
BEHAVIOURAL APPROACH TO PHOBIAS  

We all have things we are afraid of or find extremely 

unpleasant, for me it’s bee/wasps and spiders. Luckily it 

doesn’t impact my day-to-day, but for others their fears 

can have an impact on the quality of life. Phobias can 

develop around particular items, events or animals. It 

could also be complex, like Agoraphobia, which is a fear 

of open spaces. A Phobia is when these fears begin to 

impact your life and you engage in maladaptive behav-

iours to avoid or escape the events associated with 

these phobias. Matson (1981) states that 

“operationally, these maladaptive behaviours may be 

defined as persisting over an extended period of time 

and as eliciting fear that is unreasonable, given the po-

tential for physical harm that is presented” . This can 

often impact children with developmental disabilities 

which can be extremely difficult for them and their fam-

ilies.  

Parent modelling and role playing has been explored as 

a effective intervention. Love et al (1990) investigated 

this to reduce fear in two children with Autism. The 

adult or parent would model approach behaviours 

whilst stating what they were doing and stating that 

they felt no fear. They child would be invited to copy 

those steps and reinforcement delivered for successful-

ly completing some or all of the steps. They approach 

behaviours were broken down for the target behaviour 

and shaped across sessions. The children’s fears includ-

ed the taps in the bathtub and going into the front or 

back garden. During treatment the researchers ob-

served a increase of approach behaviour, which for one 

participant was zero attempts in approach behaviours 

during baseline. This increased to a mean of 13.1 steps 

of approach behaviour during the first 16 intervention 

sessions.  Also, for the same participant, in the three 

baseline sessions he was observed making 1, 3, and 5 

negative/fearful vocalisations (respective to each base-

line session), suggesting due to exposure this in-

creased. During treatment the number of these vocali-

sations decreased to a mean of 0.31.  

Matson (1981) had also used this approach for fears of 

strangers or unfamiliar adults. This was socially signifi-

cant for the three participants family because it re-

stricted the families ability to attend social events as 

the children would have negative emotional reactions 

to visiting family friends, or family friends visiting them. 

They attended a clinic where the experiment took 

place. The children entered a room with their mum (or 

dad) and were asked to greet an unfamiliar adult. Re-

searchers  measured the distance and number of 

words spoken by the child to the adult. During the in-

tervention stage the parent would model correct re-

sponses and behaviour without the unfamiliar adult 

present in the clinic and then transfer to the child. Dur-

ing the intervention stage, the researcher observed an 

increase in the number of words spoken and the dis-

tance reduced so they stood closer to the unfamiliar 

adult. The children were also asked to rate their fear at 

the end 

of each 

session 

and this 

reduced 

over 

time.  
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Welcome to the June edition. This is the 5 year Anni-

versary edition. Thank you to every person who reads 

this newsletter, it has kept going for 5 years due to 

your support. To celebrate I have invited a very special 

guest: Megan Miller! The main article is about phobias, 

and there is much more ABA related information inside 

this edition!! Have a great month!  

Kirsty Angel M.Sc. BCBA (Author)  
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Shabani & Fisher (2006) used stimulus fading to in-

crease a 18 year old (male with Autism) compliance 

with medical monitoring procedures for his diabetes. 

He had a phobia of needles and the researchers used a 

visual guide for hand placement and gradually place 

the lancet (small surgical knife) closer to him and used 

a DRO procedure to reinforcer compliance. During the 

initial baseline there was zero percent compliance, but 

when the first two stages were introduced, compliance 

increased to 100% except on one trial. There was a re-

turn to baseline at this point, and compliance reduced 

to zero again, demonstrating intervention efficacy on 

the behaviour of the participant. When the researchers 

reinstated the intervention compliance increased and 

was consistently above 80%, except one session. 

It is important that children attend and comply with 

medical procedures to improve health. Dental visits can 

also be challenging for many children and adults with 

developmental disorders and is a common fear. Co-

nyers el al (2004) investigated the efficacy of video 

modelling and in vivo desensitisation. The researchers 

found video modelling (watching a model complete 18 

steps of dental visits) was effective for one of the six 

participants. For the remaining participants most pro-

gress was achieved with in vivo, which involved praise 

and reinforcement after each step. One participant did 

not complete all steps with either procedure and only 

completed 13 steps successfully.  

The research shows that Behavioural procedures can 

support children and adults with Developmental Disor-

ders with fears and increasing their compliance with 

activities that may cause them distress. These research 

papers all adopt similar approaches by breaking down 

the task in to smaller, manageable steps, modelling and 

role playing steps (or using video modelling), and then 

reinforcing with edibles or praise to encourage the 

learner to continue. This approach can be applied suc-

cessfully to a variety of fears, as shown by the current 

research discussed here. If 

you want to develop a in-

tervention to support the 

reduction of behaviours 

around a phobia of a leaner, 

speak to a Behaviour Ana-

lyst. They can help you de-

velop an appropriate pro-

gramme.  

Conyers, C., Miltenberger, R. G., Peterson, B., Gubin, 

A., Jurgens, M., Selders, A., Dickinson, J., & Barenz, R. 

(2004). An evaluation of in vivo desensitization and 

video modelling to increase compliance with dental 

procedures in persons with mental retardation, Journal 

of Applied Behavior Analysis, 37, 233-238. 

Love, S. R., Matson, J. L., & West, D. (1990). Mothers as 

effective therapists for Autistic children’s phobias, 

Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis,  23, 379-385.  

Matson, J. L. (1981) Assessment and treatment of clini-

cal fears in mentally retarded children, Jounral of Ap-

plied Behavior Analysis, 14, 287-294. 

Shabani, D. B., & Fisher, W. W. (2006). Stimulus fading 

and differential reinforcement for the treatment of 

need phobia in a youth with Autism, Journal of Applied 

Behavior Analysis, 39, 449-452.  

Please contact busyanalyticalbee@gmail.com |  www.busyanalyticalbee.com 

EVENTS 

Daisy Chain Educational Services Ltd are holding a vari-

ety of training courses in Whiteley, Hampshire. The 

course, Promoting communication for non-vocal stu-

dents is on the 3rd August 2019. The courses cost £150 

each, per person. Email Daisy Chain directly to book 

your place, or call 07813932363. 

Acorn ABA are offering two 2-day workshops for tu-

tors. A beginners course 6th and 7th June and an inter-

mediate course 1st and 2nd of July in Milton Keynes.  

Each course costs £135 per person, to book a place  

email info@acornaba@gmail.com.  

Contextual Consulting offer a variety of online webi-

nars and workshops on their website. ‘Enhancing your 

ACT practice with Relational Frame Theory (RFT) - a 

Master class’, will be hosted on the 10th and 11th of 

October in London presented by Yvonne Barnes-

Holmes. There is also, ’ACT for Young People—the 

Thriving Adolescent’ will be on the 14th and 15th of 

November in London, presented by Dr Louise Hayes.  

Beyond Autism are offering a four day workshop enti-

tled ‘Introduction to Applied Behaviour Analysis and 

Verbal Behaviour (ABA/VB). The dates are split across 4 

weeks and will happen on the 21st and 28th June, and 

the 5th and 12th July. Go to the website to download a 

booking form.  
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This month I am excited to welcome an incredibly in-

spirational Behaviour Analyst, Megan Miller. Megan 

Miller is well known for her work with the DoBetter 

Movement, which will learn more about later. Her 

career started when she interned at Cleveland Clinic 

Center for Autism in 2003 whilst She studied psychol-

ogy at John Carroll University. Miller then obtained 

her M.S. in Psychology at Florida State University and 

then moved to Ohio State University where she re-

ceived her Ph.D in Special Education and Behavior 

Analysis in 2015.  Miller started NBC in 2009. She now 

works hard to provide high quality services and dis-

seminate ABA to professionals; bridging the gap be-

tween practical and science. Welcome Megan, firstly 

can you tell us a little bit about yourself and how you 

became interested in ABA? 

I grew up near Cleveland, OH but currently live in Flori-

da with my husband, Blake; 3 year old son, Taylor 

Hayes; dog, Baer; and cat, Lucky. I am the Director of 

Outreach and Development for Navigation Behavioral 

Consulting in Virginia Beach, Va. I also work for Peak 

ABA solutions coordinating trainings on PEAK and AIM. 

Lastly, I am a research assistant with the First Words 

Project out of The Florida State University. In my “spare 

time” I enjoy watching Ohio State Football and I try to 

enjoy watching the Cleveland Browns, it’s getting easier 

now a days!! I also love white sandy beaches and try to 

take them in whenever I can. I did a practicum at the 

Cleveland Clinic Center for Autism in undergrad where 

they were applying behavior analysis based on the 

work of Lovaas. It was more behavior modification than 

true application of the science but it started my jour-

ney down this path!  

Can you please tell us a little bit about your company 

Navigation Behavioral Consulting? 

I founded Navigation when I moved to Virginia Beach in 

2010 because there was a lack of ABA companies in the 

area incorporating the latest research in the field of 

behaviour analysis and relating to autism. We provide 

in-home ABA services in the Tidewater area of Virginia 

mostly to individuals diagnosed with autism. We also 

provide remote supervision, mentorship, and profes-

sional development. At Navigation, we realize that eve-

ry client is unique and requires individualized services. 

Programming for each child capitalizes on the child’s 

strengths and interests to teach identified skill deficits. 

Our team collaborates closely with families and clients 

to determine what skills are to be learned, and individ-

ualizes these goals based on the child’s current skill set, 

their interests, and identified areas of need. We also 

understand that all families have daily challenges and 

we recognize that implementing behavioral principles 

with their children isn’t always easy. We collaborate 

with families to offer guidance and support. Prior to 

implementing programming for each child, our team 

works with each family to develop a plan that the fami-

ly can feel confident implementing with the child in 

their environment. Clinical quality is also imperative to 

providing effective services, and we pride ourselves on 

our commitment to excellence. Our clinicians refer to 

all relevant research when developing each child’s pro-

gramming and stay current on the latest literature re-

garding autism spectrum disorder, developmental disa-

bilities, and behavior analysis by attending and pre-

senting at conferences throughout the year. You can 

learn more about Navigation and the services we pro-

vide at our website. 

You are also a Level 3 Certified Trainer of the Peak 

curriculum, could you tell us more about that?  

In the Fall of 2017, I took over coordinating and plan-

ning trainings for the PEAK Relational Training System. 

PEAK stands for Promoting the Emergence of Advanced 

Knowledge. It is a language training assessment and 

program that assesses and teaches skills from basic 

foundational language to higher order problem solving 

and cognition. The assessment is unique because it in-

corporates the latest research on language develop-

ment by incorporating Relational Frame Theory.  I serve 
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two roles for Peak ABA Solutions: trainer and event 

planner. In my trainer role, I have the privilege of trav-

eling the world to train others not just on effectively 

implementing PEAK but also on how to maintain indi-

vidualized intervention and think like a behaviour ana-

lyst. In my event planner role, I coordinate with our 

other trainers and set-up events (booking the venue, 

sending out contracts, registration, email blasts, etc). 

We are working on adding more online content this 

year so we can reach even more people! To learn more 

about Peak ABA Solutions, you can visit our website. 

Can you tell us more about the DoBetter movement? 

I first started doing community trainings and confer-

ence presentations in 2008 when I was the Clinical Co-

ordinator for FSU ECAP in Panama City, FL. Since then, I 

have kept a running list of presentations I want to do to 

help the community learn more about our science and 

best practices. Over about a 10 year period, I would 

create about 1 new presentation on my list per year. 

Toward the end of 2017, I said “that’s it! I am getting 

these done but I need motivation!” So I started the 

#dobetter movement mostly to help hold myself ac-

countable for creating these presentations but also to 

help meet a growing need I have seen for years to help 

behaviour analysts and the behaviour analytical com-

munity contact best practices in our field. In 2018, the 

presentations were all done by me and focused on 

broad areas of behaviour analysis that I was fortunate 

enough to learn about in depth during my graduate 

training at FSU and/or OSU but not everyone in our 

field comes into contact with in their training pro-

grams. For 2019, I connected with individuals I have 

seen present recently on “hot topics” in our field such 

as ACT, RFT, Precision Teaching, Parent Training, School 

Collaboration, Diversity, Adult services, and supporting 

employees to help expand the reach of the #dobetter 

movement to include the expertise of many behaviour 

analysts not just myself. We have over 20 professionals 

who are 

volunteer-

ing their 

time to 

share their 

knowledge 

with us 

throughout 

the year! 

We also created a Facebook Group to help people con-

nect with one another and discuss the professional de-

velopment topics. All of our presentations are available 

for free and people can attend live or view recordings. 

The recordings and resources can all be accessed on 

Google Drive.  

What advice do you have for fellow BCBAs? 

NEVER STOP LEARNING!!! Whatever way you were 

trained to do something during graduate school, field-

work, your first job, etc, there is someone else out 

there doing the exact opposite. There are a lot of pro-

cedures in our field that are passed down almost as 

folklore and it really depends on who you trained with 

what you are taught regarding prompting, error correc-

tion, intervention style (more naturalistic vs structured 

at a table), data collection, etc. The science of behav-

iour analysis is constantly evolving as is the research 

relating to the populations we serve and the 

knowledge base of the people serving those popula-

tions. We can always do better and need to make sure 

we don’t get stuck in dogmatic routines with our cli-

ents. This is difficult to avoid because it is much lower 

response effort to just keep doing what is working over 

and over and we all have so many demands on our 

time but just because something is working, doesn’t 

mean it couldn’t work even better and it is our job to 

continue to provide the best intervention for our cli-

ents not just what “works”.  

What are your hopes for ABA in the future? 

I hope to see the growth of our field slow down to a 

level where we can grow and maintain quality and ad-

herence to the science. Our field has grown so quickly 

that many people are learning procedures and not 

learning how to problem solve or analyse, which are 

critical skills in a science with “analysis” in the name! It 

has been inspiring to meet so many people in the 

#dobetter movement who are committed to learning as 

much about the science as they can and who are so 

passionate about behaviour analysis!  

Thank you to Megan for completing this interview! 

And thank you for all your hard work and commit-

ment to the field. It is truly inspiration to see how 

hard you work and the resources you provide for free. 

If you want to learn more about the DoBetter move-

ments, PEAK or Navigation Behavior Solutions, follow 

the links within the interview. The next interview will 

be available in September. 
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Next month we’re looking at Chaining and Task Analy-

sis so be sure to subscribe so you receive the next ex-

citing 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.  

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT TEACHING (NET) IDEA 

This months NET idea involves drawing. This is an activi-

ty that can allow the opportunity for many learning op-

portunities and you don’t have to be a great drawer 

(although it helps!). Drawing allows you to incorporate 

your learners interests whilst working on their pencil 

grip and handwriting skills. Any simple drawing activi-

ties will add prerequisite skills of holding a pencil cor-

rectly, making marks or showing hand dominance 

(writing: 12a, 11a, 11c respectively). You can also in-

clude tracing shapes or lines, copying pictures or draw-

ing free hand or receptively (writing: 12M, 11M 15a 

respectively). Tracing shapes (writing: 12M) is good pre-

requisite or developing writing skills that can build into 

forming letters and numbers.  You can also use a roll of 

baking paper or tracing paper to trace over pictures of 

favourite characters or items. This can also include col-

ouring in the picture (writing 14b), which is also a great 

activity for independent play skill (Independent Play: 

12b). If you want to focus on colouring to support de-

veloping hand strength, and co-ordination you can find 

some free colouring pages through google. This way 

you can include your learners preferences and make 

the activity more motivating.  

Preceding skills reference to the VB-MAPP Assessment tool: 

 Sundberg, M. L. (2008) Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and 

Placement Program: The VB-MAPP. Concord, CA: AVB Press.  

STUDY TIPS 

If you want to learn more about Contextual Science, 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), and/or 

relational frame theory (RFT) visit the Association for 

Contextual Science website. There are plenty of re-

sources available to members. 

TERMINOLOGY 

Confounding Variable: This is a variable that may exert 

influence over a target behaviour during an interven-

tion or experiment. It is important to control for con-

founding variables to demonstrate control over the tar-

get behaviour/s.  

PRODUCTS 

Here is a selection of books that focus on Ethics. It is 

important for Behaviour Analysts to work in an ethical 

and professional manner. Learn about the Professional 

and Ethical Compliance Code for Behaviour Analysts 

the Behaviour Analyst Certification Board (BACB).  

PEOPLE WHO INSPIRE US 

This month we are celebrating the career of Beth Sulzer

-Azaroff. She is one of the pioneers of the field and rec-

ognised for transferring the principles from experi-

mental Behaviour Analysis to applied settings. She com-

pleted her doctorate at University of Minnesota, which 

is where  she discovered the work of B. F. Skinner. She  

first worked at Southern Illinois University and later 

University of Massachusetts teaching Behaviour Analy-

sis. Beth Sulzer-Azaroff then She worked along side 

Robert S. Feldman for several years within the Develop-

mental Disabilities Training Program at the University of 

Massachusetts. She had roles within Florida Interna-

tional University and University of North Texas as an 

Adjunct professor and a role at Pyramid Educational 

Consultants, with Andy Bondy (her colleague). She has 

also served on the Editorial Boards for the Journal of 

Applied Behavior Analysis and the Journal of Autism 

and Other Developmental Disabilities. To learn more, 

visit the Federation of Associations in Behavioral & Bri-

an Sciences (FABBS) page dedicated to her, or her Asso-

ciation for Behavior Analysis Internation (ABAI) page. 
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