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Positive behavior support (PBS) emerged in the mid-1980s as an approach
for understanding and addressing problem behaviors. PBS was derived
primarily from applied behavior analysis (ABA). Over time, however, PBS
research and practice has incorporated evaluative methods, assessment and
intervention procedures, and conceptual perspectives associated with a
number of additional disciplines. Recently, there has been some confusion
regarding the definition of PBS and, in particular, its relationship to ABA. In
this article, it was noted that the practice of PBS and ABA, in some instances,
can be indistinguishable but that important differences in definitions and
emphases mandate an explicit distinction. The purpose of this article is to
address some of the key points of confusion, identify areas of overlap and
distinction, and facilitate a constructive and collegial dialog between
proponents of the PBS and ABA perspectives.

Keywords: positive behavior support; applied behavior analysis

Positive behavior support (PBS) is a practical approach for decreasing
problem behaviors and improving quality of life (QOL) for individuals
of all ages and abilities. The approach involves a data-based assessment
process, empirically validated intervention strategies, systems change to
promote utilization and sustainability, and procedures for heightening
responsiveness to consumers’ preferences and community relevance. PBS
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emerged in the mid-1980s in response to (a) escalating concerns over the
use of aversive procedures (Lavigna & Donnellan, 1986; Meyer & Evans,
1989; Will, 1999) and (b) the desire to produce more meaningful and sus-
tainable outcomes in complex community settings (Horner et al., 1990).
The approach grew from the scientific and procedural foundations of
applied behavior analysis (ABA), benefiting, in particular, from the tech-
nologies of functional assessment and analysis. In the past two decades, the
definition of PBS has been refined and considerable data have documented
its efficacy with diverse populations (Bambara & Kern, 2005; Carr, 2007;
Carr et al., 1999; Dunlap & Carr, 2007; Koegel & Koegel, 2006; Koegel,
Koegel, & Dunlap, 1996; Lucyshyn, Dunlap, & Albin, 2002), and the
approach has been elaborated into a systematic perspective relevant to mul-
tiple units of analysis and application (e.g., Anderson & Kincaid, 2005;
Sugai et al., 2000). In a relatively short period of time, PBS has been estab-
lished as a major influence in the way that practitioners and policy makers
address the challenge of problem behavior.

The dramatic growth of PBS has been associated with some misunder-
standings and criticisms. Misunderstandings and confusion arose from the
rapid expansion and popularity of PBS, with a large number of individuals
and organizations claiming to practice the approach. Even a cursory search
of the Internet uncovers a large number of Web sites, some of which
describe practices and principles that bear little resemblance to the founda-
tions of PBS elaborated in the general research literature, in the Journal of
Positive Behavior Interventions (JPBI), or by the international Association
for Positive Behavior Support (APBS). The problem of inaccurate attribu-
tions, of course, is familiar to many practices and disciplines, including
ABA. In addition, some behavior analysts have published scholarly analy-
ses and thoughtful critiques that questioned the merits of viewing PBS as a
distinct discipline (e.g., Carr & Sidener, 2002; Wacker & Berg, 2002).
Others have published more disparaging critiques of the PBS approach
(e.g., Johnston, Foxx, Jacobson, Green, & Mulick, 2006; Mulick & Butter,
2005; Osborne, 2005).

Authors’ Note: The authors express sincere gratitude for the encouragement and substan-
tive comments provided by Judith E. Favell, Dennis H. Reid, and Todd R. Risley. Although
the responsibility for this article is owned by the authors alone, the content was improved as
a result of detailed suggestions and guidance from these authorities. Please address corre-
spondence to Glen Dunlap, Department of Child and Family Studies, Florida Mental Health
Institute, University of South Florida, 2778 Mayberry Drive, Reno, NV 89509; e-mail:
glendunlap @sbcglobal.net.
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As behavior analysts who have concurrently been involved with the
development of PBS, we are concerned that the misunderstandings of PBS
have engendered confusion and the potential for unnecessary counterpro-
ductive polarization within the field. Therefore, the purpose of this article
is to provide some explanation and elaboration of the definition and status
of PBS and its relationship to ABA. Our intention is to clarify the issues
and, hopefully, to launch a collegial and constructive discussion concerning
the beneficial interactions that can and should occur between proponents of
these two disciplines.

Positive Behavior Support

PBS is an intervention technology based on social, behavioral, educa-
tional, and biomedical science that combines evidence-based practices with
formal systems change strategies focused on both improving the valued
lifestyle options available for an individual and reducing problem behaviors
(Carr et al., 2002). PBS is an overtly value-based technology that integrates
consumer preferences with data-based decision making. The individuals
receiving support (and their advocates) are the key decision makers in defin-
ing the goals and the parameters of the support. PBS is an empirical approach
in that (a) the practices build from formal scientific principles, (b) the prac-
tices are subjected to formal research validation tests, and (c) the practices
include the collection and use of publicly interpretable data as part of indi-
vidual application. PBS is a systems approach in that intervention practices
are selected to fit the unique social context in which they are applied and to
focus on the larger organizational variables that affect fidelity and sustain-
ability of intervention implementation and effects. In concert with many other
authors, Carr et al. (2002) identified ABA as the essential foundation and
source from which PBS practices have emerged and acknowledged, in par-
ticular, the operant conceptual framework and the assessment and interven-
tion technologies that stem from ABA as core components of PBS.

There are a number of features that are important to consider when defin-
ing PBS and appreciating its role in the panorama of behavioral science and
practice. Table 1 provides a list of distinctive features that were delineated by
Carr et al. (2002). These features describe a highly pragmatic, problem-solving
approach that is open to effective inputs derived from multiple perspectives,
with the key criteria being that these inputs be subject to the processes of
empirical accountability and validation and that they be consistent with the
PBS goals of decreasing problem behaviors and improving QOL.
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Table 1
Defining Features of Positive Behavior Support

1 Comprehensive lifestyle change and improved quality of life are goals
of any intervention and can only be defined based on the values of those
receiving support.

2 Interventions and supports are to be seen and implemented from a long-term,
life span perspective.
3 Interventions must possess ecological validity, in that strategies of intervention

and support must be feasible in, relevant to, and effective in real-life
settings and situations.

4 Principal stakeholders (such as parents, teachers, friends, employers, and
siblings) function as collaborators and partners in the development and
implementation of interventions and support plans.

5 Social validity is a primary and pervasive criterion of effective procedures
and intended outcomes.

6 Interventions are developed with an understanding that ensuring fidelity with
respect to support and sustainability requires attention to systems variables.

7 Support plans are developed with a comprehensive emphasis on prevention,

and an acknowledgment that active and functional intervention occurs
when problem behaviors are not present.

8 Support plans are (a) based on assessment of medical, behavioral, and
educational variables; (b) guided by principles drawn from behavioral and
biomedical science; and (c) evaluated through overt measurement of impact.

9 An appreciation that optimal effectiveness requires the utilization of
knowledge derived from a variety of methodological practices.
10 A pragmatic understanding that contributions to the development of effective

interventions and supports can come from multiple theoretical perspectives.

PBS is sometimes criticized for not being new. However, as many
authors have stated (Anderson & Freeman, 2000; Carr et al., 2002; Dunlap,
2004; Horner et al., 1990), although the basic building blocks of PBS are
not new, the ways in which these building blocks have been taken from a
variety of approaches and integrated into a unified approach is different.
In addition, changes in the assessment and intervention methodologies
required to make the integration work effectively in complex naturalistic
settings have been a major focus of PBS research (e.g., Clarke & Dunlap,
2008; Gable, Hendrickson, & Van Acker, 2001; Scott et al., 2005). The
challenges involved in integrating research with practice, including the
analysis and application of factors characteristic of complex social envi-
ronments, led to an entity (PBS) that differs in many ways from the parent
discipline (ABA) from which it evolved (Carr, 1997). In order to clarify this
relationship, we turn now to a brief discussion of the commonalities and
distinctions (or shared and differing emphases) between PBS and ABA.
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Shared Emphases Between ABA and PBS

The emergence of PBS in the mid-1980s was propelled by social forces
demanding effective, socially and ecologically valid procedures for pro-
ducing needed changes in serious destructive and disruptive behaviors. The
conceptual and technical means to respond to these forces involved operant
psychology and ABA. Most pivotal among the contributions of ABA in the
mid-1980s was the research on functional analysis and functional behav-
ioral assessment (Carr, 1977; Iwata, Dorsey, Slifer, Bauman, & Richman,
1994; Repp & Horner, 1999) that enabled a new preventive technology of
functional skill training (e.g., Carr & Durand, 1985; Wacker et al., 1990)
and the expansion of assessment-based applications of stimulus control that
helped define a preventive technology of environmental redesign (e.g.,
Dunlap & Kern, 1996; Luiselli, 2006; Wolery & Winterling, 1997).

Given the critical importance and demonstrated efficacy of the technol-
ogy and methodology of ABA, it is not surprising that a large proportion of
the principal contributors to PBS were trained as behavior analysts, pub-
lished research in and served on the editorial boards of ABA journals (e.g.,
the Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis [JABA]), and remained commit-
ted to and identified with ABA. Indeed, Todd Risley, a prominent cofounder
of ABA, was also a prominent cofounder of PBS. His description of
lifestyle arrangements (Risley, 1996) is one of the seminal articles defining
the essential elements of PBS. PBS is viewed as an opportunity to build
upon the ABA tradition by incorporating concepts and strategies from a
variety of sources to address issues and problems whose resolution would
further enhance our pragmatic impact on society (Dunlap, 2006; Risley,
2003). Although PBS embraces input from multiple disciplines and con-
sumers, it subjects that input to rigorous empirical analysis and, like ABA,
uses pragmatism as its philosophical center and contextualism as its world
view (Morris, 1988).

Because PBS evolved from ABA, it is not surprising that there are
many areas of overlap, or shared emphases, between the two perspectives.
Some of the most important features that link PBS and ABA are discussed
subsequently.

Empiricism

Similar to ABA, PBS is an empirical approach that relies on valid and
reliable data to support its practices. Research and practices in both areas
are routinely peer reviewed and published in numerous, highly regarded
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journals. Similarly, federal funding for research studies has been provided
following peer review of grant proposals in both PBS- and ABA-based
research. Both fields use empirically derived practices to implement assess-
ment and intervention strategies that are based on high-quality research.

Conceptual Foundation

The conceptual foundation of ABA is Skinner’s framework of instru-
mental (operant) learning. This framework also forms a significant part of
the conceptual basis of PBS. Thus, principles of reinforcement, contin-
gency management, stimulus control, shaping, fading, prompting, func-
tional equivalence, generalization, and maintenance are fundamental to
PBS and ABA. Although, as will be discussed shortly, PBS is exploring
additional concepts that may prove useful in improving community-based
outcomes (e.g., contextual fit, the role of relationships in intervention plan-
ning and implementation, increased reliance on social validity, and systems
variables related to replication and sustainability), its conceptual core
comes from the same source as that of ABA.

Research Methods

The dominant methodologies in both PBS and ABA involve reliable
direct observations with respect to data collection and experimental and
quasi-experimental designs (Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968; Bailey & Burch,
2002; Sidman, 1960). The majority of research uses single-subject research
methods to demonstrate the internal validity of intervention strategies.
There is also a movement in both areas toward additional research method-
ologies such as group comparison designs (including randomized clinical
trials), descriptive studies, and an array of statistical techniques that will
need to be used as emerging research questions demand greater latitude in
the selection of designs and analytic tools.

Assessment and Intervention Procedures

The technology of ABA involves reinforcement and contingency man-
agement, functional assessment and functional analysis, shaping and fad-
ing, and manipulations of stimulus control and establishing operations.
Being derived from ABA, these general procedural categories also serve as
the foundation of PBS interventions. Given that these strategies come from
the basic laws of behavioral science, this concordance is not at all surprising.
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As we have noted earlier, the basic technology of behavior change has not
been created anew with the emergence of PBS, and it is clear that PBS prac-
tice continues to be defined to a great extent by procedures developed and
validated in ABA.

A Focus on Pragmatism and Utility

In conversations regarding ABA and PBS, it is easy to lose sight of the
fact that both approaches have a deep commitment to present-day utility for
people with problems in behavioral adaptation (Dunlap, 2006). Both
approaches emphasize generation of knowledge that can be applied now.
This point of view is not universally accepted. Indeed, there is a potent and
dominant lobby in our society that is centered on the notion of cause and
cure (Carr, 2007). Although we all support identifying the causes of human
problems and using such knowledge to effect cures, there now exists in the
field a profound imbalance between public support for and interest in prag-
matic environmentally oriented approaches on the one hand and basic bio-
logical research on the other hand. The cause and cure lobby and its allies
in the pharmaceutical industry have facilitated federal research funding pat-
terns (e.g., National Institutes of Health [NIH]) that strongly favor the sup-
port of basic biological science (e.g., animal models, genetics, magnetic
resonance imaging [MRI], and neurochemistry) whose practical impact on
families, schools, and community functioning is, for the most part, minimal
at present and whose promise may not be realized for decades to come.

Working together, ABA and PBS have the potential to apply a science that
is effective in meeting the needs of people with diverse abilities and challenges
in complex naturalistic settings. A persuasive focus on pragmatism and utility,
which truly meets consumer needs, may help rekindle society’s interest in sup-
porting applied research to a degree that makes possible the amelioration of
serious problems today and not at some vague time in the future. An
ABA-PBS alliance is an excellent strategy for meeting this goal.

Differing Emphases Between PBS and ABA

Along with an enduring set of core commonalities are features that dis-
tinguish PBS from ABA. The features are not unique to PBS and are pre-
sent in some manifestations of ABA, but they are distinctive in that the level
of emphasis is different in the two approaches. The distinctions arise from
the PBS effort to make strategies more effective in complex settings and at
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multiple levels and larger scales of implementation. The need to add to,
alter, and rethink the approach defined by ABA became apparent as more
practitioners moved beyond laboratory demonstrations and controlled envi-
ronments to homes, schools, workplaces, and other community settings.
This movement was the result of a healthy confidence in the efficacy of
ABA and a strong desire to become an important voice in larger society
with respect to issues of remediation, support, and policy. Being derived
from ABA, PBS can be seen as an effort to expand, enrich, and transcend
boundaries of behavior analysis and other disciplines in order to document
and understand the achievement of broader outcomes in community set-
tings for individuals with problems of behavioral adaptation.

Multiple Theoretical Perspectives and Methodologies

PBS accepts and uses multiple perspectives in its efforts to identify func-
tional relationships and to examine and validate approaches for producing
behavior change. PBS has embraced principles and practices that go
beyond the operant conditioning principles that overwhelmingly define
behavior analysis (Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007) but that, nonetheless,
have evidence of pragmatic value. For example, a recent movement toward
understanding gene—brain—behavior relationships supports an interdiscipli-
nary view of problem behavior across pharmacological, genetic, neuro-
developmental, and psychological methods (e.g., Rondal, Hodapp, Soresi,
Dykens, & Nota, 2004; Schroeder, Oster-Granite, & Thompson, 2002).
This cross-discipline approach may lead us to not only take environmental
factors into account but consider medical, pharmacological, and genetic
status as an establishing operation or a setting event upon which behavioral
interventions can be based (e.g., Carr & Owen-DeSchryver, 2007; Eisenberg
et al., 2005; Hatton et al., 2002; Zarcone et al., 2004).

PBS accepts and uses research methods that are associated with the
broader field of social and behavioral science. For example, most psy-
chosocial research approaches involve conducting large group studies. As
appropriate, PBS has used these models when evaluating PBS interventions
(e.g., Feldman, Condillac, Tough, Hunt, & Griffiths, 2002) and large-scale
programs, such as school-wide interventions (Sugai et al., 2000). PBS
researchers also use descriptive and qualitative methods to explore ques-
tions involving issues such as family perspectives on PBS interventions
(e.g., Fox, Vaughn, Wyatte, & Dunlap, 2002; Ruef, Turnbull, Turnbull, &
Poston, 1999).
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PBS has been influenced by the need to consider variables that go
beyond those affecting short-term behavior changes for individuals. The
technology that PBS is developing includes and honors the science of ABA.
At the same time, PBS is challenged to identify variables that affect long-
term outcomes and short-term outcomes; to become relevant for larger units
of analysis including local, regional, and state-wide programs; and to doc-
ument the effects not just of individual variables but of the interactions
associated with multielement interventions. These challenges require open-
ness to multiple methodological and conceptual perspectives.

Independent and Dependent Variables

Researchers and practitioners in the field of PBS have emphasized the
necessity of operationalizing and analyzing independent variables that push
the envelope of traditional ABA methods and language. For example, inter-
vention variables that are considered important to parents and teaching and
direct care staff include multidimensional constructs related to “buy-in with
the intervention,” having an ongoing “relationship with the individual,” and
the centrality of detailed input from and comprehensive collaboration with
family members and other caregivers with respect to the “design of the
behavioral support plan” (Hieneman & Dunlap, 2000, 2001). Most criti-
cally, there is an emphasis, derived from the generic literature on organiza-
tional management (Knoster, Villa, & Thousand, 2000), on systems change
as the sine qua non of successful intervention planning. These factors iden-
tified as the most important in producing effective community-based sup-
port are sometimes difficult to define and evaluate using traditional ABA
methods; however, they are increasingly emphasized in PBS guidelines and
research (e.g., Albin, Lucyshyn, Horner, & Flannery, 1996; Carr, 2007;
McLaughlin & Carr, 2005).

There has been a tendency in ABA to focus on the immediate environ-
mental contingencies that are affecting behavior. In addition to looking at
these variables, PBS has placed relative emphasis on intervention at a
broader level, looking beyond the immediate environment to classroom,
group, and systems-level contingencies that may also be affecting behavior.
There is also a more equal focus on prevention and intervention strategies
to reduce problem behavior. A focus on replacement of problem behavior
is also more proactively promoted rather than only the elimination of prob-
lem behavior. Authors in the area of PBS have noted that macrovariables,
such as lifestyle adjustments that include living arrangements, educational
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placements, and interpersonal relationships, are legitimate foci of concern not
only as independent variables but also as dependent variables (Risley, 1996;
Turnbull & Turnbull, 1999). This perspective has led to the notion that the
central dependent variable in PBS is QOL (Carr, 2007). QOL is a multidi-
mensional construct involving issues of material well-being, health and
safety, social well-being, emotional well-being, recreation and leisure, and
personal autonomy. The conceptualization and measurement of these vari-
ables are drawn from a wide variety of sources beyond ABA that include mul-
tiple social and behavioral sciences, education and disability studies, and
biomedical science (Koegel, Koegel, & Dunlap, 1996; Lopez & Snyder,
2003; Lucyshyn et al., 2002; Rappaport & Seidman, 2000; Schalock, 1990;
Snyder & Lopez, 2005; Wehmeyer & Patton, 2000). Although PBS is
expanding the range of dependent variables addressed, it relies on its behav-
ioral roots to insist upon careful measurement and evaluation to determine the
effectiveness of an intervention. In this way, PBS can be viewed as an evolu-
tion of ABA, attempting to study and understand behavior that new technol-
ogy enables us to transform from private to public.

Centrality of Validity Issues

The concept of social validity was developed by behavior analysts and
has long been an important tenet of ABA (Baer et al., 1968; Wolf, 1978).
The field of PBS has taken this concept and highlighted the need to make
validity, in all its forms, the gold standard for judging all broad-based inter-
vention efforts. There is an emphasis on identifying the needs and interests
of those who will be implementing the interventions so that long-term
implementation will be sustained. Thus, it has been argued that PBS
research must move toward a model that emphasizes (a) the use of inter-
ventions across all relevant settings, (b) the perceptions of relevant stake-
holders, and (c) the presence of desired behavior change in relevant
contexts and across time (Clarke & Dunlap, 2008). In examining the issue
of relevant contexts, Clarke and Dunlap (2008) noted that from 1999 to
2005, research articles published in JPBI, the prototypical PBS journal,
differed in systematic ways from research articles published in JABA, the
prototypical ABA journal. Specifically, 63%—69% of the venues described
in JPBI involved typical (naturalistic) physical, activity, and social con-
texts, whereas only 19%-24% of the venues described in JABA involved
typical contexts. Although it is clear that a number of the ABA studies were
concerned with ecological validity, it is similarly apparent that a much
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greater proportion of the PBS studies were concerned with that aspect of
validity. In sum, the practical and research focus of PBS is heavily invested
in ecological, social, and external validity, as well as more traditionally in
internal validity.

Summary and Conclusions

The previous section addressed distinctions between PBS and ABA in
rather general terms and, as such, some caveats are in order. Specifically,
ABA, having developed over the past 40-50 years, is a broad umbrella term
with many emphases, and a number of these overlap with aspects of PBS.
The distinctions we have identified pertain primarily to approaches to
behavior interventions and supports, which are the parameters of PBS. The
overlap between PBS and ABA is considerable and undeniable, as we have
emphasized in the previous section on commonalities. Indeed, many behav-
ior analysts engage in practices that are indistinguishable from PBS, and
some authors (e.g., Wacker & Berg, 2002) describe PBS as a model of
delivering services that is essentially ABA. In some respects, PBS can be
viewed as differing from ABA only as a matter of degree or levels of
emphasis. Although our position differs in that we view some distinctions
and directions as more substantive, we concur that this difference of per-
spective may sometimes be a matter of splitting hairs. Regardless, the amal-
gamation of factors that comprise PBS (Table 1) distinguishes PBS from
other approaches and is important for communications both within the
behavioral sciences and with consumers of behavioral services.

It is also important to appreciate that the features described in Table 1 are
best viewed as guidelines rather than as rigid requirements for designating a
procedure, support plan, or research project as PBS. For example, resolu-
tions for many social, behavioral, or educational problems do not require the
incorporation of multiple perspectives or methodologies and, similarly,
some problems are relatively circumscribed and may not oblige an overtly
long-term, life span perspective. Similarly, much of the research that forms
the empirical basis of PBS was designed to evaluate specific procedures
within experimental or quasi-experimental contexts that intentionally limit
the influence of extraneous variables. Therefore, syntheses of PBS research
have included many studies that do not incorporate all the recognized PBS
features (e.g., Carr et al., 1999; Dunlap & Carr, 2007). But the studies, nev-
ertheless, contribute to the PBS approach by validating and refining compo-
nents of the PBS process. A study or support plan that incorporates all the
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defining features would be viewed as approaching an ideal PBS exemplar. In
any case, it is the entire corpus of PBS research, rather than any single study,
that must and does reflect all the defining features articulated in Table 1.

PBS has often been described as an approach grounded in person-centered
values (e.g., Bambara, 2005), meaning that interventions are explicitly indi-
vidualized and designed with respect for consumers’ preferences and con-
sumers’ dignity. We agree that values are important ingredients in any
intervention or support plan and assert that the central values of PBS are
manifested in the commitment to improved QOL, collaborative processes,
and ecological and social validity. Interventions that are not aligned with
the preferences of the individual (or family) consumer are not likely to be
effective, and it is recognized that consumers have different preferences and
define individual dignity and respect in idiosyncratic ways.

The enterprise of behavior change and behavior support is unquestion-
ably complex. ABA is established as a strong applied science that continues
to contribute important benefits from the vantage points of both research and
practice. PBS has taken the indispensable foundations of ABA and extended
them to applications in community-based settings and has highlighted the
issue of long-term sustainability. Although based on ABA, PBS is seeking to
integrate multidisciplinary knowledge and perspectives to advance our abil-
ity to have an optimal impact across all community domains and contexts.
PBS practitioners and researchers are developing strategies that involve
more focused attention to systems change and systems analysis (Sugai &
Horner, 1999), to nontraditional units of analysis (Sugai et al., 2000; Walker
et al., 1996), to cultural influences and cultural relativism (Chen, Downing,
& Peckham-Hardin, 2002; Singh, 1995), and to the enhancement of family
support (e.g., Lucyshyn et al., 2002; Singer, Goldberg-Hamblin, Peckham-
Hardin, Barry, & Santarelli, 2002). A major aspect of PBS’ distinctiveness is
its emphasis on the broad role of context and the macrovariables that exert
pervasive influences on behavior but that are relatively difficult to isolate
with traditional behavior analytic methodologies.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that the distinctions between PBS
and ABA do not reflect an adversarial relationship. On the contrary, PBS and
ABA occupy somewhat different niches, and it is expected that the products
of the two approaches will result in mutual benefits. PBS is indebted to ABA
for its heritage and much of its conceptual, methodological, and technolog-
ical foundation. It is encouraging that the Association for Behavior Analysis
recently established a special interest group on PBS and that many
researchers and practitioners are members of both ABA and APBS. These
are positive and altogether appropriate signs that confusion is dissipating
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and that there is every likelihood of a strong collegial relationship between
ABA and PBS to which we can look forward as we attempt to meet our ulti-
mate goal of improving the QOL for all people in our society.
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