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Function-Based Prevention 
Strategies for Addressing 

Challenging Behaviors

Sheldon L. Loman, Ph.D.
Associate Professor 
sheldon.loman@pdx.edu

Goals of the webinar:

1. Define antecedent/prevention strategies.
2. Identify the values and guiding principles 

for designing prevention strategies.
3. Review assessments for identifying the 

function of behavior to guide antecedent 
strategies.

4. Identify antecedent strategies for 
addressing escape and attention 
maintained behaviors.

Reference/Resource

Loman, S.L., & Sanford, A.K. (2014). 
Antecedent Strategies to Change 
Behavior. In F. Brown, R.L. Depry, & J. 
Anderson (Eds.), Individual positive 
behavior supports: A standards-
based guide to practices in school and 
community-based settings (pp.123-
144), Baltimore, MD: Brookes 
Publishing. )
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What Do Antecedent/Prevention 
Strategies Do? 

• Alter events prior to the occurrence of 
problem behavior….

• result in a decrease in the likelihood of 
problem behavior… (PREVENT)

• and/or an increase in the likelihood of 
desired behavior  (PROMPT)

Advantages of Antecedent Strategies :
(Kern & Clemens, 2007)
• “Prevent problematic behavior from occurring” by 

removing events that precede the problem 
behavior

• “Quick acting” because removing triggering events 
usually results in an immediate reduction of 
problem behavior (Kern, Bambara, & Fogt, 2002)

• Correct the mismatch between the environment 
and an individual’s skills, strengths, and preferences 
(Kern et al., 2006)

• Enhance the environment by eliminating aversive 
events, while increasing events that promote 
desirable behavior. 

Antecedent Strategies: 

• Focused on preventing problem 
behavior and/or prompting 
alternative/desired behaviors.

• Preventative rather than reactive
• Address the precursors to behaviors
• Address the function of behavior

FBA: Importance of Function

Maintaining 
Consequence 
& Function

Problem 
Behavior

Antecedent

FUNCTION

FUNCTION is where the individual’s behavior intersects 
with the environment

Function = Learning

Individual learns…. When (A), if I (B), then (C)… 
Function = how I benefit so I keep doing B

Setting 
Event
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Function Based Interventions
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When generating interventions we use Function to develop ideas to change A, B & C

Function 
guides 
selection of 
consequences: 
(+) and (-)
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Setting Events (or Distal Events) 

 Infrequent events that temporarily impact the antecedent  to 

increase or decrease the value of the behavioral 

outcome/consequence. 

 Either increase or decrease the likelihood that a behavior will 

occur

Setting EventsAntecedentsBehaviorConsequence
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Antecedents vs. Setting Events

• Antecedents - occur immediately before and act as 
“signals” for problem behavior

• Setting Events – indirectly “set-up” the problem 
behavior by temporarily altering the value of 
maintaining consequences. 

*Setting events can help us PREDICT that the problem 
behavior will occur. 

Common Setting Events: 
“Set ups”

• Lack of sleep or food
• Having a fight on the way to work
• Bad day at work or home/ reprimands
• Forgetting to take medication
• New support staff/ changes in routine

Non-examples:
• Diagnosis of autism or ADHD
• “Bad” home life

* Note: Setting Events can be difficult to identify, are often 
unknown.

When co-workers approach Victor in the hallway 
and say, “Hello”, he yells “Leave me alone!” and 
“Go away!” Co-workers say he is weird and walk 
away. This is most likely to happen on days that 
Victor has an argument with his roommate before 
work.

What is the triggering antecedent?

- Peers approach and say “hello”

What is the setting event? 
- Argument with roommate before work

Setting Events: Example
Summary Statement with Setting 

Event
At the library, when looking for a movie to borrow with his 
friends, Ben often walks around the library and loudly jokes or 
says mean things (“ugly shirt”) to other patrons. His friends 
usually laugh and talk to him as he walks around. This 
behavior is most likely to happen on days when Ben gets a 
ride from his parents (i.e., he doesn't ride the bus with friends). 

Setting event
More likely 
when…

Antecedent
When…

Behavior
The student…

Consequence 
and as a result…

Routine: During ______________

Function: 
To…

Walks around 

library, teases 

others

Looking for a 

movie to 

borrow

Friends laugh and 

talk to Ben
Ben brought 

to library by 

parents 
Access friends 
attention

Library
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Check for Understanding???

• What are Antecedent Strategies?
• What do they do? 
• Difference between Setting Events & 

Antecedents?   

Identifying the values and guiding 
principles for designing prevention 
strategies.

Values & Science to Guide Antecedent 
Strategies

• Applied Behavior Analytic (ABA) 
Principles (Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968)

• Person-centered, team-based approach
• Promotes an individual’s self-

determination (e.g., choice-making, 
control over environment) and inclusion 
in natural settings 

Promote Self-Determination 
Independence Interdependence Opportunities 

to Act
 Goal Setting

 Making Choices
 Making Decisions
 Problem Solving

 Self-Monitoring
 Self-Evaluation

 Self Advocacy

 Leadership

 Social Capital

 Social Inclusion

 Enriched
Environment

 Dignity of Risk 
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Guiding Principles
Antecedent Strategies should….
1. …be person-centered and individualized.

2. …directly address the function that problem behavior 
serves.

3. …directly address immediate antecedents that trigger 
the problem behavior and seek to neutralize setting 
events when possible.

4. …practical and fit the context, values, and resources of 
implementers.

5. …reflect the types of procedures that occur within 
typical settings with other individuals. 

Guiding Principle #1:  Antecedent strategies 
should be person-centered and individualized. 

• Use Person-Centered Approaches
– Include individual in assessment & 

intervention design
– Preference Assessments

• Promote Self-Determination 
– (e.g., Choice/decision-making, goal-setting, self-management)

• Use Materials that are Functional, 
Relevant, and Interesting 

Debra McLean, 5/06

Source: http://www.nelctp.nhs.uk/ctp/transformingcare/personcentredplanning/default.aspx

What is Person-centered Planning?
The planning 
team listens, as 
Tom (at age 21) 
voices his 
desires and 
needs about 
future changes in 
his housing 
situation and 
finding a job. 

Here’s 
another 
person named 
Tom…
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I’m Determined One-pager Template 
(www.imdetermined.org)

Add photo here

One-pager – Justin

Good Day Plan - Sarah 
MH4
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Assessments for Identifying Antecedent 
Strategies 

Person-Centered Planning Approaches

Outcomes: Identification of learning history, cultural 
values, motivating influences of behavior

Procedures: Meetings held where the focus participant 
(and their family) is involved and offers perspectives on 
their values, goals, and concerns. 

References:  
Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope (PATH; 
Pearpoint, O’Brien, & Forest, 1993)
Personal Futures Planning (Mount, 1984)

Preference Assessments 

Outcomes: Identification of preferred items or activities for individuals with 
limited verbal skills 

Procedures: Systematically provide access to perceived desired items or 
activities to determine actual preferences of the individual 

References:  
• Systematic Preference Assessments (Lohrmann-O’Rourke & Browder, 

1998)
• Free Access or Constrained Choice Assessments (Johnston et al., 2012) 
• www.imdetermined.org

-Person’s Preference Indicators
-Personal Preference Indicators 

• Zarrow Center (http://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-
partnerships/zarrow.html)

Systematic Preference Assessments to better 
understand what an individual likes and does 
not like
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Ecological Inventories

Outcomes: Identification of appropriate 
materials so that demands of environment 
match the individual’s skill level 

Procedures: Survey level assessment and 
direct observations within daily environments 

References:  
• Browder & Spooner, 2011

Ecological Inventory Template

Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) 

Outcomes: Identification of variables triggering and 
maintaining functions of problem behaviors 

Procedures: Records Review, Interviews, checklists, rating 
scales, and surveys of participant and family, direct 
observations of individual in problematic routines/situations 

References:  
• Crone, Hawken, & Horner, 2015
• Chandler & Dahlquist, 2010
• O’Neill et al.,2014

FBA Procedures
Interview/Rating Scale of individual 
and/or significant others

Direct Observation in Challenging 
Routines 
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Structural Analysis

Outcomes:  Systematically testing hypotheses developed 
from FBA by examining the frequency of problem behavior in 
the presence and absence of specific antecedent variables. 

Procedures: Reversal or alternating treatment designs where 
typical conditions are contrasted with conditions in which the 
instructional or environmental antecedents are modified or 
eliminated. 

References:  
• Gage & Lewis, 2010; Kern, Sokol, & Dunlap 2006; 
• Stichter, Randolph, Kay, & Gage 2009

Example Structural Analysis from 
Gage & Lewis, 2010

Guiding Principle #2: Antecedent strategies 
must directly address the function that problem 
behavior serves

• A Functional Behavioral Assessment 
(FBA) should be conducted that 
presents a hypothesis of the maintaining 
function (e.g., obtaining/escaping 
attention, obtaining/escaping stimuli, 
obtaining/escaping tangibles) of an 
individual’s problem behavior.

FBA: Importance of Function

Maintaining 
Consequence 
& Function

Problem 
Behavior

Antecedent

FUNCTION

FUNCTION is where the individual’s behavior intersects 
with the environment

Function = Learning

Individual learns…. When (A), if I (B), then (C)… 
Function = how I benefit so I keep doing B

Setting 
Event
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Function Based Interventions

Maintaining 
Consequence 
& Function

Problem 
Behavior

Antecedent

FUNCTION

Function guides 
selection of 

prevention and 
prompting
strategies

Function 
guides 
selection of 
replacement
behaviors

When generating interventions we use Function to develop ideas to change A, B & C

Targeted Routine

Function 
guides 
selection of 
consequences: 
(+) and (-)

Selecting Antecedent Strategies: 
Modifying Triggers

When identifying preventive antecedent strategies: 
- Eliminate or alter the trigger so person will no longer need 

to use problem behavior 

The BEST antecedent MODIFICATIONS directly
address: 

#1. The identified ANTECEDENT

#2. The FUNCTION of the problem behavior 

Prevention Interventions Directly address the 
identified antecedent

• When asked to complete his homework, Kyle makes inappropriate 
comments and throws his homework on the floor.
– Antecedent = Asked to complete his homework

• Potential options that more directly address the antecedent
– Modify the work to make it easier. 
– Have parent remind him to do his homework nicely.
– Parent will remain with him and comment on his progress as he completes the 

homework.  

• Non-examples (do not directly address antecedent)
– Attend a counseling group about anger management.
– Have him work alone to avoid issues.
– Evaluate his academic skills to identify his deficits. 

– Now, why is Function important?

MH6

Prevention Interventions must address the function the 
problem behavior serves

• Does the Intervention address the Function of 
Behavior 

– Modify the work to make it easier. 
– Have parent remind him to do his homework nicely. 
– Parent will remain with him and comment on his progress as he 

completes the homework.  

When asked to complete his homework, Kyle 
makes inappropriate comments and throws his 
homework on the floor (usually after this his parent 
gives him attention and helps him out).
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MH6 Home or community example?
Meme Hieneman, 5/8/2017
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Guiding Principle #2: Antecedent strategies must directly address the function that 
problem behavior serves

Function of Problem Behavior Example Antecedent 
Interventions

Gain Social Attention Ensure that attention is available 
or that those events that 
triggered the behavior are 
adjusted.  

Avoid Aversive Event Eliminate or modify those 
stimuli or events affecting the 
problem behavior. 

Sensory/Automatic
Reinforcement

Enrich the individual’s 
environment so that sensory 
stimuli that serve the same 
function as the problem 
behavior are accessible.

Guiding Principle #3: Antecedent strategies
should directly address immediate antecedents 
that trigger the problem behavior and seek to 
neutralize setting events when possible. 

• PREVENT- seek to remove/modify 
antecedent events to reduce problem 
behavior

• PROMPT- add stimuli to promote 
desired behavior

Antecedent Strategies: Prompting
• Prompts are used to support and help remind the person to 

use replacement/desired behavior.

• Consider using:
– Visual prompts

• Pictures, symbols, highlighted text, color-coded materials

– Verbal prompts
• Remind the student to use the replacement response before 

entering the situation(s) where problem behavior is likely 

– Gestural or model prompts
• Provide gestural cues to remind student to use the replacement 

behavior or model the correct behavior before problem behavior 
occurs

5 Point Scale 
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Social Narratives
Contingency Maps 

(Brown & Mirenda, 2006)

Power Cards
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Antecedent Interventions
Prevent & Prompt

Avoid/Escape Difficult Tasks

Antecedent Interventions for 
Escape/Avoid Task

Prevent Problem Behavior
• Modify tasks to meet the person’s 

instructional/skill level 
– adjust timelines, provide supports, break in to 

smaller chunks, etc.
• Assign person to work with a peer for help
• Provide additional instruction/support
• Pre-Teach skills- Present new skills to the 

individual 
54

Antecedent Interventions for 
Escape/Avoid Task 

Prompt Replacement/Desired Behavior
• Prompt Replacement Behavior - frequently & 

deliberately remind person to ask for help, break, 
easier task (depends on the plan)

• Provide visual/verbal/gestural prompts cueing 
appropriate steps to complete task(s) person 
struggles with

55

Function = Escape/Avoid Task
Prevent

• When Pam is asked to add up her hours worked at the 
end of the month, she argues, refuses to complete the 
task, and uses profanity to avoid/escape difficult tasks.

• Which is the best antecedent modifying strategy to 
prevent problem behavior?
• Have her check in with manager at beginning of the day 
• Give her more time to complete the difficult tasks 
• Have her add her hours daily so that she is only adding one 

total to another.
• Warn her that she will be “written up” for using profanity

Addresses: 

1.Antecedent? Function?

MH9
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Function = Escape/Avoid Task
Prompt

• When Pam is asked to sort the laundry at home, she 
argues, refuses to work, and uses profanity to 
avoid/escape the difficult task.

• Choose the two best antecedent prompting strategies?

• Remind Pam to ask for a break or easier task
• Talk with Pam about the importance of laundry. 
• Give her more time to complete the difficult tasks 
• Warn Pam she will lose the use of her iPad for using profanity
• Remind Pam to use the color coded laundry baskets to sort the 

laundry.

Prompts: Replacement & 
Desired behaviors

MH10

Antecedent Interventions
Prevent & Prompt

Obtain Attention 

Antecedent Interventions for 
Obtain Attention 

Prevent Problem Behavior
• Give attention early for positive behaviors
• Check-in – provide attention immediately upon person’s 

arrival
• Give person frequent intermittent attention for positive or 

neutral behavior
– Might help to place person in locations where they are easily accessible for 

frequent social attention

• Give person leadership responsibility or a ‘job’ that requires 
the them to interact w/ others

• Build in peer support by assigning cooperative work partners

Antecedent Interventions for 
Obtain Attention 

Prompt Replacement/Desired Behavior
• Prompt Replacement Behavior - frequently & 

deliberately remind person to ask for help or request 
attention

• Provide visual/verbal/gestural prompts cueing 
appropriate social skills or times to interact

60
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Function = Obtain Attention
Prevent

• When at work completing independent tasks, when several 
minutes have passed without attention from co-workers.  Audrey 
makes loud noises and walks around the store. The function of 
her behavior is to get attention from her co-workers. 

• Which is the best antecedent modifying strategy to 
prevent problem behavior?
• Have co-workers remind her to stay on task
• Give her more time to finish her task
• Manager will check-in with Audrey at the very beginning of 

independent tasks to get her started and drop by every 2-3 
minutes

• At the beginning of independent work time, explain why it is 
important to work quietly

• Provide her with preferred independent tasks

Addresses: 

1.Antecedent? 
Function?

MH11 Function = Obtain Attention
Prompt

• When at work completing independent tasks, when several 
minutes have passed without attention from coworkers.  Audrey 
makes loud noises and walks around the store. The function of 
her behavior is to get attention from her co-workers. 

• Choose the two best antecedent prompting strategies? 

• Have co-workers remind her to stay on task.
• Give her more time to finish her independent tasks
• Manager will remind Audrey that she can earn a special lunch 

break with coworkers when she completes the tasks quietly. 
• Remind Audrey at the beginning of the independent tasks to 

use her voice output device to signal the manager to come talk 
to her

• Provide her with preferred tasks

Prompts: Replacement & 
Desired behaviors

MH12

Eliminating the Setting Event

Setting EventsAntecedentsBehaviorConsequence

Try to prevent/eliminate occurrence of the Setting Event

•Examples:

• Individual misses breakfast – get student on the school breakfast 
program

• She/he didn’t sleep well – help parents develop a bedtime routine

•They gets teased by customers for wearing dirty clothes which sets 
up a bad day – have clean shirts available for them to wear (in 
staff/locker room)

Example: Eliminating Setting 
Events

• When asked to take inventory of newly delivered 
products at his job, Sam is most likely to engage in 
escape maintained problem behavior on days that he 
forgets to take his medication before work.

• Sam and his team have decided that Sam will keep 
medication in his locker at work and staff members 
will remind him to take his medication when he 
arrives at work.

*By ensuring that Sam takes his medication, the team 
will be eliminating the setting event. 

MH13
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MH12 Example
Meme Hieneman, 5/8/2017
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MH13 Home or community example?
Meme Hieneman, 5/8/2017
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Example: Eliminating Setting 
Events

• When asked to transition to a new recreation 
activity, Charlie sometimes has tantrums 
(screaming, flopping) that result in social attention. 
This is most likely to occur if Charlie misses his 
break-time with his favorite staff member (who is 
absent or busy).

• Charlie’s team members have decided that she will: 
a) Try to help Charlie build a relationship with other staff to 

check-in with if his favorite staff is missing
b) If the staff member is busy, make sure the staff member 

checks in with Charlie after returning from the task

Neutralizing Routines

Setting EventsAntecedentsBehaviorConsequence

• Neutralizing Routines:

• Diminish the effects of setting events that have already 
occurred

• Act as “separating events” that occur between the setting 
event and the triggering antecedent

Example: Neutralizing Routines

• When asked to complete job tasks Ramona is more 
likely to engage in social attention maintained 
problem behavior on days when she has a Conflict at 
Home before work.

• Ramona’s team has decided to:
- Build in a morning “check-in” with staff on these 

days, during which Ramona spends 5-10 minutes 
talking with a preferred staff member before going 
to work.

• The purpose of this routine is to help neutralize the 
effects of having the conflict at home.  

MH14
Table 7.3 (p. 132; Loman & Sanford, 2014) 
in Brown, Anderson, & DePry (Eds.) 2014
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Guiding Principle #4: Antecedent strategies 
should be practical and fit the context, values, 
and resources of implementers 
For each intervention being considered the team should assess 
the following questions for the implementer and person/family:

• Do you believe this intervention will be effective for 
the person?

• Is this intervention consistent with your values?
• Is this intervention feasible for you to implement?
• Do you have the skills needed?
• Are the necessary resources (time, space, staff, 

administrative support) available?
If the answer to any of these questions is “maybe” or “no”: 

• Are there ways that the strategy could be modified 
to make it a better “fit”? 

Guiding Principle #5: Antecedent strategies 
should reflect the types of procedures that occur 
within typical settings with other individuals. 

• Strategies for individuals that display problem 
behavior should resemble strategies for people 
who do not display problem behaviors.

• Natural stimuli (or artificial stimuli paired with 
natural stimuli) used within situations that 
already exist in natural settings will increase 
the likelihood that new appropriate behaviors 
will be maintained and generalized

Establishing Effective Host Environments

• Environments with positive, clear 
expectations are taught, reinforced, and 
monitored

• Opportunities for choice throughout the 
day

• Establishing effective community
• Ensuring high rates of success

Examples

• Individuals developing their own house 
rules and/or workplace expectations.

• Enrolling people to help prompt and 
reinforce expectations.

• Modifying the environment to provide 
prompts (e.g., visual or audio reminders).

• Individuals working on tasks/activities that 
they are enjoyable and they can be 
successful.
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Use Universal Design for Learning (UDL) when 
designing/delivering  instruction

https://goalbookapp.com/toolkit/strategies

MH16

Universal Design For Learning Framework:    
3 Principles when designing environments (cast.org)

Multiple Means of 
Representation

Multiple Means of 
Expression

Multiple Means of 
Engagement

Provide multiple, flexible 
methods of presentation.

Presented materials are 
designed to be adjustable 
from the beginning so that 
it can adapt to the needs of 
diverse learners without 
significant add-ons.

E.g.,  Text with pictures to 
show expectations,
expectations are presented 
in a clear and consistent 
manner. 

Provide multiple , flexible 
methods of expression 

Environment is designed to 
allow for different ways 
individuals can express 
themselves.

E.g., Individuals can express 
understanding by: writing, 
speaking, using sign 
language, manipulating 
objects/pictures, 
augmentative 
communication devices

Provide multiple options for 
engagement to stimulate 
interest and motivation

Engagement: voluntary 
attention and interest to the 
task shown by the learner

E.g., age-appropriate 
materials, culturally 
relevant, meaningful 
materials, choices

Reference/Resource

Loman, S.L., & Sanford, A.K. (2014). 
Antecedent Strategies to Change 
Behavior. In F. Brown, R.L. Depry, & J. 
Anderson (Eds.), Individual positive 
behavior supports: A standards-
based guide to practices in school and 
community-based settings (pp.123-
144), Baltimore, MD: Brookes 
Publishing. )

Thank you!  

Sheldon L. Loman, Ph.D.
Associate Professor 
sheldon.loman@pdx.edu
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