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The Cost of Autism

Individual - $1-4 million

Society: 
$236 billion

Applied Behavior Analysis

Communication

Floortime

Relationship Development Intervention
Sensory Integration

Animal-assisted therapy

Neurofeedback

Patterning

Packing

Massage therapy

Music
Medication

Dietary supplements

Diets

Chelation

Chiropractic

Craniosacral therapy

Electroconvulsive therapy

Hyperbaric oxygen therapy

Prosthetics

Transcranial magnetic 
stimulation

Stem cell therapy

Alternative 
medicine

Religion

Autism is a fad magnet

Autism is a treatment magnet

FAD TREATMENT

“Procedure, method, or therapy that is adopted 
rapidly in the presence of little validating 

research, gains wide use or recognition, and 
then fades from use - usually in the face of 

disconfirming research, but often due to the 
adoption of a new fad.”



COSTS OF FAD 
TREATMENTS

Resources (financial, time)

Emotional

Moral/Ethical

Resource Costs of Fad 
Treatments

Emotional Costs of Fad 
Treatments



Moral/Ethical Costs of Fad 
Treatments

WHY DO WE CONTINUE TO 
USE fad treatments?

“….dissemination 
of the current state 
of the science in 
autism research”


”…have been validated scientifically”

‘scientifically-based practice



Evidenced-Based Practice and 
Empirically Supported Treatments

• Decision - making process 

• tactics that have research proof of effectiveness

National Autism Center 
(2009)

• Evidenced-based practice requires the integration of 
research findings with other critical factors. These 
factors include: 

• professional judgement and data-based decision 
making 

• values and preferences of families, including the 
student on the autism spectrum whenever feasible, 
and  

• the capacity to accurately implement the interventions

What constitutes this 
decision-making process?

discriminating good research from bad research

working within one’s area of competence

behaving analytically 

selecting socially significant goals 
and objectives for treatment



Empirically Supported 
Treatments

Best available evidence

Importance of Evidenced-Based Practice 
and Empirically Supported Treatments

• Assumption that EBP/EST will be more effective 

• Thus, more progress in areas of application - ADL, 
language, reading, behavior 

• As a result, individuals will become more independent 

• And access more reinforcement in their lives

Not All Evidence is Created 
Equal





Examples of Evidence



Auditory Integration Training

• American Academy of Pediatrics 

• American Speech-Language-Hearing 
Association

“Tell people there's an invisible man in the sky who 
created the universe, and the vast majority will 

believe you. Tell them the paint is wet, and they have 
to touch it to be sure.” 
― George Carlin



Most relevant to the target problem

has the highest degree of certainty

Standards of Evidence

• National Autism Standards 

• New York State Health Department 

• State of Maine State of the Evidence 

• What Works Clearinghouse

How To Minimize The Adoption of 
Fad Treatment, Maximize The 

Adoption of Effective Treatment, and 
Sleep Better at Night



Science (applied behavior analysis)

• The World View 

• The methods and procedures

What Constitutes Science?

Science Follows a Set of 
Rules

Determinism 

Empiricism - (objective observation)

Parsimony 

Replication, controlled experimentation



Criteria for Choosing EST

What Makes Quality 
Research?

Use of research designs of recognized quality

multiple studies by multiple investigators

Control of bias


Reliability of measurement

Operational definition of key terms

Identification of independent and dependent variables

Controls for internal and external validity

Clear specification of intervention 
details in treatment manuals 

Good Research Design

Clear effects

Designed well

Controls for other variables

Reliable measurement 
Well defined procedures



why reliable measurement 
is important

How To Review an Individual Experiment 
to Determine if it Constitutes Empirically 

Supported Treatment

“In our reasonings concerning matter of fact, there 
are all imaginable degrees of assurance, from the 
highest certainty to the lowest species of moral 

evidence. A wise man, therefore, proportions his 
belief to the evidence.” 

― David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding 



Is Study Done By Someone Other 
than the Developer of Treatment?

Is There Clear Definitions of 
Important Terms?

• “second birth” 

• “rejuvenation” 

• “neural substrates” 

• “flexible thinking”

Reliability of Measurement?



Treatment Clarity for 
Replication?

Is There a Check on 
Treatment Fidelity?

Was There Control of Internal 
Validity Threats?



Use of Established Research 
Designs

I’m frequently asked ‘Do you believe there’s 
extraterrestrial intelligence?’ I give the standard 

arguments – there are a lot of places out there, the 
molecules of life are everywhere, I use the word 

billions, and so on.”



Then I say it would be astonishing to me if there 
weren’t extraterrestrial intelligence, but of course 

there is as yet no compelling evidence for it.

Often, I’m asked next, ‘What do you really think?’ 

I say, ‘I just told you what I really think.’ 

‘Yes, but what’s your gut feeling?’

But I try not to think with my gut. If I’m serious about 
understanding the world, thinking with anything 

besides by brain, as tempting as that might be, is 
likely to get me into trouble.



Really, it’s okay to reserve judgment until the evidence 
is in.”

Baer, Wolf, Risley (1987)

By doing so, we have been exposed to apparent ‘truths’ 
of constructs such as anxiety, attention, intelligence, 
spontaneity, readiness, critical periods, storage and 
retrieval mechanisms, schemata, etc.

One mark of success of our field is that we have been 
invited to be something more than behavioral.

“Mainstreaming” with non behavioral areas, or areas that 
have not been studied by a scientific approach - areas like 
behavior therapy, education, developmental psychology, 
psycholinguistics, and sociobiology.

Analytic and Conceptual

ABA is considered an analytic discipline only 
when it demonstrates convincingly how to 
make specified behavior changes and and 
when its behavior-change methods make 

systematic, conceptual sense.



For Consumers:

negative association with behavior analysis

negative association with behavior analysts

higher likelihood of viewing behavioral strategies as 
ineffective and thus:

Consequences of Using Treatments 
Not Based on Empiricism and Science

Consequences of Using Treatments 
Not Based on Empiricism and Science

For Behavior Analysts: 

Become less effective as a behavior 
analyst

Acceptance of multiple world views explaining 
behavior

Heads will explode.

For The Field of Applied Behavior Analysis:

Dilutes our effectiveness

Weakens our “brand” and credibility

Consequences of Using Treatments 
Not Based on Empiricism and Science



A Moral Obligation to be Intelligent (Erskine, 1915)

A Moral Obligation to be Empirical (Todd, 2011)

An Ethical Obligation to be Empirical

If we dare to dabble as professionals in the lives of others, 
or teach other people to do so, we must accept a ‘moral 

obligation to be empirical.’ 

In order to provide the aid we hope to give, and to protect 
everyone from the trap of our own biases and distorted 

thinking, it is our fundamental duty to: 

To do anything else can lead to a downward spiral in which 
our own diminished standards elevate our estimation of 

success, leading to even more diminished standards until 
our effects are illusory, and our primary standard is a 
subjective judgment of the interpersonal quality of the 

therapeutic relationship. 

In Conclusion:
(a) know exactly what we are doing, (b) clearly and objectively determine whether our 

procedures are actually bringing socially significant and 
objectively measurable (not imagined) benefits to our 

clients, and

(c) stop what we are doing if we cannot meet the 
standards of (a) and (b).
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