
STIMULUS PREFERENCE ASSESSMENTS 

Within the field of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) we 

always seek to teach and reinforce socially acceptable 

behaviours or skills. Reinforcement is defined as a stim-

ulus that is added to or removed from the environment 

following a behaviour, which increases the future prob-

ability of that behaviour. The Behaviour Analyst Certifi-

cation Board (BACB) states in the  Compliance code that 

“Behaviour Analysts recommend reinforcement rather 

than punishment wherever possible”. Reinforcement is 

individualised for each person, so an item, activity or 

event that might act as a reinforcer for one person, may 

not be a reinforcer for someone else. Cooper, Heron & 

Heward (2007) state that “the success of many behav-

ior change programs requires an effective reinforcer 

that the practitioner or researcher can control”. This is 

incredibly crucial; powerful reinforcers typically lead to 

acquisition and progress for your client.  

To uncover these reinforcers you can conduct a Rein-

forcer assessment or a Stimulus Preference Assessment 

(SPA). SPAs can help you learn more about your clients 

preferences and possible reinforcers. Research has 

show that SPA may indicate reinforcers (Piazza et al, 

1996) although they do not show the reinforcing effect 

of these items, so, as Hagopian et al (2004) state, “one 

cannot assume that highly preferred stimuli will func-

tion as effective reinforcers”. An SPA may still be a 

great place to start. SPAs include, asking the client or 

caregivers, or by conducting observations or trials.  

The simplest 

method is to ask 

the person direct-

ly about their 

own preferences. 

This can be done 

by asking a series 

open ended ques-

tions (“What is your favourite food?”) or choice ques-

tions (“Would you rather work for colouring, iPad or 

cookies?”). You could also ask the person to rank pref-

erences. If your client has sufficient skills and language 

to answer these questions, then you can do this out-

side of a session as a conversation or in a questionnaire 

format. Alternatively, you can gauge preferences dur-

ing sessions by giving a pretask choice (“What do you 

want to work for?”) and given two or three choices 

before presenting a task. Pretask choices may give you 

a clearer indication on the reinforcing values of each 

choice. Speaking to significant others about prefer-

ences is another great way to learn about preferences. 

Fisher et al (1996) investigated this and developed the 

Reinforcer Assessment for Individuals With Severe Dis-

abilities (RAISD). This is a structured interview that can 

be used to develop a better understanding of an indi-

vidual’s preferences.  

You can also use Direct measures to assess prefer-

ences, including observations or trials. Observations 

can be conducted in the person’s natural environment, 

for example home or school (naturalistic free operant) 

or by setting up an environment with toys and activities 

you feel the person will enjoy (contrived free operant). 

The person is allowed access to these activities and 

toys, and you record when and how the person inter-

acts with the toys. This will help you develop a clear 

understand of preferences. Alternatively you can con-

duct trials in which the client is presented with stimu-

lus and you record if they engage with the stimulus. 

This can be done in a variety of ways including single 

stimulus, paired stimulus and multiple stimuli.  

During direct trials the client is presented with a variety 
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of stimulus and the Behaviour Analysts records wheth-

er or not the person consumes or interacts with it. In 

single-stimulus preference assessments an individual 

stimulus is presented, where as with paired, two items 

are presented simultaneously and the person chooses 

between them. These methods can be time consuming, 

as each stimulus is presented individual or in different 

pairs, they can be presented a number of times. Multi-

ple-Stimulus preference assessments involve up to 6 

items being presented and can reduce the time in-

volved in conducting a preference assessment. Re-

searcher have investigated the efficacy of conducting 

brief multiple-stimulus preference assessment (Carr, et 

al, 2000). 

Preference assessments are a critical part of developing 

an effect Behaviour Change Programme as these pref-

erences may lead to effective reinforcers. Despite this, 

there is still further research required around prefer-

ences. Cote et al (2007) further research by comparing 

indirect (teacher interview) with an direct (paired stim-

ulus) methods and found discrepancies between the 

two. Both methods identified the same preferences, 

although rankings differed. The results of this research 

indicaed that the direct method yielding more accurate 

results, although indirect measures are less time con-

suming to implement. Lavie & Sturmey (2002) found 

that training teachers to conducted paired stimuli as-

sessments were more competent at assessing prefer-

ences of their pupils. If you want more information 

about SPAs, you can review the paper by Hagopian et al 

(2004), or speak to a BCBA or BCaBA about conducting 

one with your client/child.  
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EVENTS 

Ambitious About Autism run regular workshops for 

parents and professionals. They cover a wide variety of 

topics, including Autism, ABA and about other issues 

including exclusion, discrimination, etc.. To find out 

more, visit their website. 

Association of Behavior Analysis International (ABAI) is 

happening on the 14th-15th November 2017, in Paris, 

France. This is the Ninth International Conference. For 

more information and to book your place click here. 

The cost is $700 (£559.64 approximately). 

Keys for Learning are hosting a workshop with Bobby 

Newman on Monday 25th September in Edinburgh. It 

costs £135 for professionals (after early bird) to attend 

and you can book your place through the website. 

The Applied Behaviour Analysis Forum (ABAF) hold reg-

ular meetings for their members. For more information 

go to their website, or email Nick Barratt on to join the 

mailing list. 

If you want to develop your knowledge in your own 

time, then check out Florida Institute of Technology 

(FIT) for a wide range of courses (costs vary). Continu-

ing Education (CE) Units available on many courses. 

The UK-SBA is holding a workshop on the 9th and 10th 

of November, in London. They are hosting Prof. Jesse 

Dallery from the University of Florida, and he will be 

speaking about Substance Misuse and Contingency 

management. For more information and to book this 

event, please go to the UK SBA events page. The cost 

for non-UK-SBA Members are £175 for one day and 

£250 for both days. For Members the cost of one day is 

£100 and both days is £150. If you would like to be-

come a member of the UK-SBA it costs £25 for one 

year, and you can become a member by registering 

through the website.  
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It is an absolute honour to introduce Gemma Gil-

mour. Gemma lives and works in Scotland and 

her company, Keys for Learning, offers Applied 

Behaviour Analysis (ABA) therapy and consultan-

cy to families living in Scotland. As ABA grows in 

popularity across the United Kingdom, unfortu-

nately some families struggle to access ABA ther-

apy and find tutors and consultants in their area. 

Gemma tells us a little bit about herself, her com-

pany and ABA in Scotland. Thanks for joining us 

Gemma, First can you please tell us a little bit 

about yourself? 

Hi, my name is Gemma and I am a BCaBA and found-

er of Keys For Learning.  KFL was founded in 2010 

when it became obvious that if I wanted a career as 

a behaviour analyst and remain in Scotland I was go-

ing to have to carve one out for myself! Whilst it was 

a painfully slow process to get going initially and 

build up a client base it is now a thriving wee organi-

sation that provides services across the central belt 

of Scotland.  I’m based in Edinburgh and my main 

role within the organisation is that of a home pro-

gramme supervisor.  I work part-time, around my 

own kids schedules, and oversee ABA programmes in 

and around Edinburgh. 

How did you become interested in working in the 

field of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA)? 

By accident! My under grad was in psychology and 

I’ve always been fascinated in understanding behav-

iour and I’ve always worked with/taught kids in 

some capacity.  I was waiting to start a post grad in 

primary school teaching and found an ad on gumtree 

of all places; a new family looking to start a home 

programme for their 7 year old son. I got the job as 

one of their therapists and very quickly decided to 

cancel the place at uni and find other families to 

work with to start building up my therapy experi-

ence. 

What do you enjoy most about your job? 

As cheesy as it sounds – making a real difference to 

children and their families lives.  When you have the 

skills to teach children with autism, who don’t learn 

the same way as typically developing children do, it’s 

a big deal!  I feel incredibly privileged to work with 

the families we work with and empower parents 

with the tools they need to teach their children es-

sential life skills. It’s a very rewarding job and I can’t 

see myself don’t anything else. 

What do you think is significantly different about 

ABA services in Scotland, compared to the rest of 

the UK or the world?  

Funding and awareness.  For a country that prides 

itself on its education system Scotland really is in a 

black hole when it comes to effective education for 

children on the spectrum.  There is a real stigma 

attached to ABA in Scotland and it comes down to 

ignorance and lack of awareness of what ABA really 

is.  There is no funding at all for Scottish families and 

so this obviously has a direct impact on our services. 

We have to focus on parent training as the vast ma-

jority of families just cannot afford more than 10 

hours of therapy per week.  Edinburgh council have 

also dug their heels in and will not allow any inde-

pendent professional (i.e. who isn’t council or NHS 
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NATURAL ENVIRONMENT TEACHING (NET) IDEA 

This months NET is a language/word game. This game is 

for advanced learning who are learning to be more 

spontaneous with their tact/intraverbal language (tact: 

12f, 13b, 13d, 13e, 15f, 15g. intraverbal: 11f, 11g, 11M). 

This statement-statement game involves taking turns to 

make a statement about an item and gaining point 

scoring. The winner may get a prize or bragging rights. I 

usually get a few toys or objects together and place 

them in a black bag, for example a toy aeroplane, a 

hairbrush, a pencil, etc.. Each player takes it in turns to 

pull out a object from the bag. The aim of the game is 

to say as many statements about one item as possible, 

(IV*: 14f) and score as many points as possible! The 

first player starts by making a statement about the ob-

ject and then the second player says a different state-

ment. For example if you pull out the toy aeroplane the 

first player may say, “It has wings” and the second play-

er may say, “It flies”, then the first player will make an-

other statement, for instance, “It takes us on holiday”. 

Each player continues to make statements until each 

player has run out of ideas, which ends that round. 

Each time a player makes a statement you can tally 

scores under the players names. The player with the 

most points at the end of a round is the winner. I usual-

ly let my client go first, and try to end on them, so they 

win the round and feel confident about the game. As 

they become more fluent you can work on them ac-

cepting loses, if this is something your client needs to 

be exposed to.  Turn taking allows you to model novel 

responses and teach your client to respond with a part-

tact, part-intraverbal statement. You can work on gen-

eralising this skill in the natural environment. This game 

can be played with peers to help support these conver-

sational (“turn-taking”) skills and reciprocal language 

with peers (IV: 14d. 

SBSP†: 12f, 13b, 15a, 

15b, 15M). Enjoy! 

Preceding skills reference 

to the VB-MAPP Assess-

ment tool: 

 Sundberg, M. L. (2008) 

Verbal Behavior Milestones 

Assessment and Placement 

Program: The VB-MAPP. 

Concord, CA: AVB Press. 

*IV: Intraverbal, †SBSP: 

Social Behaviour and Social 

Play.  

employed) in nurseries or schools so again this has a 

direct impact on our service as we are forced to fo-

cus on home based programmes that fit around the 

child’s school/nursery schedule.  It is not a good situ-

ation and an incredibly frustrating environment to 

work in. 

Do you have any advice for parents, especially 

those who may be struggling to access ABA? 

Focus on investing in training yourself. There is no 

one more motivated than a parent to help their 

child.  When money is a barrier to starting a pro-

gramme I always advise families to buy Dr Mary Bar-

bera’s book and have a good look through her web-

site and blog.  I also urge them to look into free 

online resources e.g. autism internet modules.  For 

those who are desperate to start a supervised home 

programme through us we offer a specific skill pro-

gramme e.g. fussy eating, toilet training or reducing 

problem behaviour.  We are also planning on rolling 

out a parent training programme using the Rubi pro-

gramme very soon. 

What are you hopes for the future of ABA? 

That the Scottish Government recognises its effec-

tiveness and starts using ABA within schools.  Par-

ents shouldn’t have to educate their child privately 

when the national tagline of our education system is 

GIFREC….Getting it right for every child…  

And for the pre-school children families should have 

the choice to use their Government funding to pay 

for home based therapy if their child does not have 

the pre-requisite skills to attend nursery. 

Thank you to Gemma for taking the time to tell us 

about herself and her work. If you want to learn 

more about Keys For Learning you can check out 

their website or their Facebook page. Keys for 

Learning are holding a workshop this month in 

Edinburgh, so if you want to attend you must reg-

ister soon! The event is hosting Bobby Newman 

and is on Monday 25th September. It costs £135 

and will be a great opportunity to learn more 

about ABA and also network with other parents, 

therapists and consultants in Scotland. Registra-

tion is available through the website.  
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Next month we’re looking at Interventions for Escape– 

Maintained Behaviours, so be sure to subscribe so you 

receive the next exciting edition.  

Please contact me via email with feedback or to sub-

scribe (simply include ‘SUBSCRIBE’ in the subject or 

message) to busyanalyticalbee@gmail.com and please 

check out the Facebook, Twitter and Pinterest Page, 

and website.  

STUDY TIPS 

If you want to develop your understanding you should 

read some of B. F. Skinner’s original work. He published 

many books and research papers that many of research 

and practical work we do today is based upon. If you 

want to learn more about his books, go to this Amazon 

wish list for ideas and buy one today. Alternatively you 

can go through this Google Scholar search for more 

information. Reading any of these is a great way to 

deepen your understanding. Happy Studies! 

TERMINOLOGY 

The two terms this relate to graphs and interpreting data:  

Trend: This describes the direction of the data. Data 

points that increase in value (higher on the y-axis) as you 

plot along the graph (the x-axis) is referred to as an In-

creasing Trend (left, graph 1). If data points move in the 

opposite direction, from top to bottom, then this is called 

a Decreasing Trend (right of graph 1). If there is no direc-

tion then the graph is said to have No Trend. 

Level: This describes where the data points fall. If they are 

at the top then this is referred to as a High Level. If they 

fall in the middle of the graph then this is called a Medium 

Level. A Low Level is when most data points fall at the 

bottom of the graph. Graph 2 depicts these three levels. 

PRODUCTS 

Treezy is a great website that offers a wide range of 

fantastic resources for parents and tutors who are run-

ning ABA programmes. This includes a variety of toys 

and activities, including sensory toys and puzzles. There 

are stimuli, including matching and sorting activities, 

flashcards and items to help devel-

op self help skills. There are also 

books that are suitable for children, 

to be used in assessments and to 

help you develop your understand-

ing of ABA. This is a one-stop shop 

for all your ABA therapy needs! 

PEOPLE WHO INSPIRE US 

This month we are celebrating the career of Jose Mar-

tinez-Diaz. Dr Martinez-Diaz is recognised around the 

world for his expertise in Behaviour Analysis. He com-

pleted his masters at West Virginia University in 1977, 

and then completed a Ph.D. in 1984. Following comple-

tion of his Masters, in 1978 until 1979, he worked as a 

Psychology Intern and Research Associate at a Clinical 

Research Unit and then following this he became a Staff 

Psychologist and Behaviour Analyst. Both these posi-

tions were in Camarillo State Hospital and Developmen-

tal Center, where he worked until 1987. In 1988, he 

became the Center Director at Devereux Center for Be-

havioural, Emotional and Learning Disorders for 3 years 

and then the Program Director at the New Medico TBI 

Rehabilitation Center for one year. After this, Dr Mar-

tinez-Diaz became the District Behaviour Analyst and 

Senior Psychologist for the Florida Department of Chil-

dren and Families, between 1992 and 1996. He then 

worked for a year as Executive Director at Threshold 

Inc.. Following this, he became the C.E.O., of ABA Tech-

nologies, Inc., in 1997 and continues to do this role. In 

1998 Dr Martinez-Diaz joined Florida Tech, where he 

has worked as the Program Chair for the ABA program, 

Assistant to the Executive Vice President, and is now 

the Associate Dean and Head at the School of Behav-

iour Analysis. In 2005, Dr Martinez-Diaz won two 

awards, one for his Outstanding Service and Advance-

ment of Behaviour Analysis and the Provost’s Academic 

Leadership Award. To learn more go to his Florida Tech 

page. Alternatively, you can do some of the online 

courses with the man himself, the ABA Guru! 
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Busy Analytical Bee. GRAPH 1—Left to right: Increasing, no and decreasing trend.  

Busy Analytical Bee. GRAPH 2—Left to right: High, medium and low level.   
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