personalized
intervention plans, and prioritizing ethical considerations, we can
significantly improve their quality of life, promote independence,
and foster positive relationships. The journey requires patience,
perseverance, and a commitment to continuous learning and
adaptation.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What if a behavior is self-injurious?

A1l: Self-injurious behaviors (SIB) require immediate and careful
attention. A thorough FBA is essential to understand the function of
the SIB. Interventions might include antecedent manipulation
(changing the environment to prevent the behavior), functional
communication training (teaching alternative ways to communicate
needs), and safety precautions (protective equipment). In some
cases, medication may be considered in consultation with a
physician.
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Q2: How can |l involve the individual in the process?

A2: Involving the individual depends on their communication
abilities. For individuals with limited verbal skills, alternative
communication methods (e.g., picture exchange systems, assistive
technology) can be used to assess their preferences and involve
them in choices related to their intervention plan.

Q3: What if the intervention isn't working?

A3: If an intervention isn't producing the desired results, it’s crucial
to re-evaluate the plan. This might involve revisiting the FBA,
adjusting the intervention strategies, or seeking consultation from
other professionals. It's important to remember that effective
intervention is an iterative process.

Q4: Are there any potential side effects of ABA?

A4: When implemented properly, ABA is generally considered safe
and effective. However, potential risks include the possibility of
inadvertently reinforcing undesirable behaviors if the intervention is
not carefully designed and monitored. Ethical considerations should
always be prioritized.

Q5: How long does it take to see results?

A5: The timeline for seeing results varies greatly depending on the
individual, the complexity of the behavior, and the effectiveness of
the intervention. Some changes may be observed quickly, while
others may take longer. Consistent implementation and regular
monitoring are key to success.

Q6: What is the role of medication in behavior
management?

A6: Medication may be a part of a comprehensive treatment plan
for some individuals, particularly if the behaviors pose significant
safety risks. However, medication should be used in conjunction
with behavioral interventions, not as a standalone treatment. The
decision to use medication should be made in consultation with a
physician and other members of the treatment team.

Q7: Where can | find more information and resources?

A7: The Autism Speaks website, the Association for Science in
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Autism Treatment (ASAT), and the Behavior Analyst Certification
Board (BACB) are excellent resources for information on ABA and
related interventions. Your local school district or disability services
agency can also provide support and resources.

Q8: What is the difference between ABA and other
behavioral therapies?

A8: While ABA is a widely used evidence-based behavioral therapy,
other approaches exist, such as Discrete Trial Training (DTT) and
Pivotal Response Training (PRT). These methods share some
similarities but differ in their methodologies and focus. ABA is an
overarching umbrella that encompasses many specific techniques,
including DTT and PRT. The choice of the most suitable therapy
depends on individual needs and preferences.

Understanding and Managing
Challenging Behaviors in Individuals
with Severe Intellectual Disability and
Autism Spectrum Disorder

Increasing difficult behaviors and decreasing adaptive behaviors are
common obstacles faced by caregivers, educators, and therapists
working with individuals who have severe intellectual disability (ID)
and autism spectrum disorder (ASD). These multifaceted behaviors
can significantly impact the person's quality of life, kin dynamics,
and access to community engagement. This article aims to
illuminate the underlying causes of these behaviors, explore
effective interventions, and offer practical direction for successful
control.

Understanding the Root Causes:

Challenging behaviors in individuals with severe ID and ASD are
rarely random. They often serve a purpose, albeit one that may not
be immediately clear. These behaviors can be a way of:

e Communication: Individuals with limited verbal skills may
use meltdowns to communicate needs, wants, or discomfort.
For example, a child who cannot say "I'm hungry" might
instead scream and throw objects.

e Sensory Regulation: Individuals with ASD often have

Increasing Behaviors Decreasincj Behaviors Of Persons With Severe
Retardation And Autism



Increasing Behaviors Decreasing Behaviors Of Persons With Severe
Retardation And Autism

response to intense sensory input (e.g., loud noises, bright
lights) or a endeavor to seek out sensory input (e.g., rocking,
hand flapping).

* Emotional Regulation: Difficulties processing and
expressing emotions are common in both ID and ASD.
Difficult behaviors can be a demonstration of stress, irritation,
or sadness.

¢ Medical Conditions: Underlying medical issues, such as
pain, infections, or gastrointestinal problems, can initiate
difficult behaviors. Careful medical evaluation is crucial to
exclude any organic causes.

Effective Intervention Strategies:

Successful intervention relies on a holistic approach that tackles
both the function of the behavior and the individual's specific
needs. Key strategies include:

¢ Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA): An FBA is a
systematic process to identify the antecedents that precede a
behavior, the behavior itself, and the results that maintain it.
This data is essential for developing effective intervention
plans.

» Positive Behavior Support (PBS): PBS focuses on teaching
replacement behaviors that serve the same function as the
challenging behavior. For example, if a child screams to get
attention, PBS might involve teaching them to use a picture
exchange system or other communication method to request
attention.

e Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA): ABA uses principles of
learning to instruct new skills and reduce challenging
behaviors. This often involves using reinforcement (rewards)
for desirable behaviors and ignoring or redirecting problem
behaviors.

e Environmental Modifications: Modifying the physical
environment can significantly reduce challenging behaviors.
This might involve reducing sensory stimulation, providing
structured routines, or creating calming spaces.

¢ Medication: In some cases, medication may be required to
help manage problem behaviors, particularly those related to
medical conditions or severe emotional anguish.

Implementation and Practical Benefits:
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Implementing these strategies requires a collaborative effort
involving caregivers, educators, therapists, and the individual
themselves (when possible). Regular monitoring and review are
crucial to ensure the effectiveness of the treatment plan.

The benefits of successful management are considerable.
Individuals experience enhanced quality of life, greater
independence, and increased community participation. Families
experience reduced stress and increased self-belief in their ability
to support their loved ones.

Conclusion:

Problem behaviors in individuals with severe ID and ASD are
intricate but manageable. By understanding the underlying causes
of these behaviors and employing evidence-based strategies, we
can help individuals flourish and reach their full potential. A team
approach, continuous monitoring, and a focus on desirable behavior
support are critical for achieving positive outcomes.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Is it ever acceptable to use punishment to decrease
challenging behaviors?

A: Punishment is generally avoided in behavior support due to its
potential negative effects on the individual's well-being and the
therapeutic relationship. Positive behavior support focuses on
teaching alternative behaviors and reinforcing positive actions.

2. Q: How long does it take to see improvements after
implementing an intervention plan?

A: The timeline for seeing improvements varies depending on the
individual, the severity of the behaviors, and the effectiveness of
the intervention plan. Some individuals may show improvements
relatively quickly, while others may require more time and
adjustments to their plan.

3. Q: What role do families play in managing challenging
behaviors?

A: Families play a vital role. They are key informants for information

about the individual's behaviors, they can actively participate in

implementing interventions at home, and they benefit significantly
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from training and support to handle challenging behaviors.

4. Q: What resources are available to families and
professionals?

A: Numerous resources are available, including local support
groups, professional organizations (e.g., the Autism Speaks, The
Arc), government agencies, and therapists specializing in ASD and
ID. These resources can provide support, training, and access to
assistance.
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