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Purpose of the Session
• This session gives an overview of autism,
including key characteristics.
• It confronts myths around autism.
• It considers what challenging behaviour is and
introduces the PBS framework.
• By the end of the session you will be able to
recognise and understand the impact of autism
on ‘understanding of the world’ for those with
the condition
• And you will have considered the purpose and
use of PBS to improve quality of life for service
users and staff.

Autism is a lifelong, developmental
disability that affects how a person
communicates with and relates to
other people, and how they
experience the world around them.
(National Autistic Society)
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Activity
Defining Challenging Behaviour

How would you define challenging
behaviour? - spend about 5
minutes on this activity.

Definition of Challenging Behaviour:
`Severely challenging behaviour is behaviour of such
intensity, frequency or duration that the physical safety of
the person or others is placed in serious jeopardy, or
behaviour which is likely to seriously limit or deny access
to the use of ordinary community facilities.’
(Emerson, 2001)

Definition of Challenging Behaviour cont…..
Emerson (2001) outlined three additional points to take into
account when defining challenging behaviour:

• Challenging behaviours are defined by their impact and, as a
result, their causes and topography will vary
• Challenging behaviour is a social construction, i.e. what is
defined as challenging may vary between settings and cultures
• Challenging behaviours have wide-ranging personal and social
consequences. This may be for the client, family, staff, carers
and others

More demanding challenging behaviour
Behaviour meets at least one of the four criteria:
• Occurs at least once a day
• Usually prevents person from taking part in programmes
or activities appropriate to their level of ability

• Usually requires the physical intervention by one or
more members of staff
• Usually led to a major injury i.e. requiring hospital
treatment to person or others

Why do People Develop Challenging
Behaviour?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Learnt unusual ways of meeting individual needs
Social factors
Cognitive factors
Biological factors
Psychological factors
Physical Environment
Emotional Environment
Physical Health
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Sensory Perceptual Theory
In recent decades, different ideas about autism
have appeared highlighting sensory perceptual
issues.

BEHAVIOUR

(visible)
AUTISM (invisible)
COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES
SOCIAL INTERACTION CHALLENGES
DESIRE FOR SAMENESS
SENSORY PERCEPTION
CHALLENGES
ANXIETY

Abandon all Perceptions
We make so many assumptions from our
typical perspective – can’t apply these
assumptions to people who are perceiving
differently.
Replace with accurate information.

Spectrum activity

Knowing the
Individual

Environment

Collaboration

As autism affects every individual differently it is
essential to know the person you are working with and
how their autism impacts on them. Knowing their
preferred method of communication, what they like
doing, what they find difficult and any sensory issues will
assist you in developing a relationship that supports
interaction, independence and participation.
Providing physical structure to the environment should
reduce anxiety by enabling the autistic individual to
anticipate what should happen where. Visual structure
e.g. schedules and task systems should also make
expectations clearer. Reasonable adjustments should be
made to accommodate sensory preferences e.g.
attention given to lighting, noise and proximity of others.
Working together and communicating closely with the
autistic individual, family and carers as well as other
services and teams should ensure joined up working
within the support circle. This should facilitate seamless
transitions and reduce the impact of change.

“Autism affects every domain of
human experience: from
sensation and perception to
motor behaviour, emotion,
communication and cognition.”
C Robertson & S Baron-Cohen (2017)
Sensory perception in autism
Nature Reviews Neuroscience 18:671-684

What is Positive Behaviour Support?
• An internationally recognised
approach
• Multicomponent framework
• Supports the reduction of challenging
behaviour
• UK lead organisations
– BILD
– PBS Academy
• Improves quality of life for service users
and staff

Moving to Positive Behaviour Support
(PBS)
• Essential characteristics of PBS (Allen et al 2005)
- It is values led in that the goal of behavioural strategies is to
achieve enhanced community presence, choice, personal
competence, respect and community participation rather than
simply behavioural change in isolation.
- It focuses on altering triggers for behaviour in order to reduce
the likelihood that the behaviour will occur.
- It uses skill teaching as a central intervention as a lack of
critical skills is often a key contributing factor in the
development of behavioural challenges

Moving to PBS
• Essential characteristics of PBS (Allen et al 2005)
- it uses changes in quality of life as both an intervention and an
outcome measure
- it achieves reduction in behaviour as a side effect of the above
- it has a long term focus in that challenging behaviours are
often of a long term nature and successful interventions
therefore need to be maintained over prolonged periods
- it has a multi component focus reflecting the facts that
challenging behaviours are often multiply determined and that
users typically display multiple forms
- it reduces or eliminates the use of punishment approaches

Moving to PBS
• Essential characteristics of PBS (Allen et al 2005)
- it includes both proactive strategies for changing behaviour
and reactive strategies for managing behaviour when it occurs
because even the most effective change strategies may not
completely eliminate risk behaviours from behavioural
repertoire
- it is based on an understanding of why, when and how
behaviours happen and what purposes they serve (via the
use of functional analysis)

Functional Understanding of Behaviour
Definition (Doyle and Owens 2008)
• A functional understanding of behaviour involves a
systematic collection of information
- involves structured interviews, ABC recordings & data
collection and file reviews.
This method of data collection also includes interviewing the
client where possible
- includes direct observations of the client’s behaviour in the
natural environment and the interaction between the
environment and the client

Activity 5
Staff Behaviour
• Reflect on your own practice and organisation. Spend
about 10 minutes on this activity.
• How many of the people you support have behavioural
guidelines
• Are you conversant with these guidelines? Are they
carried out consistently in practice? If yes what
contributes to this? If no why do you think this is?

Staff Behaviour
• Staff perceptions of behaviours are recognised to impact
on their response to them.
• Attributions are the underlying assumptions that staff
make about the cause of the behaviour perceived as
challenging.
• Hastings et al (1997) suggested that a large proportion of
staff see a person’s behaviour as intentional and this is
more likely to increase inappropriate responses.
• Raising awareness in relation to attributions could help
build the essential knowledge and skills central to
effective behavioural management.

Active Support: Effects of not planning:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Low levels of interaction between individuals and staff
Boredom
Un-stimulating day
Chaos/lack of organisation
Poor monitoring and feedback
Individuals will not acquire new skills
Lack of opportunities

This will lead to an increase in behaviours
that challenge

Active Support: Planning and Routines:
Planning conjures up the notion of rigidity and routines
however routines themselves are not problematic – it’s
the inflexibility of routines that cause problems.
Routines are functional especially in shared services:
• Create a sense of security
• Provide a measure of passing time, make time to do other,
more interesting things
• Enables liberation – preventing prompt dependency
Routine in services should feature a degree of flexibility
to allow for interruption of preferred activities

Active Support: Creating Supportive
Environments
This can be achieved by utilising active support.
The aim of active support is to:
• Provide a good life for people with severe and profound
disabilities by helping them to directly engage in all the
activities of life in the home and the community
It achieves this by:
• Structuring the home environment, creating
opportunities, growth and consistency

• Increases staff skills and interaction
• Raises staff expectations of service users

Active Support: Creating Supportive Environments
cont…..
Active support principles:

• People should have the opportunity to fill their time
meaningfully and constructively
• The atmosphere should be supportive, not controlling

• Activities should be individualised
• Activities and materials should be regular and predictable

• Based on individuals needs and the needs of the
environment (ie washing, cleaning, shopping etc) to enable
environment to function

Active Support: Creating Supportive
Environments cont…
• People should be helped to work towards greater
independence
• There should be an element of choice and flexibility

• Activities should help to develop peoples self awareness,
self esteem and confidence
• Activities should not be restricted by, or reliant on the
building
• People should be supported to move on
• People should have fun, new activities and experiences

• Institutional practices should be challenged

Active Support: Benefits of Creating Supportive
Environments:
• Provide carefully tailored amounts of assistance to
individuals making it less likely that demand-avoiding
challenging behaviour will occur
• Increases the amount of social contact which individuals
get – making it less likely that social contact seeking
challenging behaviour will occur

• Increase the amount and variety of activities (engagement
opportunities) making it less likely that stimulation seeking
challenging behaviour will occur
• Ensure materials and activities are readily and predictably
available making it less likely that tangible reinforcerseeking challenging behaviour will occur

Positive Behavioural Support intervention
`tools` include
• Altering known conditions that increase the probability of challenging
behaviour occurring (for example environmental factors such as space
and light, social factors such as the number of people in a setting,
programmatic factors such as activity levels and intra-personal factors
such as mental health or drug regimes
•

Changing specific triggers for behaviour (for example modifying
instructional methods, interpersonal style, reducing demands or
increasing choice)

• Teaching new competencies (such as general skills and coping skills)
• Use of differential and non – contingent reinforcement

• Specifying changes in carer behaviour and in systems service delivery
• Reactive strategies (for example distraction, evasion, minimal
restraint)

• http://pbsacademy.org.uk/

