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What is the “Function” or “Pay Off”?

Behavior is a form of communication.
In order to appropriately respond, we must understand the “function”
of the behavior. In other words, what purpose does the behavior serve?
Consider the following:
• Biology check: pain, hunger, sensory overload/need for input?
• Seeking attention? Yes, negative attention counts. 
• Escaping a demand?
• Denied access to tangibles/ told “no” or “wait”?
• Frustration?
Misreading function of behaviors can lead to unintentionally reinforcing
undesired behaviors.

Know Your ABC’s
A= Antecedent (what happened immediately before behavior).
B= Behavior (child’s reaction).
C= Consequence (reinforcing outcome of the event).
Examples:
A: Mom is cooking. Brody calls Mom. Mom doesn’t answer.
B: Brody hits his sister.
C: Mom runs to the living room & scolds Brody.
What is the function of Brody’s behavior?
Will Mom’s reaction reinforce/maintain or extinguish Brody’s behavior?
A: Amelia is reading. Dad asks her to put the dishes away.
B: Amelia screams and throws her book.
C: Dad tells Amelia to go to her room.
What is the function of Amelia’s behavior?
Did Dad’s reaction reinforce/maintain or extinguish Amelia’s behavior?

Our Top Twelve Behavior Strategies
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Visuals
Choices
Rules/Expectations
Reinforcement
Replacement Behaviors/Skills
Priming
First/Then
Catch Them Being Good
Provide/Remove Sensory Input
Timers
Keep up the Demand
Planned Ignoring

Visuals
How many times in a day do you use a visual?
Most people look at a calendar to plan their appointments.
Most respond to a red light by stopping. Most use maps to
get to unfamiliar places. Visuals are everywhere!

Our children often need visuals to help them through
activities, transitions, emotions, etc. A simple visual may
be the key to independence, successful transitions and
much more!

Choices
Provide win/win choices in order to give children a sense
of control and ownership.
• Do you want to
hold my hand?
• Do you want to
• Do you want to
bathroom?
• Do you want to
• Do you want to
cereal aisle?

walk inside by yourself or do you want to
wear the red shirt or the blue shirt?
brush your teeth in your bathroom or my
eat your veggies first or your meat first?
go down the frozen food aisle first or the

Be careful- too many choices may create an expectation for
“options” at all times!

Rules and Expectations
Children behave best when rules and expectations are clear and CONSISTENT.
Children often crave boundaries and feel insecure when they do not have them.
We are the adults and we are in charge.

Insecurity=Behavior

Reinforcement
• Reinforcement= your child’s FAVORITE THINGS!
• Look for free reinforcers first (tickles, hugs, smiles, praise,
special time with parent(s), screen time, etc).
• If left to your child’s own device, what does he/she
gravitate toward?
• Continuously re-evaluate your child’s reinforcers. They
won’t last forever, so plan ahead and be creative!
• Have back-up reinforcers… and more back-ups!
• Consider non-traditional items or items used in nontraditional ways!
• Be the giver of good things…

Replacement Behaviors
You need to teach your child what TO DO.
You must fill in the empty hole that you are leaving
by “digging out” or changing behavior. Fill it
quick by teaching a new skill before they fill it
themselves with something you may not like!
•“Dig Out” hands in pants – replace
with sensory item
•“Dig Out” chewing on shirt – replace
with bandana or chewelry
•“Dig Out” whining during dinner –
replace with conversation games
•“Dig Out” fighting in the car – replace
with car games

Priming
Give your child a “road map” of your expectations.
Use pictures, lists, rules, videos, words…whatever
works!
We need to know what our “job” description is…we are better at what we do when
expectations are clear. Knowing what is going to happen reduces anxiety and improves
behavior in all of us!

First / Then
When using this strategy, it is important to know the
demands that prompt undesired behavior. These
will become the “first” part of the equation.
It is equally important to know your child’s reinforcers
(items/activities they most desire). These will
become the “then” part of the equation.

Decrease number of words when using this strategy!
•
•
•
•
•
•

Examples:
FIRST dinner THEN dessert.
FIRST homework THEN free time.
FIRST put your shoes on THEN we go to the park.
FIRST medicine THEN tickle.
FIRST get out of the bathtub THEN towel ride.
FIRST pick up toys THEN read book with Mommy.

Catch Them Being Good!
• Pay attention to desired behavior and provide
specific, positive praise. i.e. “I love the way you put
your dishes in the sink!” in lieu of “Good job.”
• We often feel compelled to provide corrective
feedback, but not praise. What would it look like if
that were reversed?
• Aim for praising your child 10 – 20 times each hour.
• Set your child up for success.
We all need praise!

Sensory
• This is important enough to make our top 10. Many do not
give consideration to this…but it is SO valuable!
• A well-timed sensory break (“Cool Down Spot”) or targeted
sensory stimulation (99 Sensory Activities) will often
prevent maladaptive behavior.
• Consider: Too much stimulation? Powerful scents? Loud
sounds? Bright/flashing lights? Does she/he need to run,
jump, roll, chew, squish, deep pressure?
• Walking, or even better… running to school can help some
children with attention and behavior.
• Explore creative ways to meet your child’s sensory needs!

Timers
• Using timers will often lead to
more successful transitions.
• Timers provide boundaries and a
finite expectation.
• They are visual and predictable.
• They can give an auditory
reminder that an activity is ending.
• They can give children fixed
control.

Keep up the Demand
If you give a directive that is met with refusal, it is important to keep the
demand until the task is completed.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Be thoughtful about demands you’re making. Is your child’s cup full?
Avoid bribery and threats.
Keep words and eye contact to a minimum (try First/Then).
Keep emotions at bay.
Do not provide any reinforcement until the directive is followed.
Keep guilty feelings out of it! Making excuses does not change the behavior.
Consider why your child refused. Is there a skill deficit?
What can you do to set them up for success next time?

What does this look like?
Mom: Please put your shoes on.
Child: NO. You do it!
Mom: Put your shoes on.
Child: NO!
Mom (in calm, monotone voice): Shoes on. Shoes on. Shoes on. Shoes on. (Until your child complies.)
*If the function of the child’s
behavior is attention- avoid
eye contact. You may also
choose to point in lieu of
speaking to avoid maintaining
the behavior.

This “broken record” technique
may seem tiresome, but it will
communicate that your
directives are meant to be
followed. This will eventually
lead to less refusal.

Planned Ignoring
It is important to not reinforce a maladaptive behavior.
This technique can be difficult…but worth it!!
What does this look like?
#1: Find your happy place.
#2: Make sure child and others are safe.
#3: No eye contact, no words, NO ATTENTION
until the behavior stops for at least 5 seconds.
#4: When the behavior gets worse…you know it is
working! It usually gets worse before it gets better!
#5: Don’t forget to provide reinforcement as soon
as the maladaptive behavior ends. Then come up
with a strategy to get in front of the behavior in the
future.

Anger
Management
• Frustration Scale
• Calm Down Techniques
• Social Autopsies

• Social Scripts
• Power Card
• Cup Kid

Cool Down Spot
• A place for your child to retreat & relax.
*NOT punishment.*
• IKEA pod:
http://www.ikea.com/us/en/catalog/prod
ucts/40100253/
• Blanket tent or beanbag
with sensory toys
• Bed

Sibling
Relationships
• Sibling Dime Jar
• Siblings without Rivalry~ Faber & Mazlish
• Beyond Sibling Rivalry~ Goldenthal
• Sibshops

