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Rehabilitation regularly includes a process of behavioural change. Clients may need to 
successfully integrate novel activities, habits, routines and attitudes that may not have 
been in pre-injury behaviour repertoires.  When the residual impairments of an accident 
or injury are neurologically based, required behaviour changes, as well as the 
emergence of problem behaviours, can present even more challenges to the 
rehabilitation process. Severity of physical impairment, memory loss, and age are clear 
predictors of the capacity for return to work.  Nevertheless, studies cite psychological 
problems and challenging behaviour as predictors of poor outcomes in vocational 
rehabilitation, and whether, how, and when these factors will emerge is less obvious. 
Predicting how these psychosocial issues will impede rehabilitation or whether they will 
resolve over time is difficult. Furthermore, when any type of rehabilitation with potential 
for positive outcomes fails to progress, behaviour challenges are frequently the factor 
cited as cause for failure.   
 
Advances in behavioural science and neuroscience over the past thirty years are 
contributing to best practices in all therapeutic disciplines.  Indeed all facets of society 
are turning to behavioural science to further their understanding of how to influence the 
actions and reactions of individuals and groups.  Thousands of studies in the past thirty 
years have transformed the flawed practice of ‘behaviour modification’ in the 1970’s into 
the innovative fusion of experimental analysis of behaviour and person-centred supports 
and the highly successful use of Positive Behaviour Supports for individuals living with 
disability.   
 
Applied Behaviour Analysis 
Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), a rapidly growing technology based in the application 
of behavioural principles, is meant to reduce anxiety and distress while increasing 
personal happiness and effectiveness. Behaviour analysis is a unique approach to 
treatment based in the understanding that behaviour is learned over time; that most 
important human behaviours are an interaction with the environment, and that 
behaviours are maintained by consequences in the environment. Behaviour Analysts do 
not make judgments about behaviour because they understand it as an adaptive 
response and a way of coping. Instead, they analyze the client’s individualized needs, 
capacities, and goals to find ways of adjusting and modifying behaviours within the 
environment to meet the needs of the client and achieve those goals. 
 
Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) is becoming widely acknowledged as best practice for 
behaviour change procedures and intervention.  Since a 2004 Supreme Court ruling that 
acknowledged Applied Behaviour Analysis as the best treatment available for early 
autism intervention, there is a misconception that ABA is only for autism treatment.  In 
fact, the research and interventions that supported the development and growth of ABA 
technologies were conducted with adults living in facilities or involved in sheltered 
workshop (employment) programs. The evidence overwhelmingly supports the success 
of Applied Behaviour Analysis in all settings with people of all ages. The potential for 
ABA interventions to offer effective supports with measurable outcomes for varied client 
populations is particularly successful when incorporated into recovery and rehabilitation 
treatments. 



 
Collecting empirical evidence of progress and reporting data is increasingly recognized 
as necessary for the effective allocation of resources in rehabilitation.  Applied Behaviour 
Analysis offers a unique best practice in this regard for psychosocial outcomes.  Data 
collection is an important aspect of treatment to ensure that progress is ongoing, or that 
intervention strategies are continuously measured and adjusted to ensure continuous 
positive growth.  The ongoing collection of objective, observable and measurable 
information provides feedback to the client and their team, as well as evidence of 
behavioural change outcomes.      
 
Positive Behaviour Supports draw on ABA technology, and when integrated into 
rehabilitation plans, improve rehabilitative success and greatly increase the likelihood of 
lasting behaviour change for recovery.  Sohlberg and Mateer, in their book, Cognitive 
Rehabilitation: an Integrative Neuropsychological Approach, offer an excellent and 
thorough text on how this can be accomplished.  Even so, complex behaviour or 
behaviour that is resistant to supportive change processes require the services of a 
Board Certified Behaviour Analyst (BCBA) to functionally analyze the contexts of the 
behaviour and provide professional supports for behaviour change.   
 
The Essentials of Positive Behaviour Support  
Individualized Positive Behaviour Support plans describe successful behaviour by 
achievable and measurable steps that are to be taught and reinforced in the client’s 
natural environments. Positive supports offer alternative behaviours that meet the 
client’s needs with superior outcomes to prior problem behaviours.  The essential 
elements of Positive Behaviour Supports include the best practices of person-centred 
support and accommodations; enabling the client’s choice and control within a 
framework of accountability; facilitating communication to enable effective interaction; 
and teaching alternate or replacement behaviours that provide more access to 
reinforcement over the long term.  
 
Person-Centred Support and Accommodations 
Within their capacity, each client must be consulted in plain language at each step in the 
process of behavioural change to secure the client’s ‘buy-in’.  Most clients work well with 
a practitioner who elicits the client’s desire to learn and grow, rather than fight or hide 
from impairment-based, negative feedback options. Client input identifies what helps and 
what doesn’t in changing counterproductive interactions in specific environments.  
Positive supports train, enable, and facilitate the involvement of the client’s primary 
supporters to reliably acquire new behaviour or improve skill level for rehabilitation.  
When clients get support rather than condemnation, and everyone learns how to 
effectively follow-through on good intentions, clients are truly accommodated and 
empowered to regain the control that they may have lost through the illness or injury. 
 
Enabling the Client’s Choice and Control within a Framework of Accountability  
The relationship between accommodation and accountability, and the imbalance of 
those concepts in providing support around behaviour that interferes with rehabilitation, 
is often an underlying source of escalating problem behaviour. All successful adults are 
accountable for their actions, within their capacity to understand their actions, and 
disability does not excuse a person from being accountable.  Two key ways that positive 
behaviour supports offer both inclusion and accountability are through errorless learning 
and contingency planning.  
 



Errorless learning removes the guesswork and negative feedback that can inhibit 
responding. Many learners would rather be seen as non-compliant rather than “stupid.” 
Teaching without error includes breaking tasks into achievable steps where the client is 
supported to successfully complete and practice those steps, with explanation repetition, 
encouragement and reinforcement only. 
 
Contingency planning engages the client in problem-solving exercises to enhance 
accountability and specifically address issues that are repeatedly creating problems. 
Support is offered to determine how to best respond to challenges and how to measure 
success or failure.  Contingency plans must be responsive to client requests, be 
reviewed often, and flexibly changed to enable success, which is then reinforced.  When 
natural consequences do not occur naturally with adults, the only reasonable and age-
appropriate alternative is contingency planning. 
 
Facilitating Communication to Enable Effective Interaction 
When communication or cognition is challenged, behaviour may sometimes seem like 
the only way to be heard. This subsequently contributes to difficulties in interactions and 
presents barriers to valued outcomes.  Good, positive behaviour supports recognize that 
teaching functional communications to ask for and inform environmental 
accommodations can stop the escalation of problem behaviours. When clients can 
communicate necessary information and preferences to others, they can participate in 
relationships and enjoy increased socialization and community participation. 
   
Teaching Alternate or Replacement Behaviours That Provide More Access to 
Reinforcement over the Long Term 
Regardless of cognitive capacity, all behaviour has been learned and therefore can be 
relearned. Practicing more productive alternative behaviour to problem behaviour will 
lead to rehabilitative, social or psychological change when the alternate behaviour is 
reinforced. When any behaviour becomes irrelevant, ineffective, and inefficient, it is 
replaced by other behaviour. Positive behaviour supports based on the individual's 
goals, with practical steps towards successful outcomes, and new behaviour replacing 
ineffective responses, ensures that rehabilitation is useful and makes lasting recovery 
possible.  
 
Outcomes and Cost Benefits 
Applied Behaviour Analysis and Positive Behaviour Supports have the potential to 
improve all rehabilitative and recovery-based outcomes; reduce dependence on 
medications to manage behaviours; increase long-term opportunities for progress and 
growth while preventing mental health complications; and increase client opportunities 
for inclusion with natural supports 
 
For more information on Behaviour Analysts practicing in Canada, go to www.bacb.com 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 


