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SECTION 2:
AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER
AND APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

What is ASD?

ASD is characterized by varying degrees of difficulty in social interaction and verbal and nonverbal 
communication, and the presence of repetitive behavior and/or restricted interests.2 Due to the 
variability and symptom presentation, no two individuals with an ASD diagnosis are the same 
with respect to how the disorder manifests and its impact on families. Because of the nature of 
the disorder, people with ASD often will not achieve the ability to function independently without 
appropriate medically necessary treatment.  

What is ABA?

ABA is a well-developed scientific discipline among the helping professions that focuses on the 
analysis, design, implementation, and evaluation of social and other environmental modifications 
to produce meaningful changes in human behavior. ABA includes the use of direct observation, 
measurement, and functional analysis of the relations between environment and behavior. ABA 
uses changes in environmental events, including antecedent stimuli and consequences, to produce 
practical and significant changes in behavior. These relevant environmental events are usually 
identified through a variety of specialized assessment methods. ABA is based on the fact that an 
individual’s behavior is determined by past and current environmental events in conjunction with 
organic variables such as their genetic endowment and physiological variables. Thus, when applied 
to ASD, ABA focuses on treating the problems of the disorder by altering the individual’s social and 
learning environments. 

The current guidelines are specific to ABA as a behavioral health treatment of ASD. Nevertheless, 
ABA has also been demonstrated as effective for treating the symptoms of a variety of conditions, 
including severe destructive behavior, substance abuse, dementia, pediatric feeding disorders, 
traumatic brain injury, among others.
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s�This document contains guidelines and recommendations that reflect established research 
findings and best clinical practices. However, individualized treatment is a defining feature and 
integral component of ABA, which is one reason why it has been so successful in treating this 
heterogeneous disorder. 

s�Some individuals diagnosed with ASD have co-occurring conditions including, but not limited to, 
intellectual disabilities, seizure disorders, psychiatric disorders, chromosomal abnormalities, feeding 
disorders, sleep disorders, elimination disorders, destructive behavior (for example, self-injury, 
aggression), and a variety of other conditions that require additional medical treatment. These 
guidelines apply to individuals diagnosed with ASD with these co-occurring conditions, 
as research has established ABA as effective for these client populations as well. 

s�The guidelines in this document are pertinent to the use of ABA as a behavioral health treatment 
to develop, maintain, or restore, to the maximum extent practicable, the functioning of an 
individual with ASD.

s�These guidelines should not be used to diminish the availability, quality, or frequency of currently 
available ABA treatment services. 

s�Coverage of ABA treatment for ASD by healthcare funders and managers should not supplant 
responsibilities of educational or governmental entities. 

s�Specification of ABA in an educational or government program should not supplant ABA coverage 
by healthcare funders and managers. 

s�ABA treatment must not be restricted a priori to specific settings but instead should be delivered 
in those settings that maximize treatment outcomes for the individual client. 

s�This document provides guidance regarding ABA treatment only; other behavioral health 
treatments are not addressed. 

SECTION 3:
CONSIDERATIONS

The successful remediation of core deficits of ASD, and the development or restoration of abilities, 
documented in hundreds of peer-reviewed studies published over the past 50 years, has made ABA 
the standard of care for the treatment of ASD (see Appendix B).

What is ABA?, cont.
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