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Background

Chapters
1. Introduction to Ethics and Core Ethical 

Principles

2. Contextual Factors that Affect Ethical 
Decisions

3. Creating Systems to Support Ethical 
Behavior

4. Identifying Your Scope of Competence

5. The Process of Evidence-based Practice

6. Interdisciplinary Collaboration

7. Common Errors and Mistakes Made 
During Ethical Analysis
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A Promise Made, A Promise Kept

• The purpose of this presentation is to

• Define ethical behavior

• Introduce behavioral systems analysis 

• Describe benefits of standardizing decision-making and the 

guidelines of the BACB Code that support those benefits

• Review a series of studies on standardized decision-making

• Discuss the implications of those studies in the context of the 

BACB Code
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Thanks

• The Early Learning Institute

• Visit earlylearning.msu.edu for more information

• Student co-authors and collaborators

• Kailie Kipfmiller, M.A., BCBA

• Darla Krill, M.A., BCBA

• Emma Sipila-Thomas, M.A., BCBA

• Savanah Bak, Ph.D., BCBA-D
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Ethics Defined

• “The emission of behavior in compliance/coordination with 

the verbally stated rules and behavior-analytic cultural 

practices guiding practitioner behavior that are espoused 

by the BACB Code” (Brodhead, Quigley, & Cox, 2018, p. 

167)
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Ethical Behaviors Are Important

• Many of us provide behavioral services to some population of 
individuals

• If not, you currently, or may one day, provide supervision to those 
who do

• Sometimes, our oversight of professional and/or ethical 
behavior may go by the wayside

• Especially since time spent promoting these skills may not translate 
to billable hours

• However, ethical and professional behaviors should not be 
ignored
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Unethical Behavior

• Unethical behavior may result in

• 1) loss and/or harm to consumers

• 2) damage to the company’s reputation

• 3) litigation

• 4) harm to the field of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)
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Behaving Ethically

• Most of us know what we need to do

• Very few people wake up in the morning and say, “I’m going to do 
wrong today”

• The difficulty lies in translating our guidelines into behaviors 
(processes) that produce desired outcomes in practice

• May occur for a few reasons

• Training may rely heavily on teaching memorization of the code and 
case studies that may or may not be relevant to practice

• Difficulty establishing and maintaining situation-specific behavior 
that meets standards set by the BACB
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Behavioral Systems

• Behavioral systems are the answer

• What is a system?
• “An organized, integrated unified set of components, accomplishing 

a particular set of ultimate goals or objectives” (Malott & Garcia, 
1987)

• Behavioral systems allow for the standardization of processes 
and policy that occasion desirable employee behavior

• Systems are purposeful, not random

• Additional reading:
• Sigurdsson & McGee (2015)

• Diener, McGee, & Miguel (2009)
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Example System: Discrete Trial Instruction

• “An organized, integrated unified set of components, 
accomplishing a particular set of ultimate goals or 
objectives”

• Goal: Systematically provide instructional opportunities

• How is accomplished?
• Standardization of instructor behaviors

• Train instructors and provide feedback

• Observe instructor behavior over time to ensure high treatment 
integrity 

• Discrete trial instruction is a system that must operate 
smoothly in order for individuals to learn
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Example System: Functional Analysis

• “An organized, integrated unified set of components, 
accomplishing a particular set of ultimate goals or objectives”

• Goal: Analyze the environmental variables that may be responsible 
for the occurrence of problem behavior

• How is this accomplished?

• Train employees how to identify potential controlling variables

• Train employees to develop and implement experimental conditions

• Observe implementation over time to ensure high procedural fidelity

• Functional analysis is a system that must operate smoothly in order 
for instructors to accurately identify variables responsible for problem 
behavior
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Standardization Abound

• Systems in service delivery, in some cases, are well established
• DTI and FAs as examples

• The systems necessary for engaging in ethical behavior are often much 
less clear

• Examples:
• Make good data-based decisions

• Be a good collaborator

• Identify the best function-based treatment

• Act in the best interest of your clients

• When people behave unethically, we often blame them for their own 
actions
• Victim blaming: saying the victim of the problem is the cause of the problem
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The organism is always 
right.
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The organization is responsible for 
employee behavior, because the 
organization has control over the 

environment.

*Technically, organisms behave, and organizations do not.
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Behavioral Systems

• In a clinical organization, systems of ethical training and 
supervision must be established

• to meet the needs of the organization

• to comply with the BACB Code of Ethics

• to best meet the needs of its clients

• as an antecedent strategy to promote appropriate behavior

• as an antecedent strategy to prevent misconduct

• The 6 Steps of Behavioral Systems Analysis (BSA) provides a 
straight-forward tool for making changes and meeting goals 
within an organization
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Six Steps of Behavioral Systems Analysis

• Analyze the natural contingencies

• Specify the performance objectives

• Design the system

• Implement the system

• Evaluate the system

• Revise until you reach performance objectives
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Six Steps of BSA

• Analyze the natural contingencies
• Is there a need for change?

• What are the problems we face?

• Specify the performance objectives
• What organizational needs have to be met?

• Design the system
• Who will manage the change?

• Who will take over when it’s finished?

• Will it be an addition to a job description or require the creation of an 
entire department?

• In this case, it’s often helpful to diagram system you want to create.
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Six Steps of BSA

• Implement the system:

• Once it’s designed, execute the plan.

• Evaluate the system

• Recycle until you reach the performance objectives

• Analyze the data, and make changes accordingly.

• Most likely, you’ll never get past this phase.

• There is room for improvement at every level of every organization.

• There is no perfect machine; there is no perfect system. 
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Six Steps of Behavioral Systems Analysis

• Analyze the natural contingencies

• Specify the performance objectives

• Design the system

• Implement the system

• Evaluate the system

• Revise until you reach performance objectives

21

ASDIER: a tool for systems change



Implement and Evaluate

• The remainder of this presentation will focus on the 

implementation and evaluation steps of BSA
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Standardization of Decision-Making

• One way to promote ethical behavior is to standardize 
expectations and behaviors for employees to engage in

• A decision-making algorithm (DMA) is one form of 
standardization

• A DMA is typically portrayed as a decision tree, flow-chart, or 
some other graphical format

• By answering a series of guided questions, the user is guided 
through the flow-chart towards a specific answer

• Also known as “process systems”
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Karsten, Carr, & Lepper, 2011Geiger, Carr, & LeBlanc, 2011

Brodhead, 2015
LeBlanc et al., 2016
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DMAs are Formed By Values and Expertise

• The authors of those papers aren’t necessarily saying you 

should copy those DMAs, verbatim

• Instead, they are providing you with a framework to 

consider, based on their values and expertise
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Benefits of DMAs

• Allows you to summarize and standardized knowledge 

derived from cutting-edge research

• 1.01 Reliance on Scientific Knowledge

• Behavior analysts rely on professionally derived knowledge based on 

science and behavior analysis when making scientific or professional 

judgments in human service provision
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Benefits of DMAs

• Allows you to standardize expectations for ethical 

behavior

• 7.01 Promoting an Ethical Culture

• Behavior analysts promote an ethical culture in their work 

environments and make others aware of this Code
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Benefits of DMAs

• Allows for an agency or school-wide communication of 
treatment models that are conceptually consistent with ABA

• 4.01 Conceptual Consistency
• Behavior analysts design behavior-change programs that are conceptually 

consistent with behavior-analytic principles

• Bonus: If used to describe a focused-intervention or 
comprehensive model, standardization allows independent 
research teams to evaluate outcomes because those 
interventions have been fully described (Smith, 2013).
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Benefits of DMAs

• Allow you to customize interventions and processes that 

meet the needs of your organization and your community

• 1.05 Professional and Scientific Relationships (maybe)

• Many authors have questioned whether the BACB Code adequately 

addresses community and cultural issues (see forthcoming special 

issue on Diversity and Equity in the Practice of Behavior Analysis in the 

journal Behavior Analysis in Practice)

29



Benefits of DMAs

• Removes opportunity for inappropriate or harmful 

judgement because all choice options are pre-established

• 2.0 Responsibility to clients

• Behavior analysts have a responsibility to operate in the best interest of 

clients
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Usefulness in Practice is Less Clear

• Unfortunately, little is known about the effects of DMAs in 

behavior-analytic practice

• You may ask yourself: 

• Are they any good at all? 

• What considerations should I make when applying them to 

practice?
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Visual Analysis as Context

• The following studies evaluated the effects of a DMA on accuracy of 
decision-making

• We used visual analysis as the context for evaluation
• Why?

• Graphs (i.e., the context for making decisions) can be controlled across trials in order 
to hold constant the relative difficulty and effort associated with making each decision

• We are not interested in teaching people to analyze graphs nearly as 
much as we are interested in evaluating standardized decision-
making

• The BACB Code also values visual analysis
• 3.01 Behavior-Analytic Assessment

• 3.04 Explaining Assessment Results
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Visual Analysis with Dynamic Data Sets and 
Changing Data Accuracy
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David J. Cox and Matthew T. Brodhead

(under review)



Method

• We sought to determine if systematic changes in data 

accuracy percentage would result in systematic changes 

in decision-making 

• while controlling for trend, level, and variability

• 30 graduate students (93% had experience in visual 

analysis)

• Exposed to a lengthening data-path task
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These data were taken with 100% accuracy

100%
60%
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20%
10%



36



37



Take Home Point

• Context affects decision-making during visual analysis, 

but how people make decisions in that context varies from 

person to person

• Standardization may help with this 
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Visual Analysis as Context

• For the present series of studies on DMAs, we identified 

four potential outcomes a behavior analyst may make 

while analyzing data:

• Intervention is complete

• Continue the intervention

• Modify the intervention

• Discontinue the intervention
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Graphs

• We generated a total of 240 graphs (60 for each of the 

four categories) to present to participants during 

experimental conditions

• We used an autoregressive for to generate the time series 

graphs (Fisher et al., 2003; Wolfe & Slocum, 2015)
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Used DMA to Sort Graphs

• Following the creation of the graphs, three professionals 

(1 graduate student, and 2 PhD-level behavior analysts) 

sorted the graphs into the four decision categories using 

the DMA

• Intervention is complete

• Continue the intervention

• Modify the intervention

• Discontinue the intervention
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Method
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Method

• We created a quiz in an online learning platform 

(Desire2Learn®)

• For each quiz

• Instructions provided

• 12 graphs were randomly presented with the instruction 

“Please select the correct answer”

• 1 graph per page

• 3 graphs from each of the 4 categories (12 graphs)
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Method

• Baseline

• Twelve graphs per session

• No feedback

• Intervention

• Twelve graphs per session

• DMA present

• No feedback
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Guiding Intervention Decision-Making: A Pilot 
Randomized Controlled Trial 

53

Matthew T. Brodhead and Adrea Truckenmiller

(under review)
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Random assignment

Treatment

n = 14

27 graduate 
students in 

special 
education

Control

n = 13



Method

• Pretest
• 8 items (2 graphs from each of the four categories)

• Order randomized, but the same for treatment and control groups

• No DMA present

• Used to explore pretest differences between groups 

• Posttest
• 12 items (3 graphs from each of the four categories)

• Order randomized, but the same for treatment and control groups

• DMA present for treatment group only

• Data analysis
• One-way ANOVA

• Hedge’s g
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The one-way ANOVA indicated a statistically significant difference between the two groups on posttest 

performance, F(1,23) = 58.18, p > .001 and the effect size was large, g = 3.05. 



Further Evaluation of a Decision-Making Algorithm 
to Aid in Training Visual Analysis
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Darla N. Kril and Matthew T. Brodhead

(in preparation)



Method

• Six graduate students (age range, 20 – 26 years)

• All but one participant (i.e., Participant 5) had experience 

in visual analysis

• Procedures identical to that of Kipfmiller et al. (2019), 

except we:

• Introduced a withdrawal condition to evaluate carryover effects 

of the DMA

• Included a 2-week follow up session to evaluate maintenance 
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Summary of Results

• DMAs increase accuracy of decision-making in most 

cases

• Participants may require very little exposure to the task 

(context) in order for the DMA to increase accuracy
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Summary of Results

• Some participants may require additional feedback and 

training on how to use a DMA

• When using a DMA, the types of errors participants make 

will vary

• Exposure to a DMA may not always result in continuation 

of accurate responding once it is removed

• Maintenance of accuracy of responding, following 

exposure to a DMA, may not always occur
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Ethical Considerations in Using DMAs

• Some participants may require additional feedback and 
training on how to use a DMA
• 2.09 Treatment/Intervention Efficacy

• Clients have a right to effective treatment (i.e., based on the research 
literature and adapted to the individual client)

• 4.03 Individualized Behavior-Change Programs
• Behavior analysts must tailor behavior-change programs to the unique 

behaviors, environmental variables, assessment results, and goals of each 
client

• Client
• The term client refers to any recipient or beneficiary of the professional 

services provided by a behavior analyst

63



Ethical Considerations in Using DMAs

• When using a DMA, the types of errors participants make 

will vary

• 1.01 Reliance on Scientific Knowledge

• Behavior analysts rely on professionally derived knowledge based on 

science and behavior analysis when making scientific or professional 

judgments in human service provision, or when engaging in scholarly 

or professional endeavors

• Use the data you obtain to improve your DMA
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Ethical Considerations in Using DMAs

• Exposure to a DMA may not always result in continuation of 
accurate responding once it is removed

• Maintenance of accuracy of responding, following exposure to 
a DMA, may not always occur
• 2.09 Treatment/Intervention Efficacy

• …effective treatment procedures have been validated as having both long-
term and short-term benefits to clients and society

• 5.06 Providing Feedback to Supervisees
• Behavior analysts design feedback and reinforcement systems in a way that 

improves supervisee performance

• Behavior analysts provide documented, timely feedback regarding the 
performance of a supervisee on an ongoing basis
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Conclusion

(this slide is intentionally left blank)
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Contact

• Matt Brodhead

• mtb@msu.edu

• Visit www.mattbrodhead.com
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