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Introduction to Behavioral Intervention Support (BIS)

Behavioral Intervention Support (BIS) represents a systematic and empirically validated approach
utilized across educational, clinical, and community settings to address and ameliorate challenging
behaviors while simultaneously promoting adaptive and socially significant skills. This framework is
fundamentally rooted in the science of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), emphasizing the
identification of environmental variables that maintain specific behaviors and the subsequent
modification of those variables to achieve meaningful change. BIS is not merely a reactive
measure aimed at suppressing undesirable actions; rather, it is a comprehensive, proactive
process designed to understand the function of behavior, teach functional alternatives, and create
environments where success is inevitable, thereby improving the overall quality of life for the
individual receiving support. The core philosophy dictates that all behavior serves a purpose, and
effective intervention requires understanding this communicative function rather than simply
punishing the outward manifestation of the behavior.

The necessity for formalized Behavioral Intervention Support arises when an individual exhibits
behaviors that significantly impede learning, restrict participation in typical activities, cause harm to
self or others, or substantially violate social norms. These challenging behaviors can range widely
in intensity and form, encompassing aggression, self-injurious behavior (SIB), property destruction,
severe non-compliance, and persistent stereotypic movements. In response, BIS employs a data-
driven methodology, starting with a meticulous assessment phase to determine the specific
circumstances under which the behavior occurs, which is crucial for developing an individualized
and effective intervention plan. The resulting intervention is highly personalized, focusing on the
individual's strengths, deficits, and unique environmental context, ensuring that interventions are
both effective and socially acceptable within the individual's natural environment.

The successful implementation of BIS requires a collaborative, multidisciplinary approach involving
educators, clinicians (such as Board Certified Behavior Analysts or BCBAS), parents, caregivers,
and the individual themselves, whenever possible. This teamwork ensures consistency across all
settings where the challenging behavior might occur, which is paramount for achieving
generalization and maintenance of newly learned skills. Furthermore, the commitment to fidelity of
implementation--ensuring the intervention procedures are executed exactly as designed--is a
critical variable differentiating successful outcomes from unsuccessful ones. BIS is characterized
by its reliance on objective measurement and continuous evaluation; interventions are never static
but are dynamically adjusted based on ongoing data collection, thereby adhering to the scientific
rigor demanded by evidence-based practice in psychology and education.

Foundational Principles of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

Behavioral Intervention Support draws its theoretical and methodological strength directly from the
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principles of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), a scientific discipline focused on understanding
and improving human behavior. ABA emphasizes the relationship between behavior and the
environment, articulated through the foundational three-term contingency model: Antecedent (A),
Behavior (B), and Consequence (C). The antecedent is the event or stimulus that precedes the
behavior; the behavior is the measurable action itself; and the consequence is the event that
immediately follows the behavior, which then influences the likelihood of that behavior occurring
again in the future. Understanding this A-B-C sequence is the bedrock of BIS, allowing
practitioners to identify the specific environmental triggers and reinforcers that maintain challenging
behavior, moving the focus away from internal, unobservable causes toward observable,
manipulable environmental variables.

Central to ABA and BIS is the principle of reinforcement, the process by which a consequence
immediately following a behavior increases the future probability of that behavior. Reinforcement
can be positive (the addition of a preferred stimulus, such as attention or access to a toy) or
negative (the removal of an aversive stimulus, such as escaping a difficult task). BIS interventions
prioritize the use of positive reinforcement to strengthen desired, alternative behaviors, thereby
making the challenging behavior unnecessary or inefficient for the individual to achieve their
needs. Conversely, while punishment--a consequence that decreases the future probability of a
behavior--is a functional principle of behavior, ethical and clinical guidelines mandate that BIS
practitioners utilize positive, constructive procedures first, reserving intrusive or restrictive
procedures only as a last resort and with stringent oversight.

Other critical ABA concepts integrated into BIS include stimulus control, generalization, and
extinction. Stimulus control refers to the phenomenon where a behavior is more likely to occur in
the presence of a specific antecedent stimulus (a discriminative stimulus) than in its absence.
Intervention involves teaching the individual to respond appropriately to new or existing
discriminative stimuli. Generalization is the desired outcome where the learned appropriate
behavior occurs across different people, settings, and materials, ensuring that the skills are useful
in the individual's everyday life. Finally, extinction involves withholding the reinforcement that
previously maintained a challenging behavior; for example, if a child screams to gain attention, the
planned extinction procedure would be to withhold attention contingent on the screaming. While
extinction is often effective, it must be carefully managed, as it frequently leads to an initial
temporary increase in the behavior, known as an extinction burst, requiring consistent and trained
staff response.

The Assessment Phase: Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA)

The cornerstone of effective Behavioral Intervention Support is the Functional Behavior
Assessment (FBA), an essential process used to determine the function or purpose of the
challenging behavior. Unlike traditional assessments that merely classify behaviors, the FBA seeks
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to answer the fundamental question: Why is the individual engaging in this behavior? Without
understanding the function, any intervention implemented is likely to be ineffective, relying on
guesswork or generic, non-individualized strategies. The FBA process is systematic and typically
involves three levels of rigor: indirect assessment, direct observation, and, in some cases,
functional analysis.

The initial step, indirect assessment, involves gathering information through interviews and
guestionnaires with individuals who know the client well, such as parents, teachers, and
caregivers. Tools like the Functional Assessment Interview or various rating scales collect
historical data, perceived triggers, and typical consequences from the perspective of the observer.
While this step provides valuable contextual information and helps form initial hypotheses about
the behavior's function, it relies on subjective reporting and memory, necessitating corroboration
through direct observation. The second step, direct observation, involves trained personnel
systematically observing the behavior in the natural environment and recording the A-B-C
sequence as it occurs. This objective data collection provides empirical evidence regarding the
specific antecedents that predict the behavior and the consequences that maintain it, allowing the
team to refine the hypothesis regarding the behavior's function.

The primary functions of challenging behavior are generally categorized into four areas, often
remembered by the acronym SEAT or EATS: Sensory/Automatic reinforcement (the behavior
produces its own internal reinforcement, such as rocking or humming); Escape or avoidance (the
behavior results in escaping or delaying an undesirable task or situation); Attention (the behavior
results in gaining social attention, even if negative); and Tangible reinforcement (the behavior
results in gaining access to preferred items, activities, or edibles). In cases where the function
remains unclear or the behavior is severe, the FBA may proceed to a Functional Analysis (FA),
which involves the systematic, experimental manipulation of environmental variables (antecedents
and consequences) in a controlled setting to confirm the function with high certainty. The FA
provides the most definitive data, isolating the specific variables that reliably evoke and maintain
the behavior, thereby solidifying the foundation upon which the intervention plan must be built.

Designing the Intervention Plan (BIP)

Once the Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) is complete and the function of the target
behavior is reliably identified, the team proceeds to develop the Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP).
The BIP is the written blueprint that outlines the specific strategies, procedures, and training
necessary to decrease the challenging behavior and increase appropriate alternative skills. A well-
constructed BIP is comprehensive, focusing on three essential components: antecedent strategies
(proactive changes), replacement behavior instruction (skill building), and consequence strategies
(reactive response). The effectiveness of the BIP is directly tied to how accurately it addresses the
identified function of the behavior, ensuring that the alternative behavior serves the exact same
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purpose for the individual as the challenging behavior previously did.

Antecedent strategies are proactive modifications made to the environment or the instructional
routine before the challenging behavior occurs. Since the antecedent cues the behavior, changing
the antecedent can prevent the behavior from starting. For example, if the FBA determined a
behavior is maintained by escape from difficult tasks, antecedent strategies might include providing
frequent, non-contingent breaks, modifying the curriculum to match skill level, or offering choices in
task order. If the behavior is maintained by attention, the strategy might involve providing high
rates of non-contingent attention at scheduled intervals, reducing the motivation to seek attention
inappropriately. These proactive measures aim to make the challenging behavior irrelevant by
removing the environmental triggers or reducing the motivating operation that drives the need for
the behavior.

The second crucial component is teaching functionally equivalent replacement behaviors
(FERBS). A replacement behavior must be easier to perform, more efficient, and result in the same
consequence (function) as the challenging behavior. For instance, if a child hits a peer (function:
tangible access to a toy), the FERB might be teaching them to use a verbal request, a picture card,
or a sign language prompt to request the toy. The BIP must clearly define how this new skill will be
taught, often using techniques like prompting, shaping, and positive reinforcement. Finally,
consequence strategies outline how staff and caregivers must respond immediately after the
challenging behavior occurs and after the replacement behavior occurs. Responding to the
challenging behavior involves planned ignoring (extinction) or redirecting, ensuring that the
behavior no longer results in the desired outcome. Crucially, consequence strategies for the FERB
involve immediate, powerful reinforcement to ensure the new, appropriate behavior is strengthened
and maintained.

Key Components of Effective Intervention Strategies

Effective Behavioral Intervention Support relies on a portfolio of evidence-based strategies tailored
to the specific needs identified during the FBA. One of the most frequently employed and powerful
categories of strategies is Differential Reinforcement, which involves reinforcing specific
behaviors while simultaneously withholding reinforcement for others. Several forms exist, including
Differential Reinforcement of Alternative behavior (DRA), where reinforcement is provided for a
specific, appropriate alternative behavior while the challenging behavior is ignored; Differential
Reinforcement of Other behavior (DRO), where reinforcement is provided if the challenging
behavior does not occur during a specified time interval; and Differential Reinforcement of
Incompatible behavior (DRI), where the reinforced behavior makes it physically impossible to
engage in the challenging behavior at the same time.

Another essential component involves Skill Acquisition Programming, which focuses on
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teaching skills that may be prerequisites to successful social functioning or academic engagement,
thereby reducing the reliance on challenging behaviors as coping mechanisms. These skills can
include communication training, social skills instruction (e.g., waiting, sharing, turn-taking), self-
management techniques, and emotional regulation strategies. These programs often utilize
structured teaching methods such as discrete trial training (DTT) for rapid skill acquisition or
naturalistic environment training (NET) to ensure skills are learned in contexts where they will
actually be used. The goal is to fill the functional deficits that contribute to the challenging behavior,
providing the individual with the necessary tools to havigate complex environments appropriately.

Furthermore, effective BIS necessitates the consistent application of Extinction Procedures, the
planned withholding of reinforcement for a previously reinforced behavior. While simple in concept,
extinction is often difficult to implement consistently, especially when the challenging behavior is
aggressive or disruptive. The team must be trained to resist the natural temptation to give in to the
behavior, as intermittent reinforcement (inconsistency) can actually strengthen the behavior,
making it more resistant to future intervention. Extinction is almost always paired with
reinforcement of the replacement behavior to ensure that the individual still has a means of
accessing their desired outcome, maintaining the ethical standard of providing a functional
communicative option. Without this pairing, extinction procedures can lead to frustration and
potentially the development of new, equally challenging behaviors.

Implementation, Monitoring, and Data Collection

The successful execution of a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) hinges entirely on the fidelity of
implementation and the rigorous collection of objective data. Implementation fidelity refers to the
accuracy and consistency with which all intervention procedures are carried out by all personnel
involved, including teachers, therapists, and family members. If the procedures are implemented
inconsistently, the intervention is likely to fail, making it impossible to determine whether the plan
itself was flawed or if the failure was simply due to poor execution. Training and ongoing
supervision of implementers are therefore non-negotiable components of BIS, often involving direct
observation, coaching, and performance feedback provided by the behavior analyst.

Data collection serves multiple critical purposes: it confirms the initial FBA hypothesis, tracks the
behavior's progress over time, and objectively signals when adjustments to the BIP are necessary.
Data must be measurable and objective, utilizing various methods depending on the type of
behavior being tracked.

Frequency Recording: Counting every instance of a discrete behavior (e.g., number of times a
student hits).

Duration Recording: Measuring the length of time a behavior occurs (e.g., length of a tantrum).
Interval Recording: Checking whether the behavior occurred during specific time blocks (e.g.,
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partial or whole interval recording).
Latency Recording: Measuring the time between the presentation of an antecedent and the
initiation of the behavior (e.g., the time taken to start a task after instruction).

This data is typically graphed and visually analyzed to facilitate rapid decision-making. The process
of BIS is inherently cyclical: assessment leads to intervention, intervention generates data, and
data informs continuous evaluation. If the data shows minimal or negative progress, the team must
return to the FBA findings and revise the BIP, perhaps by adjusting the reinforcement schedule,
modifying the antecedent strategies, or selecting a different replacement behavior. This
commitment to continuous, data-driven adjustment ensures that the intervention remains dynamic
and maximally effective for the individual's evolving needs.

Ethical Considerations and Professional Practice

Given the potentially powerful impact of behavioral interventions, ethical practice is paramount in
Behavioral Intervention Support. Practitioners, particularly those certified through the Behavior
Analyst Certification Board (BACB), are bound by a strict code of ethics emphasizing client welfare,
dignity, and the use of the least restrictive, most effective procedures possible. The principle of
least restrictive environment (LRE) dictates that interventions should prioritize positive, non-
aversive methods (e.g., positive reinforcement and antecedent control) before considering
restrictive or potentially harmful procedures (e.g., seclusion, physical restraint, or punishment).

Key ethical obligations include ensuring informed consent from the client or their legally
authorized representative prior to the initiation of any assessment or intervention. This consent
must be fully informed, explaining the nature of the procedures, the potential benefits, and the
associated risks. Furthermore, practitioners must ensure their competence, only providing services
within their defined areas of expertise and seeking supervision or consultation when necessary.
The ethical commitment also extends to confidentiality, maintaining accurate and honest records,
and establishing professional boundaries with clients and stakeholders.

A significant ethical consideration in BIS involves assessing the social validity of the intervention.
Social validity ensures that the goals of the intervention are relevant to the client and society, that
the procedures used are acceptable to consumers (the client, family, and staff), and that the
resulting changes lead to significant and meaningful improvements in the client's life. Interventions
that are highly effective but deemed unacceptable by the stakeholders are unlikely to be
implemented with fidelity or maintained over time. Therefore, BIS practitioners must constantly
balance technical effectiveness with social acceptability, ensuring that all procedures respect the
individual's rights and promote autonomy and long-term independence.
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Integration of BIS in Diverse Settings

While Behavioral Intervention Support is often associated with special education classrooms or
clinical settings focused on individuals with developmental disabilities, its principles are broadly
applicable and highly effective across a diverse range of environments and populations. The core
methodology--identifying function and teaching alternative skills--is utilized in general education
classrooms, residential treatment facilities, organizational management, public health initiatives,
and forensic settings. In educational contexts, BIS is integrated through school-wide Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), a tiered framework designed to prevent challenging
behaviors by establishing clear behavioral expectations and providing universal reinforcement for
all students, reserving intensive, individualized BIS for the small percentage of students with
severe, persistent needs.

In community and residential settings, BIS is critical for promoting essential life skills, including
vocational training, independent living skills, self-care routines, and community safety. The focus
shifts from classroom compliance to generalization of skills crucial for integration and participation
in society. For example, a BIP might focus on decreasing aggressive outbursts in public
transportation settings by teaching appropriate waiting skills and tolerance for frustration, ensuring
the individual can access community resources independently. This requires significant
collaboration with community partners and caregivers, ensuring consistency across the individual's
entire ecology.

The long-term success of BIS is heavily dependent on the ability of the individual to generalize
newly acquired skills and for the support system to maintain the integrity of the intervention over
time, often referred to as maintenance. Behavior analysts must program for generalization
explicitly by varying the stimuli, settings, and people involved in the training process. Furthermore,
training caregivers and support staff to become competent implementers of the BIP ensures that
the necessary reinforcement contingencies and antecedent controls remain in place long after
direct clinical services are reduced. This comprehensive approach to integration underscores that
Behavioral Intervention Support is not a temporary fix but a strategy for sustainable behavioral
change and lifelong skill development.
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