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Abstract 

The first purpose of this study was to attempt to replicate previous findings that video-based 

preference assessments without access to selected stimuli may accurately predict relative 

reinforcing efficacy of stimuli. To do this, we conducted a concurrent operant reinforcer 

assessment in which we evaluated the relative reinforcing value of highly preferred and less 

preferred items identified in a video-based preference assessment. The second purpose of this 

study was to begin to evaluate the potential behavioral mechanisms responsible for the validity 

of this assessment. To conduct this analysis, we evaluated the relative reinforcing value of those 

same stimuli depicted in video format and then compared results to results obtained during the 

reinforcer assessment for tangible stimuli. For all five participants, stimuli identified as highly 

preferred functioned as reinforcers, and four of five participants, responding during the reinforcer 

assessment was similar in the presence of tangible stimuli and videos depicting those stimuli.  

Keywords: autism, preference assessment, reinforcer assessment, video  
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Further Examination of Video-based Preference Assessments Without Contingent Access 

Video-based formats of stimulus preference assessments allow researchers and clinicians 

to present stimuli while simultaneously capturing their critical features in a dynamic format. 

They also allow researchers and clinicians to present items that may otherwise be large or 

impractical to physically display (e.g., large toys or activities). While a pictorial preference 

assessment depicts the static nature of stimuli (e.g., Hanley, Iwata, & Lindberg, 1999), video-

based formats can display the dynamic features of activities that cannot be portrayed through 

pictures (e.g., a picture of a child jumping on a trampoline vs. a video of a child jumping on a 

trampoline; Brodhead, Al-Dubayan, Mates, Abel, & Brouwers, 2016). Regardless of their 

presentation format, preference assessments are helpful for identifying items which may function 

as reinforcers (e.g., DeLeon & Iwata, 1996; Fisher et al., 1992; Karsten, Carr, & Lepper, 2011; 

Pace, Ivancic, Edwards, Iwata, & Page, 1985; Whitehouse, Vollmer, & Colbert, 2014). 

Although the concept of video-based preference assessments is not necessarily new (see 

Morgan, Gerity, & Ellerd, 2000), only recently have researchers begun to compare them to well 

established tangible formats in individuals with autism. For example, Snyder, Higbee, and 

Dayton (2012) compared the results of a video-based paired-stimulus preference assessment to a 

tangible paired-stimulus preference assessment and found highly preferred items matched 

between assessments for five of six participants. Brodhead et al. (2016) conducted a similar 

study and compared the results of a video-based brief multiple-stimulus without replacement 

(MSWO) preference assessment to a brief tangible MSWO. Brodhead et al. found a strong 

positive correlation between both assessments for three of four participants.  

 Although previous researchers have asserted that access to selected stimuli is necessary 

when conducting preference assessments in pictorial formats (e.g., Hanley et al., 1999; Higbee, 
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Carr, & Harrison, 1999), recent research has examined video-based preference assessments when 

contingent access is not provided (e.g., Snyder et al., 2012). That is, researchers have begun to 

evaluate if video-based preference assessments without access to selected stimuli may accurately 

predict preference. Clark, Donaldson, and Kahng (2015) evaluated if a video-based preference 

assessment with no access predicted toys as reinforcers. Clark et al. found the video-based 

preference assessment with no access accurately identified toys that functioned as reinforcers for 

three of four participants. In a similar study, Brodhead, Abston, Mates, and Abel (2017) 

compared the results of a video-based brief MSWO without access, to the same preference 

assessment format when access was provided. Brodhead et al. found that the video-based 

preference assessment when contingent access was not provided had moderate to strong positive 

correlations to the same assessment when access was provided.  

In a follow-up study, Brodhead and Rispoli (2017) assessed preference for toys with 

which participants had not previously interacted, and they obtained strong positive correlations 

between video-based preference assessments with no access to the same assessment with access. 

Following exposure to stimuli, assessments had strong positive correlations to the results of 

previous assessments. That is, exposure to stimuli did not appear to affect obtained preference 

for the participants. However, one limitation of Brodhead et al. (2017) and Brodhead and Rispoli 

is that researchers did not conduct a reinforcer assessment to validate outcomes obtained during 

the video-based preference assessments without access to selected stimuli.  

 A practical benefit of the findings obtained through recent research on video-based 

preference assessments is that the types of items or activities presented in a preference 

assessment can be extended to those that are not readily available for consumption. For example, 

because contingent access may not be necessary, researchers and caregivers may now have the 
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opportunity to assess preference for protracted events (e.g., activities that occur at a later time) or 

stimuli the individual has not yet interacted with (e.g., gifts). Another practical benefit is the 

length of administration can be considerably reduced (see Brodhead et al., 2017) because 

participants do not need to interact with stimuli after they are selected, and therefore, more time 

can be spent on instructional activities. 

 In contrast to the results of Hanley et al. (1999), the results obtained by Clark et al. 

(2015), Brodhead et al. (2017), and Brodhead and Rispoli (2017) suggest that contingent access 

may not always be necessary for a preference assessment to accurately predict reinforcers (see 

Groskreutz & Graff, 2009 and Heinicke et al., 2016, for notable exceptions). However, the 

behavioral mechanisms responsible for the obtained correspondence between picture or video-

based preference assessments with no access to those with access are unclear. It is possible that 

videos themselves may produce reinforcement that is functionally similar to reinforcement 

obtained during physical interaction with stimuli or activities. Although viewing a video and 

physically engaging with an activity may be topographically different, both responses may 

produce similar reinforcers and may be members of the same response class.  

The purpose of this study was to replicate the procedures described by Clark et al. (2015), 

Brodhead et al. (2017), and Brodhead and Rispoli (2017). First, we conducted a video-based 

brief MSWO preference assessment with no access in order to identify highly preferred (HP) and 

less preferred (LP) toys with children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Then, we conducted 

a concurrent operant reinforcer assessment in which we compared the relative reinforcing value 

of HP and LP items and those same items depicted in video format. This study extended previous 

research on video-based preference assessments by comparing relative reinforcing value of 

tangible stimuli to the videos that depict those stimuli. The purpose of this comparison was to 
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begin to evaluate the possible behavioral mechanisms responsible for why video-based 

preference assessments, without access, may accurately predict reinforcer value for some 

participants.  

Method 

Participants 

 We recruited five participants for this study. All participants were Caucasian, came from 

English speaking households, and had a diagnosis of ASD from an outside agency. Participants 

attended a private center-based program for individuals with ASD for 35 hr per week. 

Participants were referred for the study by the clinical director because they were reported to 

have difficulty expressing preference for protracted events. At the time of the study, all 

participants could reliably point to pictures on a computer screen. 

 Brenda was a 3-year-old female. At the time of the study, her Verbal Behavior 

Milestones Assessment and Placement Program (VB-MAPP; Sundberg, 2008) Level 2 scores for 

mands and visual perceptual skills and matching-to-sample (VP-MTS) were 1.5 and 4, 

respectively. Her Level 2 score for independent play was 4 and her Level 2 score for social 

behavior and social play was 5. Jared was a 5-year-old male. At the time of the study, his VB-

MAPP Level 2 scores for mands and VP-MTS were both 3. His Level 2 score for independent 

play was 5 and his Level 2 score for social behavior and social play was 3. Kendall was a 7-year-

old male. At the time of the study, his VB-MAPP Level 3 scores for mands and VP-MTS were 5 

and 4, respectively. His Level 3 scores for independent play and social behavior and social play 

were 5. Oliver was a 7-year-old male. At the time of the study, his VB-MAPP Level 2 scores for 

mands and VP-MTS were 5 and 3, respectively. His Level 3 score for independent play was 1 

and his Level 2 score for social behavior and social play was 2. Sam was a 5-year-old male. At 
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the time of the study, his VB-MAPP Level 3 scores for mands and VP-MTS were 3 and 5, 

respectively. His Level 3 scores for independent play and social behavior and social play were 5 

and 4, respectively. 

Setting and Materials 

 We conducted all sessions at the autism center in a small room with a table and three 

chairs. We video-recorded sessions using a Cannon VIXIA HF R62 camcorder to review later to 

collect participant and treatment fidelity data (described below). The participants’ instructor, the 

researcher, and the research assistant were also in the room during every session. 

 We identified toys to use in the preference assessment that were developmentally and age 

appropriate for the participants (see Table 1). Videos of toys were developed using the 

procedures described by Brodhead et al. (2016) and Brodhead and Rispoli (2017; see Brodhead 

et al., 2016, for specific examples of screen shots from videos). Videos were approximately 10 s 

in length and depicted a research assistant manipulating each toy in its intended purpose. For 

example, a video of a coloring book depicted a hand using a marker to color on a piece of paper. 

The videos were presented on an Apple iPad (4th Generation) in the application Keynote 

(Version 2.5.3) and contained no audio.  

Response Measurement, Interobserver Agreement, and Treatment Fidelity 

Response measurement. During the matching assessment, we measured correct 

responses. A correct response was scored if the participant touched the video or toy out of an 

array of three, which corresponded to the toy or video presented in front of them within 5 s of the 

researcher’s verbal instruction, “Match.” Correct responses were converted to percentage of 

correct responses by dividing the number of correct responses by the sum of correct and 

incorrect responses, and then multiplying it by 100. 
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During the preference assessment, we measured the order in which each participant 

selected each video. We defined selection as any instance when the participant touched a video 

on the iPad with his or her finger within 10 s of the researcher’s instruction, “Touch the one you 

want.” The toy that was depicted in the selected video was documented on the data sheet.  

During the reinforcer assessment, we measured the percentage of time each participant 

engaged with each stimulus during the session. To do this, we first measured length of 

engagement with each stimulus or control response. We defined engagement as any instance 

when the participant sat in or stood in front of a chair seated directly in front of the toy, control, 

or iPad. In addition, we only scored engagement when the participant interacted with the toy or 

maintained eye contact with the video without breaks longer than 5 s. Upon each instance of 

engagement, we started a timer. We stopped the timer when the participant’s responding no 

longer met the definition of engagement or when the session ended (whichever happened first). 

The total length of time (seconds) the participant engaged in each response was summed and 

divided by 120 (i.e., the duration of the session, in seconds) and multiplied by 100 to yield the 

percentage of time each participant engaged with each item, or control, for each session. 

 Interobserver agreement (IOA). During the matching assessment, a second observer 

independently recorded the response for every trial for Kendall, Oliver, and Sam. A second 

observer did not record data for Brenda or Jared. However, primary data were collected for 

Brenda and Jared. An agreement was scored if the primary and secondary observers scored the 

same response (i.e., correct or incorrect) for each trial. IOA was calculated by dividing the 

number of agreements by the number of agreements plus disagreements and multiplying it by 

100. IOA for Kendall, Oliver, and Sam was 100%. 
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During the preference assessment, a second observer independently recorded which video 

each participant selected for 100% of all trials. An agreement was defined as any instance when 

the primary and secondary observer recorded the same video for the same trial. IOA for selection 

for all participants was 100%. 

During the reinforcer assessment, a second observer independently recorded the length of 

time each participant engaged with each toy, control, or iPad for at least 30% of every condition 

for each participant. An agreement was defined as any instance when the length of engagement 

reported by the researcher and research assistant was within 5 s for each toy. IOA for all 

participants was 100%. 

 Treatment fidelity. During 100% of every preference assessment for each participant, 

the observer recorded the behavior of the researcher to collect treatment fidelity data. Treatment 

fidelity was scored on a task analysis of five researcher behaviors: (a) saying to the participant, 

“Touch the one you want” before every trial; (b) ensuring the participant’s eyes were facing the 

iPad screen when the instruction was provided; (c) rearranging videos between trials; (d) 

providing the appropriate number of videos in the array for that specific trial; and (e) giving the 

participant 10 s to respond. We calculated treatment fidelity by dividing the number of 

researcher behaviors observed by the number of occurrences plus non-occurrences and 

multiplying it by 100. Treatment fidelity for the preference assessment for all participants was 

100%. 

  The observer recorded the behavior of the researcher during the reinforcer assessment for 

at least 30% of the total conditions for each participant. Specifically, the observer scored whether 

a session lasted 2 min, stimuli were in a different location than the previous session, the correct 

stimuli were placed on a table, participant attempts to interact with researchers were ignored, and 
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the participant only interacted with stimuli while sitting in a chair or standing between the chair 

and table. Treatment fidelity scores were 100% for Brenda, Oliver, and Sam. Treatment fidelity 

scores were 96% (range, 80%-100%) for Jared and 97.77% (range, 80%-100%) for Kendall.   

Procedures 

 To evaluate functional similarities in reinforcement obtained during physical interaction 

with stimuli, we engaged in the following procedures: (a) identified stimuli to include in a 

preference assessment, (b) evaluated video to object and object to matching skills, (c) conducted 

a preference assessment, and (d) compared the relative reinforcing effects of HP and LP stimuli 

and their corresponding videos using the results of a preference assessment.   

 Stimulus selection. Prior to the beginning of the study, we created a list of 11 stimuli to 

provide to each participant’s instructor. Stimuli were included on the list for two reasons: they 

were age appropriate, and, we had previously developed videos of each item. We asked each 

instructor to rank stimuli they thought the participant may prefer from most to least preferred 

using a Likert-type scale from 1 (most preferred) to 5 (least preferred). After each instructor 

ranked each stimulus, we identified the top five stimuli to include in each participant’s 

preference assessment. Prior to the beginning of the study, we exposed each participant to each 

toy for approximately 2 min. Participants did not have subsequent access to the toys or videos, 

except when interacting with them during the experimental sessions. 

Matching assessment. Prior to the preference assessment, we evaluated each 

participant’s video-to-object and object-to-video matching skills. The purpose of this condition 

was to rule out deficiencies in video-to-object and object-to-video matching if the preference 

assessment did not accurately predict relative reinforcing efficacy of stimuli. We deliberately 

identified stimuli and their corresponding videos that were not included in the subsequent 
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preference assessment to avoid pre-exposing each participant to the associations between stimuli 

and their corresponding videos.  

 The video-to-object matching assessment began with three toys positioned horizontally 

on the table, approximately 20 cm from the front of the participant. The researcher placed an 

iPad that depicted one of three videos behind the comparison stimuli, approximately 30 cm in 

front of the participant. The iPad was propped up at approximately a 55° angle to increase 

visibility. The video was displayed full screen, looped continuously without sound, and depicted 

one of the three toys. When the iPad was placed on the table, the researcher said, “Match.” If the 

participant engaged in a correct response, the researcher removed all stimuli from the table. If the 

participant engaged in an incorrect response or did not respond within 5 s, the researcher 

removed all stimuli from the table. At all times, the researcher remained silent and did not 

provide feedback on whether the response was correct or incorrect. Following the removal of 

stimuli from the table, they were represented in a quasi-random order and the next trial began. 

Each video was presented three times for a total of nine trials. For this assessment, all 

participants engaged in 100% correct responses. 

 The object-to-video matching assessment was conducted in a similar manner, with the 

following modifications. First, three iPads were placed flat and positioned horizontally on the 

table approximately 20 cm in front of the participant. Each iPad displayed one of three full 

screen videos that looped continuously without sound. One of three toys that corresponded to a 

toy depicted in one of the three videos was placed behind the iPads approximately 30 cm in front 

of the participant. Each toy was presented three times for a total of nine trials. For this 

assessment, all participants engaged in 100% correct responses. 
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 Preference assessment. We conducted a brief MSWO without replacement preference 

assessment (Carr, Nicolson, & Higbee, 2000) to evaluate relative preference for five stimuli to 

include in a subsequent reinforcer assessment. Contingent access was not provided for selected 

stimuli. The video-based format resembled that reported in previous research on video-based 

brief MSWOs (Brodhead et al., 2016; Brodhead & Rispoli, 2017; Brodhead et al., 2017) with the 

following modifications. For each participant, five stimuli were displayed on one iPad in the 

application Keynote. In the video, stimuli were displayed in two rows; three videos were in the 

first row, and two videos were in the second row (see Brodhead et al., 2016, for an example). 

Each video was sized to approximately 300 x 170 pixels. Stimuli depicted in the videos were not 

in the room at the time of each assessment. 

At the start of the first trial of the assessment, the iPad was placed on a table 

approximately 20 cm in front of the participant. The iPad was propped up at approximately a 55° 

angle to increase visibility. All videos looped simultaneously, continuously, and without sound. 

The researcher then said, “Touch the one you want.” Once the participant made a selection, the 

researcher immediately removed the iPad and the selected stimulus was documented. The 

researcher did not present the selected stimulus to the participant. (If at any point the participant 

touched two or more videos or did not respond within 10 s, the iPad would have been removed 

and the trial represented; however, this did not occur at any point during this part of the study.) 

The researcher then deleted the selected video from Keynote and rearranged the remaining 

videos in a quasi-random order into two rows (2 x 2). The next trial was then conducted in a 

manner similar to the previous trial. This continued for the third trial (videos were displayed in 

two rows; 2 x 1), fourth trial (videos displayed in one row), and fifth trial. Upon completion of 

the fifth trial, all five videos were represented in the application Keynote, and the above process 



ANALYSIS OF VIDEOS  13 

 

 

was repeated two additional times. At no point in the preference assessment was the participant 

provided access to any selected stimulus.  

Following the end of each participant’s preference assessment, which occurred on the 

same day and included three rounds of five trials, we calculated the relative rank of each 

stimulus from HP to LP on a scale of 1 to 5 based on the order in which each stimulus was 

selected. Specifically, stimuli were ranked by dividing the number of times a video was selected 

by the sum of the number of trials each video was available for selection. Videos were then 

ranked from the highest to lowest dividends. If two videos produced the same dividend, they 

were equally ranked. The HP and LP stimuli (highest and lowest, respectively) were then 

included in the subsequent reinforcer assessment, described below.  

Reinforcer assessment. We conducted a concurrent operant reinforcer assessment 

(Piazza, Fisher, Hagopian, Bowman, & Toole, 1996) within a reversal design to evaluate the 

relative reinforcing value of HP and LP stimuli identified in the preference assessment. The first 

purpose of this evaluation was to measure the relative reinforcing value of HP and LP stimuli. 

The second purpose was to compare responding between HP and LP toys to conditions when 

only HP and LP videos were available. General procedures and specifics of both conditions are 

described in detail below. 

General procedures. Each session was 2 min in duration. We chose a 2 min session 

because videos used in the assessment were short in duration. Three chairs were positioned next 

to a rectangular table. Two chairs were positioned at opposite sides of the long ends of the table, 

and the third chair was positioned on one side in the middle of the table. At the beginning of each 

session, stimuli (either toys or iPads) were randomly placed in front of two (tangible condition) 

or three (video only condition) seats. One to two sessions were conducted each day. However, 
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tangible and video only conditions were always conducted on separate days. Two chairs were 

associated with a HP or LP toy or video outcome, and one chair was associated with no outcome 

(control). The outcome associated with each chair varied each session.  

Tangible. At the beginning of each session, the researcher randomly placed the 

participant’s HP and LP toys on the table in front of two different chairs. The third chair served 

as a control chair, and therefore was not associated with any outcome. The researcher then 

positioned the participant in front of the table, equidistant from both ends, and provided the 

following instruction while pointing at the corresponding chair, “If you sit here, you can play 

with (HP toy); if you sit here nothing happens; and if you sit here, you can play with (LP toy)”. 

The order of stimuli described in the instruction occurred in a quasirandom order to ensure 

stimuli were not always described in the same order. Following the instruction, the researcher 

said, “Go play” and the timer was started. At the end of 2 min, the researcher said, “All done” 

and the stimuli were removed from the table. The researcher then prepared the room for another 

session or guided the participant out of the room. 

Video only. At the beginning of each session, the researcher randomly placed three iPads 

on the table in front of each chair. Each iPad was propped up at approximately a 55° angle to 

increase visibility. One iPad depicted a video of the HP toy. The second iPad depicted a video of 

the LP toy. Both videos were shown full screen, looped continuously and without sound, and 

were the same videos used during the preference assessment. The third iPad served as a control. 

The control iPad was turned on but required a four-digit passcode to access. The researcher 

positioned the participant in front of the table, equidistant from both ends, and provided the 

following instruction while pointing at the corresponding chair, “If you sit here, you can watch 

(video of HP toy); if you sit here, nothing happens; and if you sit here, you can watch (video of 
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LP toy)”. Following the instruction, the researcher then said, “Go play,” and the timer was 

started. At the end of 2 min, the researcher said, “All done,” and the stimuli were removed from 

the table. The researcher then prepared the room for another session or guided the participant out 

of the room. 

Tangible Probe (Sam only). In Sam’s second video only condition, he allocated more 

responding toward the LP video than the HP video. We hypothesized that the HP toy and video 

were no longer reinforcers due to exposure to them throughout the experiment. To evaluate this 

hypothesis, we conducted a probe session that included the toy ranked second in the preference 

assessment and the original LP toy. Otherwise, the probe used the same procedures as the 

tangible reinforcer assessment described above.  

Modified Video Only Probe (Sam only). This condition resembled that of the video only 

condition, except a video of the second most preferred toy obtained during Sam’s preference 

assessment replaced the original HP video. The purpose of this condition was to evaluate the 

relative reinforcing value of the videos of Sam’s second most preferred toy and his LP toy.  

Results 

Preference Assessment 

Following the completion of the video-based brief MSWO without contingent access to 

selected stimuli, preference assessment hierarchies were established for each participant. See 

Table for a summary of preference assessment results.  

Reinforcer Assessment 

 Brenda. The results of the reinforcer assessment are depicted in the Figure. During the 

first reinforcer assessment of tangible stimuli, Brenda engaged with the HP toy between 80% and 

98% of each session. She did not engage with the LP toy or the control. During the first video 
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only condition, Brenda engaged with the HP video 97.5% of the time for the first two sessions, 

and she did not engage with the LP video or control iPad. During the third session, Brenda 

engaged with the LP video for 98% of the session and did not engage with the HP video or 

control iPad. During the second tangible and video only conditions, Brenda only engaged with 

the HP toy or video, respectively, for a majority of the time for each session. 

  

 Jared. During the first tangible condition of the reinforcer assessment, Jared allocated all 

responding towards the HP toy, with responding ranging from 89.6% to 99.2% of each session. 

He did not engage with the LP toy or control. During the first video only condition, Jared 

engaged with the HP video between 98.3% and 99.2% of each session, and he did not engage 

with the LP video or control iPad. Similar results were obtained during the subsequent tangible 

and video iPad reinforcer assessments, with all responding allocated toward the HP toy or video.  

 Kendall. In the first condition of Kendall’s tangible reinforcer assessment, he engaged 

with the HP toy for a majority of each session, ranging from 97.5% to 98.3% of each session. 

During the first video only condition, Kendall engaged with the HP video for 97.5% of the 

session and did not engage with the LP video or control iPad. During the second and third 

sessions, he engaged with the LP video 98.33% of the time, and he did not engage with the HP 

video or control iPad. During the fourth, fifth, and sixth sessions of this condition, he engaged 

with the HP video from 96.7% to 99.2% of the time, and he did not engage with the LP video or 

control iPad. Similar results were obtained for the second tangible and video only conditions.  

 Oliver. In the first tangible only condition, Oliver engaged with the HP toy all three 

sessions, ranging from 93.9% to 99.2%. He did not engage with the LP toy or control. During the 

first video only condition, he engaged with the HP video for 99.2% of the session, and he did not 
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engage with the LP video or control iPad. During the second video only session, he engaged with 

the HP video for 50.8% of the session. He engaged with the LP video for 1% of the session. He 

also engaged with the control iPad for 42.5% of the session. While engaging with the control 

iPad, he said, “Someone please open this,” and, “Please let me in.” These requests were ignored. 

During the next three sessions, he allocated his responding to the HP video for 98.3% to 99.2% 

of the sessions. He did not engage with the LP video or control iPad. Similar results were 

obtained during the subsequent tangible and video only conditions.  

Sam. During the first tangible only condition, Sam engaged with the HP toy for 50% to 

98.3% of intervals. He engaged with the LP toy between 0% and 30% of intervals, and he 

engaged with the control between 0% and 3% of intervals. During the subsequent video only 

condition, he engaged with the HP video between 21.5% and 32% of intervals, the LP video 

between 8.2% and 17.7% of intervals, and the control iPad between 3.6% and 5.4% of intervals. 

During the second tangible condition, Sam engaged with the HP toy between 45.8% and 

76.7% of intervals. He engaged with the LP toy between 14.2% and 48.3% of intervals, and the 

control for an average of 1% of intervals. During the subsequent video only condition, Sam 

engaged with the LP video 19.2% and 18% of intervals, respectively. He engaged with the HP 

video 14.2% and 11.3% of intervals, and the control iPad 7.5% and 7.3% of intervals, 

respectively. 

During the tangible probe, Sam engaged with his second most preferred toy 99.2% of the 

time. He did not engage with the LP toy or control. During the subsequent modified video only 

probe, Sam engaged with the video of the second most preferred toy 25% of the time. He 

engaged with the LP video 11.2% of the time, and the control iPad 15.5% of the time.  

Discussion 
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 This study demonstrated that HP toys identified in the video-based preference assessment 

without contingent access to selected stimuli functioned as stronger reinforcers than LP toys. For 

all five participants, the video-based preference assessment without contingent access to selected 

stimuli allowed the researchers to accurately predict the relative reinforcing value of HP and LP 

toys. This study extends the results obtained by Clark et al. (2015) by demonstrating that video-

based preference assessments without contingent access to selected stimuli may accurately 

predict relative reinforcing value for some participants. 

 We hypothesize that videos were at least partially substitutable for the tangible items they 

depicted. However, the behavioral mechanisms responsible for partial substitutability are 

unknown. Although we assessed object to video and video to object matching prior to the 

beginning of the study, it is unclear if these skills are necessary for this format of preference 

assessment to be effective. All participants scored 100% on both the video to object and object to 

video matching assessments. However, patterns of responding during the reinforcer assessment 

varied across participants. Therefore, it is unclear if video to object and object to video matching 

skills are the most important factor influencing the success of the video-based preference 

assessment with no access. There are other considerations, such as attending to and 

discriminating between relevant features of the video (e.g., discriminating between fixed and 

moving stimuli) that have not been explored in previous research. Since video-based preference 

assessments with no access have the benefit of reducing administration time (Brodhead et al., 

2017) and may be used to identify preference for stimuli that are not immediately available for 

consumption (Brodhead & Rispoli, 2017), the behavioral mechanisms responsible for their 

success with some participants should be an area of further inquiry.  
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An important finding of this study is that we obtained preliminary support that some 

participants may allocate responding to videos of stimuli in a manner similar to responding to 

physical stimuli. During the reinforcer assessment, responding observed for Jared, Kendall, and 

Oliver was consistent across both tangible and video only conditions. Jared and Oliver allocated 

all of their responding towards the HP toy or video (with the exception of one session for 

Oliver). Kendall engaged with the HP toy and video during the majority of sessions, and he also 

allocated responding to LP toys and videos as well (possibly due to momentary changes in 

preference or because the relative difference in preference between HP and LP toys and videos 

was smaller than for Jared and Oliver). This finding is potentially noteworthy because it suggest 

it is possible that the reinforcers associated with engagement with toys and videos may be similar 

for the participants. This finding is only preliminary and should be the subject of further research 

and examination. 

 Brenda and Sam emitted different patterns of responding across conditions. Although 

Brenda engaged with the HP toy or video a majority of the time, she alternated between the HP 

and LP video during the first video only condition. This pattern of responding was not replicated 

in a subsequent condition, and may have occurred because the differences in preference between 

the HP and LP videos may have been smaller than for the toys. Additional exposure to the videos 

may have resulted in the increase of relative preference, and therefore engagement with the LP 

video was not observed for subsequent sessions. It is unlikely that Brenda alternated between the 

HP and LP videos due to a lack of stimulus control of the videos or the reinforcer assessment 

itself because she did not allocated her responding toward the control iPad at any point.  

 Sam was the only participant for whom different levels of responding for HP stimuli were 

observed across conditions. This finding suggests that the relative differences in reinforcing 
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value of the HP and LP videos was less than the difference between the HP and LP toys. The HP 

toy may have functioned as a stronger reinforcer than the HP video; however, we did not directly 

test this in our experimental preparation. 

Sam allocated more responding towards the LP video than the HP video during the 

second video only condition. This suggests that the HP video may have only temporarily 

functioned as a stronger reinforcer than the LP video. Because Sam exclusively engaged with the 

second highest preferred during the tangible probe condition, and allocated more responding to 

the video of the second most preferred toy during the modified video only condition, Sam’s 

responding was likely under the control of the experimental arrangement, and exposure to the HP 

video may have resulted in the reduction of its relative reinforcing value. 

 Sam was also the only participant who engaged with multiple stimuli within each session. 

The establishing operation (EO) for the HP toy may have reduced quickly, following Sam’s 

engagement with that toy, and therefore lead to him allocating his responding to the LP stimuli. 

Other participants may have allocated their responding across multiple stimuli each session, had 

the session length been longer than 2 min. However, it is unlikely the variability of Sam’s 

response allocation occurred due to lack of stimulus control of the reinforcer assessment. After 

each session began, Sam would vocally state the relative consequences associated with each 

response (i.e., sitting in each chair). Sam would sit in the control chair and say, “Nothing 

happens!” and then he would move to a different chair and engage with the toy or video 

associated with that chair. This occurred throughout the experiment, and we decided to ignore it 

so as not to influence how he allocated his responding. 

 Although we interpret our results that the relative reinforcing value of videos may be 

similar to the reinforcing value of the toys they display, it is important to point out that we are 
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not suggesting that watching a video produces all of the same reinforcers as engaging with a toy. 

We acknowledge there are many inherent features of engaging with a toy (e.g., physical 

stimulation) that are likely impossible to replicate while watching a video. However, the 

differences may not be significant enough to affect response allocation in a noticeable way, at 

least in our preparation for our participants. Sam is a notable exception. We did not rule out the 

possibility that watching any video could have reinforcing properties in and of itself. Future 

research may consider addressing this limitation by evaluating if watching any video would have 

at least some reinforcing properties. Additional research may also examine what components of a 

video may be necessary to make it at least partially substitutable for the physical stimuli it 

depicts, and to evaluate the critical features of stimuli that are necessary to depict in a preference 

assessment in video format. 

 It is unclear if there was an interaction between preference for the tangible items and 

watching the videos of those items. This potential interaction could have been evaluated by 

comparing the HP video and HP tangible item in the same condition in the reinforcer assessment.  

Also, the reinforcer assessment consisted of a relatively simple response (i.e., sitting in a chair). 

Therefore, it is unclear if the results obtained in this study would be similar if a more effortful or 

socially important response was used. The reinforcer assessment only evaluated relative 

reinforcing value of stimuli, whereas it did not evaluate absolute reinforcing value of stimuli 

(e.g., Glover, Roane, Kadley, & Grow, 2008; Francisco, Borrero, & Sy, 2008; Roscoe, Iwata, & 

Kahng, 1999). Finally, due to our procedures for selecting stimuli to include in the study, it is 

also possible that all stimuli we identified were highly preferred.  

To date, researchers have only evaluated toys (e.g., Brodhead & Rispoli, 2017; Clark et 

al, 2015; Snyder et al., 2012) and activities (e.g., Brodhead et al. 2017) in video-based preference 
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assessments that do not provide access to selected stimuli. Although toys and activities are 

certainly important reinforcers to consider in educational and behavioral programming for 

individuals with autism, preference assessments may now have the added benefit of being able to 

assess preference for stimuli that are not currently available. This includes gifts, animals (see 

Guérin, Rodriguez, Brodhead, & O’Haire, 2017), and distal events that, although may not be 

helpful for behavioral intervention, play an important role in the life of an individual with ASD 

by increasing their opportunities to make independent decisions (Brodhead & Rispoli, 2017). It 

may seem premature to evaluate these stimuli, along with the potential behavioral mechanisms 

responsible for the accuracy in video-based preference assessments without access. However, we 

argue that the benefits of having such an assessment has the potential to greatly benefit 

individuals with autism. Therefore, we recommend that researchers consider the potential 

benefits of examining preference for stimuli beyond the therapeutic environment and explore 

strategies that improve and enhance the types of choices individuals with autism may be able to 

make.  

  

http://www.frontiersin.org/people/u/233208
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Table 1       

       

Results of the video-based brief MSWO with no access to selected stimuli  
    Participant 

Rank   Brenda Jared Kendall Oliver Sam 

1  Shape Sorter Legos Buzz Lightyear Spider Man Coloring Book 

  1 1 1 1.3 1 

     (1-2)  
2  Coloring Book Ring Stacker Coloring Book Puzzle Shape Sorter 

  2 2.3 2 1.6 2.3 

   (2-3)  (1-2) (2-3) 

3  Mr. Potato Head Shape Sorter Ring Stacker Penguin Ring Stacker 

  2.3 3.3 3.3 3 2.6 

  (2-3) (2-5) (3-4)  (2-3) 

4  Ring Stacker Puzzle Book Book Book 

  3.3 4 4 4.3 4.3 

  (3-4)  (3-5) (4-5) (4-5) 

5  Book Book Shape Sorter Ring Stacker Spiderman 

  4 4.3 4.6 4.6 4.6 

    (3-5) (3-5) (4-5) (4-5) (4-5) 

Note: Mean ranks across the 3 assessments are noted in italics with the ranges noted in the 

parentheses, if applicable. 
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Figure. The results of the reinforcer assessment. HP = high preferred; LP = low preferred; P = 

probe; and MVO = modified video only. 

 


