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THE EFFECTS OF ESTABLISHING OPERATIONS ON 
FUNCTIONAL ANALYSES CONDITIONS 

 
Craig A. Thomas and Jade Fraiser 

The Creative Learning Center 
 

 A functional analysis was performed on a five-year-old nonverbal Autistic female with severe 
self-injurious behaviors.  The self-injurious behaviors (hand-to-head, hand-to-jaw, hand-to-face) and loud 
vocalizations were targeted.  Two types of sessions, enriched environment and instructor controlled 
preferred stimuli, were alternated throughout the functional analysis.   
Keywords: Functional analysis, establishing operations, autism, self-injury 

 
 

Introduction 
 

Much of the research on establishing operations and functional analyses that has 
been conducted has focused on setting events such as deprivation and satiation (Iwata, 
Smith, & Michael, 2000).  The correlation between intensity and frequency of self-injury 
and deprivation and satiation of attention, escape, and tangibles as reinforcement is that 
the intensity and frequency does increase in the respective cases (e.g., Worsdell, Iwata, 
Conners, Kahng, & Thompson, 2000; Fischer, Iwata, Worsdell, 1997).  The purpose of 
this study was to determine the maintaining variable of the loud vocalizations and self-
injury and whether or not attention as an establishing operation had an effect on 
frequency of the behavior.  A similar study was conducted (Ringdahl, Winborn, 
Andelman, and Kitsukawa, 2002) to determine the effects of noncontingent attention as 
reinforcement during a functional analysis targeting self-injurious behavior (SIB).  The 
results of that study yielded that the subject’s self-injurious behaviors were elevated 
during the condition in which no other stimuli was available except for the therapist’s 
attention.  This was opposed to the control condition in which the therapist’s attention 
and alternative stimuli were available continuously.  In this study attention was targeted 
as an establishing to gain access to tangibles and to escape tasks.   
 

Method 
 
Subjects and Setting 
 
     One non-verbal female, age 5, served as the subject.  Kaitlyn was enrolled in a public 
school district and was homebound for most of the school year.  Before the functional 
analysis was conducted Kaitlyn was receiving approximately 1-2 hours of services at 
home, which involved mostly reinforcer pairing by the special education instructor.  
Kaitlyn functioned on a eighteen month level and engaged in high rates of severe self-
injury (hand-to-head, hand-to-jaw, hand-to-face, hand-biting).  Kaitlyn also had no self-
help skills and could not perform the function of turning on a television. 
 
Procedure 
 
     The conditions controlled for during the functional analysis are described below: 
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1. Control Condition- Noncontingent therapist attention and preferred stimuli. 
 
2. Attention Only Condition- 15 seconds of therapist attention for target 

behaviors. 
 
3. Attention-Enriched Condition- Noncontingent access to preferred stimuli and 

15 seconds of therapist attention for target behaviors.  
      
4. Divided Attention Only Condition- 15 seconds of therapists’ attention for 

target behaviors. 
 
5. Divided Attention-Enriched Condition- Noncontingent access to preferred 

stimuli and 15 seconds of therapists’ attention for target behaviors. 
 
6. Alone Only Condition- Client remained alone with no preferred stimuli during 

this condition. 
 
7. Alone-Enriched Condition- Client remained alone with Noncontingent access 

to preferred stimuli. 
 
8. Tangibles Condition- Access to preferred items for 15 seconds for target 

behaviors. 
 
9. Escape Condition- Escape room task for 15 seconds for target behaviors. 

      
Each session controlled for a different condition.  There were 15 sessions and 

each lasted 10 minutes.  A control condition was run initially, followed by the attention 
only and attention-enriched conditions, respectively.  A second control condition was run, 
then divided attention, divided attention-enriched, control, alone only, alone-enriched, 
control, 2 tangibles sessions, escape, tangibles, and divided attention.   
 
Interobserver Agreement 
 
 All 15 sessions were videotaped by the writer so the alone conditions could be 
viewed since there was no two-way mirror available.  The videotape was then viewed by 
the writer and another observer.  For sessions 1-4 no interobserver agreement data was 
taken, as there were no occurrences of the two target behaviors.  Mean interobserver 
agreement was 98% for loud vocalizations (range, 88% to 100%) and 97% for SIB 
(range, 85% to 100%) for sessions 5-15.  The effect on the establishing operation on the 
functional analysis conditions was evaluated by a multiple treatment reversal design.  
 
Results and Discussion 
 
 During the first four sessions no occurrences of loud vocalizations or SIB were 
observed.  The first occurrence of loud vocalizations happened during the fifth session 
(divided attention, non-enriched; see figure 1).  There were only six occurrences of this 
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behavior and zero occurrences of SIB during this session.  Again, there were no 
occurrences of loud vocalizations or SIB during sessions six through nine and session 
eleven.  During the second ten-second interval of session ten (see figure 1), Kaitlyn 
engaged in SIB one time.  This was a control session for tangibles, so the television was 
turned on prior to beginning of the session.  The television, however, was tuned to the 
wrong television show (Kaitlyn only watches certain cartoons) and Kaitlyn engaged in 
the SIB to gain access to her preferred show.   
      

Functional Analysis

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33 35 37 39 41 43 45 47 49 51 53 55 57 59

Minutes

P
er

ce
n

ta
g

e 
o

f 
O

cc
u

rr
en

ce

Loud Vocs

SIBS

Session 5: 
Divided 
Attention

Session 10: 
Access to 
Tangibles 

Session 12: 
Access to 
Tangibles

Session 13: 
Escape

Session 14: 
Access to 
Tangibles

Session 15: 
Divided 
Attention

 
         (Fig. 1)                                                                   

 
Beginning with session twelve and continuing through to session fifteen, we saw 

a dramatic increase in both SIB and loud vocalizations (see figure 1).  These sessions 
were no longer enriched and the writer controlled for access to tangibles, escape from 
tasks, and divided attention.           
 
      The only types of potential communication observed of Kaitlyn during the 
functional analysis were the loud vocalizations and SIB.  These never occurred during the 
alone conditions, the hypothesis being that there was no one in the room from whom she 
could gain attention, to gain access to the television.  There were also no occurrences of 
either target behavior during the control sessions, except session ten which was explained 
above.  Again, no target behaviors were observed during the enriched sessions and we 
hypothesize that this was due to the fact that Kaitlyn had noncontingent access to the 
preferred stimuli (television).   
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 The frequent occurrences of loud vocalizations and SIB were observed in sessions 
twelve through fifteen.  There was at least one person present in the room from whom 
Kaitlyn could gain attention in all four sessions (three persons in session 15).  In sessions 
twelve and fourteen Kaitlyn had go engage in SIB and/or loud vocalizations in order to 
gain access to the preferred stimuli.  In session thirteen Kaitlyn was given a task demand 
(putting a block in a bucket) and was only allowed to escape the task if she engaged in 
either or both of the target behaviors.  In session fifteen Kaitlyn only received therapists’ 
attention when she engaged in the target behaviors.  During this particular session Kaitlyn 
was not given her preferred stimuli and she engaged in one or both of the target behaviors 
for all but fourteen of the sixty 10-seond intervals, the most of any of the sessions. 
 
 Based on the data collected it can be concluded that attention from other persons 
is an establishing operation for loud vocalizations and SIB.  Kaitlyn did not engage in the 
target behaviors when there was no access to attention.  Therefore, she could not access 
the preferred stimuli if there was no one to provide it.  She also had no need to engage in 
the target behaviors during the enriched sessions because she already had access to the 
preferred stimuli.         

 
References 

 
Fisher, S. M., Iwata, B. A., & Worsdell, A. S. (1997).  Attention as an establishing  

operation and as reinforcement during functional analyses.  Journal of Applied Behavior 
Analysis, 30, 335-338. 

 
Gottschalk, J. M., Libby, M. E., & Graff, R. B. (2000).  The effects of establishing  

operations on preference assessment outcomes.  Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 
33, 85-88. 

 
Iwata, B. A., Smith, R. G., & Michael, J. L. (2000).  Current research on the influence of  

establishing operations on behavior in applied settings.  Journal of Applied Behavior 
Analysis, 33, 411-418. 

 
Repp, A. C., Felce, D., & Barton, L. E. (1988).  Basing the treatment of stereotypic and  

self-injurious behaviors on hypotheses of their causes.  Journal of Applied Behavior 
Analysis, 21, 281-289. 

 
Ringdahl, J. E., Winborn, L. C., Andelman, M. S., & Kitsukawa, K. (2000).  The effects  

of noncontingently available alternative stimuli on functional analysis outcomes.  Journal 
of Applied Behavior Analysis, 35, 407-410.  

 
Worsdell, A. S., Iwata, B. A., Conners, J., Kahng, S., & Thompson, R. H. (2000).   

Relative influences of establishing operations and reinforcement contingencies on self-
injurious behavior during functional analyses.  Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 33, 
451-461.   

 
Author Contact Info:  
 
C. A. Thomas 
357 Towne Center Blvd. Suite 400 



JEIBI                                                                                   VOLUME 2, ISSUE NO. 2, SUMMER, 2005 
 

 78 

Ridgeland MS 39157 
(601) 899-5900 
cthomas@tclc.com 
 
Ruby Jade Fraiser 
2506 Shadowood Pkwy SE 
Atlanta, GA 30339 
(770) 984-8878 
babiejadie@yahoo.com 

 
 
 
 
Advertising in the Journal of Early and Intensive Behavior Intervention 

 
 

Advertising is available in JEIBI. All advertising must be paid for in advance. Make your check 
payable to Joseph Cautilli.  The ad copy should be in our hands at least 3 weeks prior to publication. Copy 
should be in MS Word or Word Perfect, RTF format and advertiser should include graphics or logos 
with ad copy.  
 
 The prices for advertising in one issue are as follows: 
 
  1/4 Page: $50.00    1/2 Page: $100.00 vertical or horizontal      Full Page: $200.00 

An additional one time layout/composition fee of $25.00 is applicible   

 
 If you wish to run the same ad in both issues for the year, you are eligible for the following 
discount:  
 

1/4 Pg.: $40 - per issue       
1/2 Pg.: $75 - per issue -vertical or horizontal    
Full Page: $150.00-per issue. 

 
  For more information, or place an ad, contact Halina Dziewolska, 
Advertising Director, by phone at (215) 462-6737  or e-mail: halinadz@hotmail.com  
 




