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Objective:

Applied behavior analysis (ABA) is an evidence-based practice (EBP) used with individuals with a
diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and is commonly used to reduce challenging
behaviors (e.g., aggression, feeding issues, property destruction, self-injury, etc.). Individuals
with other disabilities also exhibit challenging behavior and may also benefit from ABA-based
interventions (Matson et al., 2010). Thus, the purpose of this project was to explore if function-
based interventions, a key component of ABA, were effective in decreasing challenging
behavior for individuals without a diagnosis of ASD. Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) and Down Syndrome (DS) were the foci of this search due to being the most common
developmental disorder and most common chromosomal disorder, respectively (Mahone &
Denckla, 2017; Mai et al., 2019).

Method:

A literature review was conducted using the databases ERIC, Psycinfo, and Scopus using terms
related to function-based interventions, challenging behavior, ADHD, and Down Syndrome.
Potential sources were limited to peer-reviewed sources written in English. Results containing a
homogenous ASD population or individuals with comorbid ASD and ADHD or DS were excluded.

Initial findings: “adhd” “function-based intervention” OR “challenging behavior”

ERIC: 14

Psycinfo: 23

Scopus: 63

Initial findings: “down syndrome” “function-based intervention” OR “challenging behavior”
ERIC: 4

Psycinfo: 24

Scopus: 65

147 items after removing duplicates
32 items left after applying exclusionary criteria (5 books, 4 book sections, 23 journal articles)

Results:

Initially, 147 sources were identified from the search. After applying the exclusionary criteria,
32 sources (23 articles, five books, and four book sections) utilizing function-based
interventions with individuals who had a diagnosis of ADHD or DS who displayed challenging
behavior remained. A majority of individuals experienced a reduction in challenging behavior
following function-based interventions.

Discussion:
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Across the literature, researchers developed interventions with the function of the behavior as
the focal point. The diagnosis of the individuals played little, if any, factor in their intervention
choices. This may suggest that behaviors, not diagnoses, are the more important factors when
considering interventions for reducing challenging behavior. Future directions in research could
examine challenging behavior and function-based interventions in a broader range of
developmental disabilities (i.e., cerebral palsy, Prader Willi Syndrome, intellectual disability,
etc.). Additionally, researchers could examine challenging behavior and function-based
interventions in populations without developmental disabilities. Should research display the
success of ABA-based interventions for individuals without an ASD diagnosis, current policies
that only reimburse ABA therapy for individuals with ASD should be reconsidered. Possible
criteria for ABA therapy could include certain academic or behavioral deficits, rather than a
specific diagnosis.
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