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About the Message

• I try to think practically about ethics.
• My hope is to convey to you the strengths and 

weaknesses of standardized decision-making (at least 
with decision-making algorithms), so you can make 
informed choices.

• For ABA, this is a newer area, so please note my
suggestions are based off preliminary findings, but I 
believe they are important to consider nonetheless.
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Presentation Purpose
• The purpose of this presentation is to

• 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

• Note: this presentation is based off a new chapter in Practical 
Ethics for Effective Treatment for ASD, co-authored with Drs. 
David Cox and Shawn Quigley
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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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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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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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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
• Reduce opportunities for decisions that lead to avoidable 

harm or wasteful allocation of resources because the choices 
available are constrained 
• BACB Code Guideline 3.01 (Responsibility to Clients)

• Standardize ethical behavior to fulfill your ethical obligations
• BACB Code Principle #3: Behave with Integrity:

• “Actively working to create professional environments that uphold the core 
principles and standards of the Code”

• Based on summarized knowledge derived from cutting-edge 
research 
• BACB Code Guideline 2.01 (Providing Effective Treatment)
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Benefits of DMAs (Continued)
• Allows for school, organization, and industry wide 

communication of treatment models 
• BACB Code Guidelines 2.01 and 2.14 (Selecting, Designing, 

and Implementing Behavior-Change Interventions) 
• Customize processes to meet the needs of your 

organization and your community
• BACB Code Guideline 1.07 (Cultural Responsiveness and 

Diversity)
• Further, setting-specific considerations (e.g., home vs clinic-

based care) may demand different (yet similar) processes
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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

• BACB Code Guideline 2.17 (Collecting and Using Data)
• BACB Code Guideline 2.18 (Continual Evaluation of Behavior Change) 

Interventions
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Context Affects Decision-Making

• 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 

16



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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A DMA Was Developed

The DMA on the following slide should not be copied and
put into practice.

Why? It is designed for a research context and it does not
appreciate many of the nuances of applied work.
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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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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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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

40



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 employees may require additional feedback and 

training on how to use a DMA
• BACB Code Guideline 2.14 (Selecting, Designing, and 

Implementing Behavior-Change Interventions)
• BACB Code Guideline 4.06 (Providing Supervision and 

Training)

• Client
• The direct recipient of the behavior analyst’s services, which often 

includes your employees.
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Ethical Considerations in Using DMAs

• When using a DMA, the types of errors employees make 
will vary
• BACB Code Guideline 2.01 (Providing Effective Treatment) and 

BACB Code Introduction
• Use the data you obtain to improve your DMA (BACB Code Guidelines 

2.17 and 2.18)
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Ethical Considerations in Using DMAs

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

• Maintenance of employee accuracy of responding, 
following exposure to a DMA, may not always occur
• BACB Code Guideline 2.18 (Continual Evaluation of the 

Behavior-Change Intervention)
• BACB Code Guideline 4.08 (Performance Monitoring and 

Feedback)
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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 for a copy of this 
presentation 
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