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Externalizing Behavior Does Not Occur in a Vacuum

Individual skills, preferences, and 
learning history impact behavioral 

presentation

Others in the environment respond 
to an individual’s behavior

Cultural Norms shape how we view 
behavior & react to behavior

Contexts may differ in stimuli & 
expectations

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979)
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• Difference- and disability-oriented

• Focus on quality of life

• Treatment addresses individual fit + 
societal barriers

• Disease- & pathology-oriented

• Focus on individual deficits

• Treatment attempts to change 
the person

Cultural Values: My Perspective 

VS.Medical Model Neurodiversity Framework

(Leadbitter et al., 2021)
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Externalizing Behavior

• Talking about behavior like:
– Aggression
– Property destruction
– Refusal to follow instructions
– Tantrums
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Externalizing Behavior

• But what about calling it problem behavior or challenging 
behavior?

• Some recent criticisms -

Meaning 
varies

Impact is 
unclear

Neglects 
perspective

(Bottema-Beutel et al., 2021; Bottema-Beutel et al., 2024; Dwyer et al., 2022)
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Breaking Down Impact
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What Is Clinically Relevant?

Safety
Restrictive 

Environments

Long Term 
Quality of 

Life 8

What Is Clinically Relevant?

Safety Restrictive 
Environments

Quality of Life

• Injury to self
• Injury to others
• Risk for abuse & 

neglect

• Community access
• Limited school
• Intrusive procedures
• Hospitalization

• Independence
• Autonomy
• Meaningful relationships
• Mental health
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What Is Clinically Relevant?

Safety Restrictive 
Environments

Long Term 
Quality of 

Life
Annoying to 

others

Autistic
“Odd”

Different 
from others

Because 
someone said 

so

“Unfit” for 
environment
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Goal of  Targeting for Intervention

Clear, justifiable impact
on quality of life

Minimal impact

Presence Externalizing 
Behavior

Absence of Externalizing 
Behavior
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Externalizing Behavior

• Increased prevalence among those with:
– Lower cognitive ability
– Lower expressive communication
– Lower adaptive skills
– Higher autistic traits

• Why?

52-68% autistic 
youth engage in 

aggression

(McTiernan et al., 2011; Operto et al., 2021; Williams et al., 2018)
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A Behavior Analytic Approach

• Externalizing behavior is orderly. It happens for a reason.
– Data driven

• Focus on environmental variables that we can alter
– Thoughts & emotions still important, but largely outside purview of many behavior 

analytic approaches

• We can often view externalizing behavior as a form of communication.

Shutterstock 317132894
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Common Wants (Behavior Function)

Escape / Avoidance
Behavior has a history of 
resulting in removal of an 
aversive context (e.g., HW, 

chores, aversive 
interactions)

Attention
Behavior has a history of 

resulting in desired 
interactions (can be 

seemingly positive or 
negative interactions)

Tangible / Activities
Behavior has a history of 

resulting in access to 
item(s) or activities of 

interest

Automatic / Sensory
Behavior has a history of 

producing preferred 
consequences (e.g., 

reduction in headache; 
stimulation)
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But Why Use Externalizing Behavior?

Verbal Communication 
• Difficulty speaking or does 

not use vocal speech
• Other attempts may not be 

recognized
• May infrequently result in 

desired consequence

Externalizing Behavior
• Others may learn to avoid
• May increase efforts to 

figure out
• Increases motivation to 

“turn it off”

Matching Law!
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Addressing Behavior
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Addressing Behavior

Identifying behavior function, 
teaching skills & identifying 

accommodations

Teaching others to respond & 
support accommodations

Advocating for awareness, 
accommodations, & acceptance; 

challenging assumptions of what is 
“problematic”

Identifying relevant contexts
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Example: Tangibly Maintained Behavior 

Addressing needs from the individual to the environment
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Targeting the Individual

Decreasing Externalizing 
Behavior

• Differential reinforcement: 
favor other responding!
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Identifying Accommodations

• Co-occurring diagnoses?
• Communication modality?
• Child preferences?

Targeting the Individual

Decreasing Externalizing 
Behavior

• Differential reinforcement: 
favor other responding!
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Learning History

Tablet, please
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Treatment with Extinction

Tablet, please
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Non-extinction: Favor Alternative Response

Tablet, please

1 min
Certain videos

5 min
All videos
Food item

Targeting the Individual

Functional 
Communication

Functional 
Communication

BaselineBaseline
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Targeting the Individual

Functional 
Communication
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Where are we at?

Externalizing behavior low!

New communication request effective!

Caregiver feasibility & effectiveness

27

Targeting Caregivers
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Targeting Caregivers

• Most (if not all) caregivers cannot sustainably honor every 
single communication attempt

• It is natural for wants & needs to be unavailable sometimes
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Tablet, please

Tablet, please

Schedule Thinning Component

30

Schedule Thinning

(Call et a., 2018; Hanley et al., 2001)
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Schedule Thinning

(Call et a., 2018; Hanley et al., 2001)
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Schedule Thinning

(Call et a., 2018; Hanley et al., 2001)
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Targeting Caregivers

• Behavioral intervention requires ongoing implementation
– These may be more analogous to lifestyle changes

• May include new ways of…
– Understanding their child
– Communicating with their child 
– Setting up the environment
– Responding to their child’s behavior
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Targeting Caregivers

Using Ineffective Strategies
• Familiar
• Easy
• Works sometimes
• Other caregivers do it

Implementing Treatment
• Time intensive
• Difficult to implement
• Tiring
• Doesn’t make sense

Matching Law!
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Targeting Caregivers 

• Explicitly targeting caregiver implementation

Follow up

Follow up
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Targeting Caregivers 

• Explicitly targeting caregiver implementation

Follow up

Follow up
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Targeting Caregivers 

• Explicitly targeting caregiver implementation

Follow up

Follow up

Where are we at?

Externalizing behavior low!

New communication request effective!

Robustness across contexts?

Caregiver collaboration

Caregiver quality implementation

Targeting Contexts
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Targeting Contexts

• Strategies must be effective across relevant settings
– Generalization!
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Targeting Contexts 

• Changes in contexts can result in behavioral relapse

Alternative Response
(Communication)

Externalizing Behavior
(Aggression)

Condition

ExtinctionReinforcementBaseline (Room A)

ReinforcementExtinctionTreatment (Room B)

(Haney et al., 2021; Kelley et al., 2018; Saini et al., 2018)
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Targeting Contexts

Renewal in 
59 – 67% of 
individuals

(Falligant et al., 2021; Muething et al., 2020)

Extinction Context 
Change; 
Renewal

Reinforcement for 
Response 
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Targeting Contexts 

• What are those meaningful contexts?

Clinic Home

44

Targeting Contexts

(Kelley et al., 2018)
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Targeting Contexts

(Kelley et al., 2018)
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Targeting Contexts

(Kelley et al., 2018)
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Targeting Contexts

(Kelley et al., 2018)
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Targeting Contexts

• Targeting contexts & planning for possible relapse
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Where are we at?

Externalizing behavior low!

New communication request effective!

Community Support?

Caregiver collaboration

Caregiver quality implementation

Contextual fit & effectiveness

Targeting Communities

51

Targeting Communities

• Ongoing barriers in the community (to name a few)
– Limited familiarity with externalizing behavior
– Interactions with first responders
– Lack of accommodations/supports across services
– Social isolation 
– Caregiver stress

Need for ongoing education, acceptance, & advocacy
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Targeting Communities
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Wrap Up

Socially valid outcomes are not as simple as only targeting 
externalizing behavior of a single individual
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Questions?
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