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 Types of behavioral challenges that we see in 
individuals who have suffered Traumatic Brain 
Injury (TBI)

 Reasons why individuals with Traumatic Brain 
Injury exhibit challenging behaviors

 Strategies for understanding the challenging 
behaviors that these individuals exhibit

 Non-drug strategies for preventing/managing 
challenging behaviors



 Types of challenging behaviors that we often see 
exhibited by individuals with TBI
 Physical aggression
 Property destruction
 Self-Injury
 Verbal abuse
 Noncompliance
 Elopement
 Stealing
 Hording
 Inappropriate sexual behaviors
 Refusal to eat

 Plus skill deficits, including those in the areas of toileting, 
feeding, dressing



 Factors contributing to the high costs of care

 The need for more restrictive environments

 The need for an increased intensity of staffing

 The long-term costs of medication

 Delays in delivering rehabilitation services due to 
noncompliance/resistance

 Barriers to transition to less expensive services



 Some of the sources of behavior problems seen 
after TBI
 Direct result of the injury to the brain itself

 Emotional response to the injury

 Contributory pre-injury history

 Responses to the current environment
 The things that happen before challenging behavior

 The things that happen after challenging behavior

 Even challenging behaviors which arise from the brain injury 
itself can come under the control of environmental factors

 What are the things we can do something about?



 There is a methodology to teach skills 
efficiently

 Adaptive, rehabilitative skills

 Teaching caregivers to teach and manage behavior

 The same methodology can reduce and replace 
challenging behaviors which complicate and 
increase the cost of rehabilitation

 Creating a safer rehabilitation environment

 Increasing functional independence

 Reducing rehabilitation costs



 A methodology based upon the behavioral 
learning principles of B.F. Skinner

 An applied methodology which has been 
demonstrated to achieve behavior change in 
people since the 1940s (and before that in 
laboratory animals)

 A methodology which has been successfully 
applied to multiple populations in multiple 
settings



 Autism

 Behavior disorders

 Mental illness

 Brain injury

 Dementia

 Substance Abuse

 Geriatrics 

 Homes

 Schools

 Residential settings

 Hospitals

 Nursing Homes

 Rehabilitation Centers

 Businesses



 Behaviors, both positive/adaptive and 
negative/challenging, occur for reasons

 Those reasons are found in the environments in 
which individuals live

 The events which occur before behavior 
(antecedents) and the events which occur after 
behavior  (consequences) influence the future 
probability of that behavior
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The events that occur before behavior set the occasion for that behavior and the 
consequences that follow behavior influence the probability that it will occur 

again in the future.

An example

How did we learn to answer the telephone when it rings?

How does this work in our lives today?



We manage behavior by

INTENT or by

MISTAKE



 Task analysis to break down skills to be taught

 Differential reinforcement, prompting, 
modeling and shaping to facilitate new 
learning

 Antecedent environmental modifications to 
prevent challenging behaviors from happening

 Manipulation of consequences to both improve 
new behavior and reduce/replace challenging 
behaviors

 If we do only one thing behaviorally…



 Reinforcement is any event which follows a 
behavior which results in an increase in the 
future probability of that behavior

 Reinforcing a behavior makes it happen more 
often in the future

 When it’s a behavior we like and want, it’s great!

 When it’s a behavior that we don’t like or want, by 
reinforcing that behavior, we become the cause of 
the continuing problem that the behavior creates



 It is essential to train caregivers to

 Reinforce those behaviors that we want to see more 
of

 Immediately

 Consistently

 Effectively

 Reinforce less those behaviors that we don’t want to 
see more of

 Learn how our reactions to behavior can actually make 
it worse



 We must assess why behavior happens or does 
not happen

 The fundamental behavioral assessment that 
underlies much of behavioral intervention is 
called the Functional Analysis Assessment



 Since challenging behaviors don’t generally 
happen all of the time (no matter how it seems 
to us), the first questions that we must ask 
when challenging behavior does occur are…



 WHY NOW (and not 10 minutes ago)?
 At this moment

 During this activity

 In this location

 With this person

 WHAT FUNCTIONS OR PURPOSES DO THESE 
BEHAVIORS SERVE FOR OUR RESIDENTS (Why 
do they exhibit them)?



 

BEHAVIOR OBSERVATION RECORD 

    

NAME                                                                             OBSERVER                                                                          

 

BEHAVIOR                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 

Day  
Date Time ANTECEDENTS 

What was happening just before the behavior?Where did 

the behavior happen? Who was there? 

BEHAVIORS 
What did the person do? What did the behavior look like? 

Be as specific as possible. 

CONSEQUENCES 
What happened after the behavior? What did everyone 

do? How did the environment change after the behavior? 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

  

 



SCATTERPLOT FOR                                                                                                                             

TARGET BEHAVIOR                                                                              DATE RECORDING STARTED                                                                 

Use the 4 codes below to indicate how each square will be filled based on the frequency of the targeted behavior that occurs during that time interval.                      
TIME  
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7-7:30a                      

7:30-8                      

8-8:30                      
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10:30-11                      

11-11:30                      

11:30-12                      
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12:30-1                      

1-1:30                      
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5-5:30                      

5:30-6                      

6-6:30                      

6:30-7                      

7-7:30                      

7:30-8                      

8-8:30                      

8:30-9                      
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 Escape

 Attention

 Access to tangible items, activities, individuals

 Internal stimulation/Sensory



 We use the information about the functions of challenging 
behavior to develop behavior plans

 Our goals are 

 to make the challenging behavior irrelevant and unnecessary; 
 Take away the reason why the behavior occurs

 to replace the challenging behaviors with socially appropriate, 
functionally equivalent behaviors; 
 Give them another way to get things done

 to increase other functional skills; 
 Teach them how to do more, like communication, problem-solving

 and to alter the consequences that maintain challenging behaviors
 Remove the consequences to behavior that keep it happening again



 Prevention/make it unnecessary or irrelevant

 If you know why it’s happening, modify the 
environment to remove the triggers that cause 
challenging behavior to occur

 Make preventative changes in the environment 
before behavior occurs to make it unnecessary to it 
to occur



 Teach new, replacement behaviors which serve the 
same function

 Respect the communicative function of the challenging 
behavior, but offer an alternative



 Reduce sources of reinforcement that are 
maintaining the challenging behavior

 Extinction

 Time out procedures



 Reinforce behaviors others than the targeted 
challenging behaviors



 Reducing challenging behaviors which serve as 
barriers to rehabilitation and require costly 
treatment settings and staffing

 Improving compliance to rehabilitation efforts

 Making skill training activities more efficient

 Toilet training

 Feeding programs

 Elopement protocols



 Depression

 Physical aggression

 Agitation

 Disruptive vocalizations

 Wandering and exit-seeking

 Inappropriate sexual behavior

 Feeding problems

 Incontinence

 Self-injury

 Impulsivity and disinhibition



 Improving participation in rehabilitation 
activities

 Increasing social interaction

 Increasing independent ambulation

 Improving the acquisition of independent self-
care skills



 Include a Board Certified Behavior Analyst as 
part of your clinical team

 Train caregivers on basic behavioral strategies
 Reinforcement

 Understanding the functions of challenging behavior

 How to break down rehabilitation tasks for 
instruction

 Develop data collection systems to track 
behavior and to make clinical decisions
 Including when and how to use medications for 

behavior change



 A strong research literature informs us that 
behavioral interventions have a clear role in TBI 
rehabilitation, both in skill building and in 
management of challenging behaviors

 Even though many of the impacts of TBI are a 
direct result of the injury to the brain, 
environments act to modify and often worsen 
those behavioral impacts

 Knowing how to manage those environments 
effectively insures that, even when we can’t 
improve behavior, we won’t, by our responses, 
make it worse


