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To the PSA,
We are parents/carers/family members with both lived experience and evidence of
the beloved children/adults in our lives benefiting from ABA/behaviour analysis,
which is teaching them the skills they need for a better quality of life.
We wish to strongly dispute the myths and misinformation about ABA.
Before starting on a behaviour analysis program, a consultant and his/her team will
discuss in depth with us the family or - where possible - the autistic client about what
they wish to achieve, what skills they want to learn in order to improve their life. All such
targets will therefore be based on the wishes of the individual client and their loved
ones. Targets might include a child learning to talk or use signs to
communicate; learning to eat a wider range of foods; to use money; use a toilet; dress
him or herself; read safety signs in the community like ‘fire exit’; tolerate vital health
checks or the dentist; learn the social skills needed to thrive in a mainstream school
classroom; or unlearn self-injurious or aggressive behaviours. Or an adult learning the
skills necessary to get a job; or how to cook a meal; or learning not to lash out
aggressively when upset; or how to shower independently. Clearly for a small child, or a
child/adult without yet any means of complex communication, parents or carers will
have the best idea of what their beloved son or daughter needs to learn, in the same
way as all parenting works.
Much of the mischaracterisation of behaviour analysis online, and the so-called ‘harms’
it causes, is outdated, anecdotal, partisan - or all three. Accusations regularly date back
to a time when all educators/therapists thought very differently, and did tend to want
children to ‘conform’ to a greater extent than is the case today. It is an anachronism to
level only against ABA the values of a different era. As behaviour analysis only took root
in the UK around 20 years ago, it has avoided much of the historical context alleged and
like all ABA now takes a more ‘natural environment’, play-based and positively
reinforcing teaching approach (contrary to the endless ‘40 hour tabletop drills’, that
critics wrongly imagine).

Of course as with any profession, bad practice can occur, and indeed it’s this which
makes the consumer protection and recourse to a complaints system offered by a PSAaccredited register so important to us consumers. Logically, the critics would want that
oversight of behaviour analysis too. But the misinformation about ABA goes far beyond
that which follows any other profession around, perhaps because of the very divided
and ‘political’ world of autism. (No such debates really go on in the other populations
ABA serves, eg the super-friendly learning disability world.)
There is for instance a particular animus against behaviour analysis by a discrete group
of higher cognitively functioning autists online, often recently or self-diagnosed only in
adulthood (unlike our children), who dislike all behaviourist approaches and indeed
often espouse a ‘non-interventionist’ approach to autism altogether, calling it ‘a
difference not a disability’. This may be true for them, but autism is so varied a condition
that one group - and a group of outliers at that - cannot speak for the needs of the whole
spectrum. Many of our autistic children *do* need help/intervention in order to learn
skills other children take for granted, or may be in the learning disabled and more
severely affected half of the autism spectrum who simply could not learn the skills they
need for a decent quality of life without the precise and individualised skills-teaching
offered by behaviour analysts. The group speaking against ABA very often
themselves will not have direct experience of It, may have learned without it in
mainstream schooling and have had no need of the ABA profession. However blogs
and anecdotes abound, often anonymous, often emanating from the US many years
ago, which claim ABA is abusive or has a ‘normalising’ agenda. These are then shared
and retweeted worldwide online - often also by folk marketing one of the myriad of
‘autism interventions’ directly in competition with ABA for parent or state funding creating a head of steam far outwith the reality of ABA. The ‘normalising’ accusation
seems to stem from wording used of outcomes in the famous US Lovaas study of ABA
in 1987, where 9 out of 19 children in the study group were said to have become
“indistinguishable from their peers” after intensive ABA. This was 33 years ago. It’s not
what modern-day ABA is about. It’s about teaching skills for a better, fuller quality of life.
Teaching a child or adult to communicate, for instance, gives them immediately more
choice and say in their own life. Indeed many parents will attest that our autistic children
had been unable to learn any skills at all without the patient, evidence-based* teaching
of a behaviour analyst.
There is often also dark talk online that ABA ‘causes PTSD’, most often referring to one
US ‘study’. It’s not actually a study, more a heavily skewed and dubiously-sourced
opinion poll, please see rebuttal below. We believe, conversely, that ABA improves our
kids’ quality of life and usually therefore their mental health
too. https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/AIA-02-2018-0007/full/html

Other dark talk surrounds the use of “punishment”, but again this is an outdated trope,
and the use of positive reinforcement is front and centre for UK ABA programmes
nowadays. Where this doesn't work, and behaviour is harmful or dangerous (medical
causes having been carefully ruled out), "consequence interventions" may be used - but
these will be no more than those common in other modern settings (e.g. removal of a
privilege, being asked to pick up an item that’s been thrown, or simply saying “no”).
Things have moved on in ABA, as in all areas of therapy and education. Behaviour
analysts look for the “function” of a behaviour, and so any consequences used will be
individualised to the client and situation; if, for instance, a harmful behaviour is in order
to get attention, the strategy might be to ignore it or “put it on extinction” so that a child
‘self-edits’ and stops doing whatever it is naturally over time, while concurrently being
taught to get that attention in better ways. Self-stimulatory behaviours, or “stims”, are
another point of conflict. Autistic people may twiddle straws, bounce up and down or
rock back and forth when happy or sad or excited or anxious - or just for the sheer fun
of it. And that’s fine by us. Stims will only be worked on in ABA programmes if they are
downright harmful - for instance some stims involve self-injury such as skin-picking or
punching own head - or when they are a barrier to any learning at all and can safely be
redirected at certain times, left alone at others.
In the NHS, there is now an understanding of the value of ABA and its PBS subset,
particularly to avoid a situation where challenging behaviour goes unmitigated and a
person ends up being admitted to a far-flung (and expensive to the state) ‘secure
residential placement’ or ATU (Assessment and Treatment Unit). The ‘Transforming
Care’ Agenda, which came in the wake of residential care abuse scandals like
Winterbourne View, has seen a particular move towards PBS and away from the bad
old days of restraint, seclusion and strong medications. As per jobs like the recent ones
screenshot below, there is increasing use by the NHS of ABA/PBS to keep those with
challenging behaviours in their own home and community, by redirecting those
behaviours into safer and more pro-social alternatives. This is really the polar opposite
of the ‘harm’ alleged by online critics. The misinformation bandied around about ABA
positively militates against the life chances of those who most need its help to live a
good life - even to stay in their own home.
The major autism charities in the UK and most providers of residential or learning
disability services now employ ABA/PBS qualified staff, including BCBAs. These include
the National Autistic Society, with a large in-house PBS function; the Priory Group;
Sequence Care; Ambitious about Autism; and BILD - the British Institute of Learning
Disabilities. Yet you will not find these organisations advertising the fact on social
media, rather the opposite, so fearful are all of the small but loud anti-ABA group on
Twitter. Those of us parents who do stand up for ABA in social media-land face an
onslaught of false accusations, trolling and abuse.
But the fact that major organisations that use ABA/PBS are wary of saying so, and hide
their ABA lights under a bushel online, leaves an impression on social media that the

entire ‘autistic community’ is against ABA. Simply not true, as the ‘autistic community’
on Twitter is unrepresentative of the whole. It misses out vast swathes of the autism
community and is in fact a relatively small group, whose voice seems loud as Twitter
tends to amplify and polarise any debate.
Meanwhile parents and other family members, the autistic folk who speak out in favour
of ABA**, the 30-50% on the spectrum who are also learning disabled, and the 30%
who will remain non or minimally-verbal are not represented in the debate at all - too
busy caring/parenting or unable/unwilling to contribute to fiery Twitter debates.
ABA is changing lives for the better. We see it every day. The real tragedy in all this is if
people who need it to live a better, safer life cannot get access to it, due to myths and
misinformation.
Please listen to our voices - as families caring 24/7 for our children, as major
stakeholders in the autism community and as representatives too of the voices of our
children who need and benefit from behaviour analysis - whose voices go unheard if
their parents’ voices go unheard.
Thank you.
Signed, 302 Signatures via email (email addresses redacted here for online privacy)

Recent NHS ABA Jobs - 1 ) Sussex Partnership NHS Trust – Specialist
Behaviour Support Practitioner

2) Harrow, London, CAMHS – Behaviour Analyst
https://www.dropbox.com/s/xb2b7gu0b9mix8j/Work%20with%20us%20%20Central%20and%20North%20West%20L
ondon%20NHS%20Foundation%20Trust.pdf?dl=0

3) East London NHS Foundation Trust – Clinical Behavioural Specialist

4) Hounslow NHS – Oct 2020 job ad (closed 26/10/20) see reference to UK-SBA register,
hopefully first of many such references as it becomes more well known as a mark of
quality - https://www.jobs.nhs.uk/xi/vacancy/916223052

5) Two major UK autism charities with thriving in-house ABA/PBS functions in both their
schools and adult services – recent ABA/PBS job ads
Ambitious About Autism:
https://www.dropbox.com/s/wpbwielh32ry8ou/Careers%20%20Ambitious%20About%20Autism.pdf?dl=0

National Autistic Society, adult services and schools:
https://www.dropbox.com/s/9f6hpcfd2y0dn3h/The%20National%20Autistic%20Society.pdf?dl=0
https://isw.changeworknow.co.uk/national_autistic_society/vms/e/careers/positions/dsEYK-24vjUkfSBhXJo8Y5

* Applied Behaviour Analysis has been shown to be an effective method for
teaching skills to autistic children/adults and clients with Learning Disabilities or
other developmental or behavioural challenges, with key evidence including the
following: Eldevik et al., 2009; Howard et al., 2005, Peters-Scheffer et al.,
2013, Reichow et al., 2018;
Recent NIHR UK systematic review and cost-effectiveness analysis of EIBI,
2020
https://www.kennedykrieger.org/sites/default/files/library/documents/pati
ent-care/centers-and-programs/down-syndrome-clinic-and-researchcenter/aba-scientific-support-9-2015.pdf

** https://www.abaa4all.com/asd-advocates

