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The results of a functional analysis showed that inappropriate sexual behaviors exhibited
by a 9-year-old boy who had been diagnosed with traumatic brain injury were maintained
by positive reinforcement in the form of social attention. An intervention consisting of
functional communication training and extinction resulted in reduced levels of inappro-

priate sexual behaviors.
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Studies that have examined treatments for
inappropriate sexual behavior (ISB) exhibit-
ed by individuals with developmental dis-
abilities have typically relied on reinforce-
ment-based interventions without prior
knowledge of behavioral function. For ex-
ample, Provinale and Lutzker (1980) used
restitutional overcorrection and differential
reinforcement of other behavior to reduce
ISB exhibited by a 13-year-old boy with
Down syndrome. LeBlanc, Hagopian, and
Maglieri (2000) used a token economy and
response cost to reduce ISB exhibited by a
26-year-old man with moderate mental re-
tardation.

This research is based on a project submitted in
partial fulfillment of requirements for the master’s de-
gree by the first author. We thank Iser G. DeLeon and
A. Charles Catania for their comments on earlier
drafts.

Reprints may be obtained from SungWoo Kahng,
Department of Behavioral Psychology, Kennedy Krie-
ger Institute, 707 N. Broadway, Baltimore, Maryland
21205 (e-mail: Kahng@kennedykrieger.org).

Although they have been successtul in re-
ducing ISB, studies suggest that behavioral
treatments based on behavioral function
may be more effective than those that are
not (Kahng, Iwata, & Lewin, 2002). Fur-
thermore, the use of pretreatment functional
assessment may lead to the selection of less
restrictive interventions for problem behav-
ior (Kahng et al.). Therefore, the purpose of
this study was to conduct a functional anal-
ysis of ISB and an evaluation of a function-
based behavioral treatment.

METHOD
Matt, a 9-year-old boy who had been di-

agnosed with traumatic brain injury and sei-
zure disorder, had been admitted to an in-
patient unit for the assessment and treat-
ment of aggression and property destruction.
He had limited vocal speech but used pic-
ture cards to communicate his wants and
needs. He used a wheelchair as his primary
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Figure 1.

The top panel presents the rate (responses per minute) of ISB during the functional analysis.

The bottom panel presents the rate of ISB and appropriate communication during the treatment evaluation.

means of ambulating. ISB was reported as
an important secondary behavior of concern
because Matt had been placed in a residen-
tial facility due to exhibiting ISB towards his
siblings.

Data were collected using laptop comput-
ers on the frequency of ISB, which was de-
fined as touching or attempting to touch
others in the area of the groin, buttocks, or
breasts. (Although data were collected on ag-

gression and property destruction, no pro-
grammed consequences were provided for ei-
ther behavior throughout this study.) Data
were also collected on appropriate commu-
nication, which was defined as handing the
“attention” card to the experimenter without
prompting. Two observers independently
collected data during 38% and 50% of the
functional analysis and treatment evaluation
sessions, respectively. Interobserver agree-
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ment coefficients were calculated by dividing
the total number of agreements by the num-
ber of agreements plus disagreements and
multiplying by 100%. An agreement was de-
fined as two observers recording the same
number of responses within a 10-s interval.
During the functional analysis and treat-
ment evaluation sessions, the mean agree-
ment coefficients for ISB were 95% (range,
94% to 95%) and 89% (range, 75% to
98%), respectively. The mean agreement for
appropriate communication was 99%
(range, 97% to 100%) during the treatment
evaluation.

All sessions were conducted in a therapy
room (6 m by 6 m). Matt was in his wheel-
chair (without a tray), and the experimenter
sat next to him. The experimenter blocked
all attempts to engage in ISB.

Functional analysis. A functional analysis
was conducted using procedures similar to
those described by Iwata, Dorsey, Slifer,
Bauman, and Richman (1982/1994). Ses-
sions were 20 min in length, and three con-
ditions were conducted: demand, social at-
tention, and toy play. During the demand
condition, Matt received a 30-s break con-
tingent on ISB. Compliance with demands
resulted in praise. In the social attention
condition, Matt received a brief reprimand
(approximately 5 s) contingent on ISB. Fi-
nally, during the toy play condition, Matt
had access to preferred items and received
attention on a fixed-time 30-s schedule.

Treatment evaluation. Baseline sessions
were conducted in a manner similar to the
social attention condition of the functional
analysis. A reversal design was used to dem-
onstrate experimental control. Following
baseline, Matt was taught using a graduated
guidance prompting procedure to hand the
experimenter an attention card. Treatment
consisted of functional communication
training (FCT) and extinction. The atten-
tion card, which was available only during
the treatment conditions, was placed on a
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piece of Velcro®, which was located on the
arm of his wheelchair. Matt received 30-s
access to attention contingent on appropri-
ate communication (handing the attention
card to the experimenter). Except for the
blocking procedure ISB was ignored; that is,
the experimenter briefly blocked ISB and
then continued to engage in whatever he or
she was doing. After a brief reversal to base-
line and subsequent return to treatment, the
FCT reinforcement schedule was thinned by
restricting his access to the attention card
(Roane, Fisher, Sgro, Falcomata, & Pabico,
2004). That is, the attention card was ini-
tially removed for 5 s, and this delay was
gradually increased to 5 min. The delay was
increased in subsequent sessions if he had no
more than six instances of ISB in a given
session (approximately a 90% reduction
from baseline).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

During the functional analysis (Figure 1,
top), no ISB was observed in the toy-play or
demand conditions. However, Matt consis-
tently exhibited ISB in the social attention
condition (M = 5.9 per minute). These data
indicated that Matt’s ISB was maintained by
positive reinforcement in the form of adult
social attention.

Matt exhibited an average of 6.7 responses
per minute across both baseline phases (Fig-
ure 1, bottom). FCT plus extinction resulted
in a reduction in ISB (an average of 0.4 per
minute across both treatment phases). Fur-
thermore, Matt appropriately communicated
for attention using the attention card an av-
erage of 1.5 times per minute prior to FCT
schedule thinning. Overall, treatment result-
ed in a 94% reduction in ISB. Matt’s access
to the attention card was also successfully
thinned from 5 s to 5 min.

To date, researchers have successfully used
functional analysis to identify the behavioral
function for a variety of behaviors such as
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self-injury, aggression, disruption, bizarre
speech, stereotypy, and pica (Mace, Lalli, &
Lalli, 1991). This study extends current
functional analysis research by demonstrat-
ing its utility to a novel behavior, ISB. Fur-
thermore, this study demonstrates that be-
havioral interventions based on functional
analyses can be successful in treating a be-
havior oftentimes considered to be biologi-
cally based and commonly treated by med-
ications.

It is important to note that all attempts
to engage in ISB were blocked during the
functional analysis and treatment evaluation.
Although it is possible that blocking may
have suppressed ISB (i.e., it may have oc-
curred at higher rates if not blocked), the
relatively high levels of ISB observed during
baseline suggest that the effects of blocking,
if any, were minimal.

One potential benefit for the use of func-
tional assessment procedures in the treat-
ment of problem behaviors is that the treat-
ments selected are less likely to use punish-
ment-based interventions (Kahng et al.,
2002). In the current investigation, the use
of a functional analysis allowed the experi-
menters to consider the function of ISB in
the selection of treatment. This resulted in
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the development of a reinforcement-based
treatment that produced clinically significant
reductions in ISB.
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