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ABSTRACT
Applied behaviour analysis and critical autism studies are 
generally assumed to find no common ground on the ques-
tion of autism support strategies. With the core conviction 
that no autism support or intervention that seeks to nor-
malise autistic people can ever be considered neurodiversity- 
affirming, two critical autism scholars and two BCBA 
behavioural analysts discuss how and why ABA needs to 
evolve to serve its main clients: autistic people. Building on 
a question-and-answer exchange between the two groups, 
this article is a cautious collaboration between these two 
apparently opposing groups, with the objective of discuss-
ing whether ABA can evolve and what it would take to do 
so. This article, one of two generated by this exchange, 
speaks to critical autism scholars and urges further critical 
engagement with those factions of the ABA industry seek-
ing to take autism-centred approaches to autism support. A 
separate paper will speak to the ABA community.

Points of interest

• This article is the first ever published dialogue between two scholars 
who view autism as natural human difference and two scholars 
involved in training practitioners of a  therapy based on the science of 
learning and behaviour – known as Applied Behaviour Analysis – 
which has traditionally seen autism as a defective form of human life.

• Much mainstream Applied Behaviour Analysis seeks to ‘fix’ or change 
autistic people so as not to appear autistic.
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• Some Applied Behaviour Analysis therapists are driving changes to 
how Applied Behaviour Analysis is practised with a view to providing 
support for autistic people that is based on not seeing autism as 
defective.

• This paper explores common ground between the views of scholars 
from these often opposing disciplines and seeks more and broader 
collaboration on improving support structures for autistic people.

Introduction

Historically, perspectives on autism, and services and support structures 
catering for autistic people, have largely adhered to a medical deficit model 
of autism. That is a model where autistic people are seen to deviate from a 
preferred non-autistic norm, and remedial services have sought to normalise 
autistic people to make them appear ‘less autistic,’ in line with the perceived 
norm of neurotypicality. Although this may be undertaken on the basis of a 
misguided view that it is in the interest of the autistic person, the interest of 
a parent or carer is often uppermost. Mainstream Applied Behaviour Analysis 
(ABA) as a support approach follows this medical-deficit view of autism 
rewarding behaviour that aligns with that of the majoritarian culture with the 
view to eliminating behaviour deemed undesirable in line with prevailing 
social norms. Going back to Lovaas, the goal espoused in terms of therapeu-
tic objectives was to create individuals ‘indistinguishable from their peers’ 
(Lovaas 1987). Whilst many will view this as part of ABA’s unsavoury history, 
it should be acknowledged that this outlook and approach is still in contin-
uation in many places and that the motivation to normalise autistic people 
is still very much alive and well in many areas of current ABA practice 
(Veneziano and Shea 2023).

The concept of neurodiversity pushes a twofold critique of the medical 
deficit perspective (1) that divergent brains are a natural biological fact, so 
autistic brains are just different rather than deficit versions of neurotypical 
brains, and (2) the growth of a social justice movement to advance the 
rights of autistic people, as a neurominority, in an often ableist society. In 
line with this, ABA approaches can be critiqued as vectors seeking to 
achieve so-called ‘recovery’ from autism, something that is neither possible 
nor desirable and has been shown to lead to substantial mental health 
challenges (Milton and Moon 2012; Kupferstein 2018; Anderson 2023). 
Moreover, if autistic brains are equally valid but different from neurotypical 
brains, it is essential that all behaviour is analysed and understood through 
an in-depth appreciation of autism as a different neurotype with its own 
internal rationale and purpose (Yergeau 2018). Increasingly, research shows 
that encouraging behavioural changes that restrict the ability of a person 
to be authentically autistic is harmful (Chapman and Bovell 2022). Instead, 
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neurodiversity advocates for an egalitarian society in which autistic people 
feel able to live authentically autistic lives without feeling devalued, disen-
franchised, and barred from accessing social goods and services (Robertson 
2009; Chapman 2020). This requires a society that understands autism and 
where living authentically as an autistic person is celebrated and encour-
aged. In addition, within a majoritarian neurotypical culture, it is essential, 
for the purposes of equal access and participation, that education, work-
places, and other sites of cross-neurotype meeting and collaboration factor 
in autistic differences and that any specific support structures operate in 
line with an autism-centred perspective.

The different perspectives on autism held in the medical-deficit versus 
neurodiversity-model approach result in entirely different approaches to how 
to view autism and how services and support structures should cater for 
autistic people. Chown et  al. (2023) referred to this as the autism worldview 
dilemma, the idea that we have no clear broad consensus on how to view 
and respond to autism. But there is an increasing clamour from the autistic 
community, led by autistic activists, academics, and ABA practitioners, for the 
autistic voice to be an essential stakeholder in resolving this dilemma (Gates 
2019; Mindful behaviour, 2019n.d.; Kolu 2017). As the autistic author John 
Elder Robison (2020, 231) writes, ‘When it comes to policy, parents and clini-
cians certainly have a say, and deserve a seat at the table, but the table 
rightly belongs to us. We are autistic people.’ Autistic people are developing 
more autism-centred forms of ABA and others (including the second author) 
are being trained in ABA-based techniques to better enable them to chal-
lenge inappropriate practice. This is in stark contrast to the mainstream ABA 
community’s apparent resistance to learning about autism. Whilst the Behavior 
Analyst Certification Board (BACB) is not accredited to examine knowledge 
about any client population, as 81.84% of BCBAs work primarily with autistic 
clients (BACB, 2020n.d.) the need for specific training on autism is clear. We 
argue that this is the case regardless of whether ABA is utilised to teach 
basic skills, prevent self-injurious behaviour, or promote certain behaviour. 
Whenever it is practised with autistic people (with or without additional 
intellectual disabilities) it is essential that practice builds on comprehensive 
training in autism. Lack of training in autism means that any functional anal-
ysis, undertaken to inform planned ABA support, is unlikely to sensitively 
reflect the actual meaning of behaviour which may have unrecognised com-
municative intent.

Many of those who endorse the neurodiversity paradigm, and/or work 
within critical autism studies, focus on abolishing ABA as a therapeutic prac-
tice for autistic people (Chapman and Bovell 2022; Kupferstein 2018). We 
contend that this position requires consideration of three issues. Firstly, the 
ABA industry is expected to grow from its current value of around $4 billion 
to around $6 billion by 2032 (Global Market Insights 2024) and there were 
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71,660 BACB certificants in october 2024 (BACB, 2024). on a pragmatic level, 
this necessitates engaging with, rather than ignoring, this industry. The autis-
tic scholar Patrick Dwyer writes:

I think we should support the efforts of these reformers. There are some important 
forces – e.g. insurance mandates in the USA, the number of people who depend on 
ABA intervention for a living – that would make it easier to reform ABA than to 
replace it with some other kind of intervention (Dwyer 2022, np).

Secondly, CAS critiques of the ABA industry centre almost exclusively on 
traditional versions of ABA and fail to acknowledge what we will discuss as 
an evolution towards a more autism-centred ABA. Finally, we contend that as 
stakeholders it is essential for us to engage with enlightened factions of the 
ABA industry to call out practice that negatively impacts autistic people, 
assist evolving autism-centred practice, and challenge tokenistic neurodiversity- 
lite practice (Chapman 2023).

We argue for a focus on working with ABA practitioners, who admit the 
shortcomings, and hurt, that has been inflicted on autistic people through 
ABA practice in the past and who actively seek to internalise the full mes-
sage and implications of the neurodiversity movement. Cornerstones of such 
practice include that all ABA practitioners are suitably trained in autism, 
ensuring that ABA is always focused on enabling autistic people to live an 
authentically autistic life, always listening to the autistic voice first and fore-
most, and evolving to better serve autistic peoples’ support needs. We 
believe that it is through working alongside enlightened factions, and 
engaging in advocacy and knowledge-sharing, autistic stakeholders can pro-
vide insight, not as experts in ABA, but as specialists in autism. It is our 
hope that knowledge exchanges, such as the one presented in this paper, 
can form the bedrock of a commitment from the ABA industry that support 
services must start from an in-depth understanding of autism and that this 
will cause critical questioning around any practice that seeks to normalise 
autistic people.

As such this article, one of two articles produced during this CAS/ABA 
knowledge exchange project, seeks to open the discussion into whether an 
autism-centred ABA is possible and stress how vital CAS scholars, autistic aca-
demics, advocates, and various other stakeholders are to the project of push-
ing the evolution of ABA to better serve autistic people.

The knowledge exchange process that informed our collaboration

The contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) states that under appropriate condi-
tions interpersonal contact can be one of the most effective ways to reduce 
stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination between majority and minority 
groups. In our case two behaviour analytic scholars are in the majority and 
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two critical autism scholars are in the minority. Dialogue is one form of inter-
personal contact.

From the point of view of the two CAS scholars working within this dia-
logic collaboration, the impetus for this partnership grew out of frustration 
that the ABA industry is very insular, holds monopoly over most of the US 
based autism support industry, and is largely protected from critique from 
autistic stakeholders. Critiques of ABA therefore often operate in an 
echo-chamber reaching only those who are already in general agreement 
regarding points of contention. In addition, given the reach of the ABA indus-
try, and broad support of ABA in many current journals, getting content 
printed to fuel a critical discussion around ABA often comes with challenges. 
Similarly, as stated within the introduction, the reluctance to engage is fre-
quently mutual. For many factions of the autism community, ABA is viewed 
as equivalent to torture. Tentatively finding a way to communicate across this 
seemingly polarised barrier was a central component of this work.

Following the publication of Affirming neurodiversity within applied behavior 
analysis (Mathur, Renz, and Tarbox 2024), an email exchange was initiated 
which led to an introductory meeting where positionality on autism was 
explored in a genuine, honest, and non-judgmental setting. A range of 
options for collaboration were explored and an initial written Q&A format 
was agreed upon where meetings were held to clarify questions, discuss ini-
tial feedback in terms of responses, and continued discussions on ABA and 
autism were fostered.

Two articles were developed as a result of this knowledge-sharing project. 
This article features the questions posed by the CAS scholars with the ABA 
scholars’ responses, and a connected article (Mathur et  al. in progress) fea-
tures the questions from the ABA scholars and CAS responses. our purpose 
in structuring the work in this way was to utilise this early point in the col-
laboration to present the project to our respective fields to encourage and 
grow greater discussion. These initial articles, and the collaboration and com-
munication which they will hopefully stimulate, are also anticipated to form 
the base for future work where more specific areas can be targeted and 
increased focus on the operational implications can take place.

It is useful to add a note on the terminology used in this paper. We take 
critical autism studies to be an interdisciplinary field led by autistic people 
that furthers the two components of the neurodiversity paradigm in relation 
to autism (1) to critically query deficit views of autism and the power dynam-
ics at play, and (2) to work toward egalitarian social principles for autistic 
people. In this paper we have chosen to use the term autism-centred rather 
than autism-affirming when talking of the evolution away from mainstream 
ABA. The reason for this is that we feel it is not possible to speak of 
autism-affirming ABA until greater work on the implementation and opera-
tional features of this form of ABA have been more closely studied. Here, we 
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use the term autism-centred as a wider term to relate to autism support 
practice that embody and embrace the two commitments from the ABA 
community of (1) not seeking to normalise autistic people, and (2) being 
grounded in comprehensive understanding of autism.

Positionality for Q&A

Ahead of sharing the CAS questions and ABA responses, it is helpful to 
establish why these questions were asked and the positionality of the partic-
ipants. The rationale for initiating this collaboration with a set of questions 
and responses was modelled on the idea of knowledge-sharing and explor-
ing the possibilities of collaboration between these polarised fields. The idea 
was not to seek or drive opinion towards a consensus. As such, the questions 
largely explore areas that are perceived as problematic from a CAS/neurodi-
versity affirming perspective to better understand how autism-centred ABA 
practitioners might respond to critical viewpoints in these areas.

our position in posing these questions, and answering connected ques-
tions from the ABA side, is as CAS academics. We are not ABA practitioners 
ourselves, although the second author has undertaken the 40-hour required 
training for Registered Behaviour Technician (RBT) through the Autism 
Partnership Foundation (APF) to gain scholarly insight into what such training 
involves. As has been made clear, there are vastly different perspectives on 
autism, and the autism community is highly heterogeneous. As such, we do 
not speak for this community or specific groups of stakeholders. We are seek-
ing to drive this debate to foster dialogue not just between the polarised 
fields of CAS/ABA but also within the ABA community and within the autistic 
community. It should be noted that whilst concerns centred around any 
practice that seeks to normalise autistic people is universal, this discussion 
may reflect a US viewpoint given that the two ABA academics practise 
in the US.

Results: questions and answers

The eleven questions and answers below have been grouped into four themes 
for easier reading. From the point of view of the CAS scholars, these questions 
include areas where we required more clarity of issues discussed in Mathur, 
Renz, and Tarbox (2024) and where we felt deeper understanding on position-
ality was central to continue to explore whether the concept of an 
autism-affirming ABA is a feasible development. The first theme ‘Behaviourism 
and autism’ covers the rise of the autistic voice, visual thinking and monotropic 
attention. Theme two ‘ABA fundamentals’ deals with social validity, functional 
analysis, and the association of behaviour with reward or punishment. Under 
the third theme ‘Rethinking how autism is viewed and responded to in line 
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with the neurodiversity paradigm’ we consider compliance, bi-directional com-
munication, stimming, and masking. Finally, under ‘Ethics’ we cover the matter 
of ethical approval for research involving autistic individuals.

Behaviourism and autism

The practice of ABA is supposed to be underpinned by radical behaviorism 
(Johnston 2014; Lundy, Moore, and Bishop 2020) which is a form of 
behaviourism that allows for private events (thinking and feeling). However, 
the manner in which mainstream ABA has been carried out with autistic peo-
ple for decades has reflected a much more methodological behavioural 
approach which denies the relevance of autistic cognition and emotion. 
Coming from an ableist, deficit-based perspective, ABA practitioners rarely 
listen to their autistic clients. The questions under this first theme enable 
practitioners of so-called autism-affirming ABA to respond to the CAS con-
cern about the failure of behaviourists to accept that autistic people are cog-
nitively different with the concomitant silencing of the autistic voice.

Suckle & Chown (1): How has the rise of the neurodiversity movement, 
increased presence of autistic voices in academia, the ABA community and 
elsewhere, and testimonies of autistic adults who have experienced ABA in 
their childhood, influenced how you view ABA?

Tarbox & Mathur (1): We have spent some time reflecting on the fact that the 
voices of the primary population we mean to serve, Autistic people, have been 
all-but-absent in ABA literature and conferences until recently. Foundational writings 
(Skinner 1948; Sidman 1989) have emphasized that the purpose of the science of 
behavior analysis is to build a world more free from coercion, centered around pos-
itive reinforcement that is meaningful to each individual person. Leaving Autistic 
voices out of supports meant to empower Autistic people stands in stark contrast 
with some of our field’s most basic values.

Early responses to the criticisms levied against ABA were often defensive and 
deflected criticism by stating that good quality ABA was not problematic, or that 
critics did not understand the science. In recent years, ABA practitioners and 
researchers have begun to acknowledge the feedback from our most significant 
stakeholders, our autistic clients. Movements including neurodiversity-affirming 
practices, trauma-informed care, and compassionate ABA reflect this change. 
Practitioners have begun shifting from focusing on symptom reduction and compli-
ance, to a strength-based approach, recognizing assent and assent-withdrawal, and 
encouraging self-advocacy. This change is happening slowly but we are convinced 
that it is critical.

Suckle & Chown (2): John B. Watson (1970, 238, author’s italics) wrote 
that ‘The behaviourist advances the view that what the psychologists have 
hitherto called thought is in short nothing but talking to ourselves. What is the 
position of your autism-affirming behaviourism on the visual thinking often, 
but not always, seen in autism?
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Tarbox & Mathur (2): The field of behavior analysis, particularly in the US, has 
largely moved on from Watsonian philosophical foundations, particularly since 
Skinner’s 1945 paper ‘The operational Analysis of Psychological Terms.’ Skinner’s 
philosophical system, Radical Behaviorism, is defined by the assumption that all 
actions of the whole organism should be included in the science of behavior anal-
ysis, regardless of whether those actions occur overtly (e.g. saying a word out loud) 
or covertly (e.g. thinking the same word) (Moore 1980). Covert behaviors are referred 
to as ‘private events’ and include myriad subtle behaviors, such as imagining, visu-
alizing, remembering, and so on. The science of behavior analysis has not done a 
particularly thorough job of researching private events, largely because they cannot 
be directly observed by people other than those who are engaging in them. A 
small amount of ABA research has successfully taught visual thinking in the context 
of problem-solving skills in children (Sautter et  al. 2011). In addition, visual sched-
ules, visual communication systems, and visual prompting are common in ABA sup-
ports for Autistic learners and presumably capitalize on Autistic visual strengths. 
Still, much more research is needed on how to adapt ABA teaching procedures to 
build upon the visual thinking strengths that many Autistic individuals enjoy. If 
Autistic voices had been centered more substantially in the research process and if 
ABA researchers had been trained in autism-specific research outside of ABA, it 
seems likely that the importance of visual thinking could have been centered earlier 
in ABA research.

Suckle & Chown (3): Watson (ibid., 277, author’s italics) wrote that 
‘Attention is merely then synonymous with the complete dominance of any one 
habit system, be that a verbal habit system, a manual habit system or a vis-
ceral one.’ What is the position of your autism-affirming behaviourism on the 
monotropic attention (Garau et  al. 2023; Murray, Lesser, and Lawson 2005) 
increasingly seen as the fundamental neurological difference associated 
with autism?

Tarbox & Mathur (3): Monotropism Theory has been around for over 30 years, was 
developed by neurodiverse scholars (Murray 1992), is largely supported by the 
autism community, and yet is almost absent in mainstream courses related to 
Autism support services, including courses on ABA. We believe that conceptualizing 
Autistic attention in a monotropic way can encourage clinically meaningful insights. 
Instead of working to diminish an autistic person’s ‘obsession,’ we can integrate their 
special interests throughout the teaching process to create a strength-based 
approach. Autistic adults face difficulty with obtaining and retaining employment 
(ohl et  al. 2017). However, these employees are often placed in job sites that are of 
no interest to them, and/or do not fit their skills. Monotropism theory helps us 
conceptualize Autistic special interests as strengths, rather than something for ther-
apy to work against.

Conceptually, monotropic attention theory is perfectly compatible with an ABA per-
spective on attention. We might add in some behavior analytic principles of learn-
ing and motivation that help explain some outwardly observable behaviors in 
examples of monotropic attention. For example, if an Autistic learner is engaged in 
monotropic attention to a particular task, we might say that activity is likely produc-
ing a rich source of automatic reinforcement. If a teacher abruptly interrupts it, that 
may be experienced as aversive. If so, then the learner is naturally motivated to act 
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in a way that results in the teacher discontinuing that aversive disruption, perhaps 
by ignoring the teacher, asking for the teacher to leave them alone, or acting out 
in some way. on a more positive note, conceptualizing a learner’s monotropic 
attention as a strength might encourage an ABA practitioner to build learning 
opportunities around the Autistic client’s special interests, thereby potentially mak-
ing ABA more fun while also making learning likely to happen faster. In sum, the 
field of ABA could likely do a much more thorough job of investigating monotropic 
attentional processes in order to fine tune ABA support to build on monotropic 
attention as a strength, rather than butting up against it out of ignorance.

ABA fundamentals

Some fundamental aspects of ABA practice are of great concern to CAS 
scholars. What is considered socially valid at one point in time may be 
regarded as beyond the pale at a later time. Functional analysis of behaviour 
has to reflect the nature of autism for the behaviour of autistic people to be 
understood correctly. If autism is misunderstood, attempts to change the 
behaviour of autistic people using reward and punishment risks rewarding 
behaviour that is incompatible with an autistic way of being and punishing 
behaviour that has meaning to autistic individuals. our questions under this 
heading focus on understanding an autism-centred approach to social valid-
ity, functional analysis, and the use of rewards and punishments.

Suckle & Chown (4): Common and Lane (2017) state that ‘Social validity 
is a keystone variable of inquiry theoretically grounded in ABA’. Wolf (1978, 
207) explained that social validity involved, inter alia, behavioural goals that 
are ‘what society wants’. Chown & Murphy (2022) reminded us that gay con-
version therapy was once ‘what society wants’. How should an autism-affirming 
behaviourism understand social validity in the context of autism?

Tarbox & Mathur (4): Social validity, since its creation by ABA researchers in 1978 
(Wolf 1978), was always supposed to include asking the client directly for their 
input on the goals, procedures, and outcomes of intervention. Quite simply, the 
field of ABA has failed to do this and has instead relied on asking Autistic learners’ 
parents for their input. Parent input is critical when supporting children but it can-
not supplant input from the actual client, the Autistic learner. obtaining input from 
young, minimally verbal children is challenging. A second-best alternative might be 
to ask Autistic adults. A recent ABA research article directly surveyed Autistic adults 
on their preference for commonly-used ABA goals and procedures (Chazin et  al. 
2024). Not surprisingly, participants preferred goals promoting self-determination 
over goals promoting masking. Participants reported higher preference for anteced-
ent procedures and lower preference for some kinds of extinction.

Although Autistic advocate blogs and personal narratives are not scholarly sources, 
if they are written by Autistic people who have received support services, they 
should likely be considered a form of client social validity. These sources must be 
listened to, taken seriously, and used as one of several sources of social validity data 
(Veneziano and Shea 2023; Mathur, Renz, and Tarbox 2024).
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It should also be possible for ABA professionals to do a better job of directly assess-
ing social validity from minimally verbal children who are clients. For example, ABA 
researchers have developed client treatment choice procedures that require the 
practitioner to give the client meaningful choices between different ABA proce-
dures, where the clients do not need to have vocal speech to choose (e.g. choosing 
with pictures, pointing, etc.), and the practitioner then implements the ABA proce-
dures that the client chooses (Hanley 2010). In addition, measuring ongoing client 
emotional responses (e.g. indices of happiness and unhappiness) to treatment does 
not require clients to have vocal speech (Green and Reid 1999). Clearly, ABA proce-
dures that evoke crying and sadness have low social validity from the client’s 
perspective.

Suckle & Chown (5): Dixon, Tarbox, and Vogel (2012, 3) wrote that ‘the 
history of functional analysis is inextricably linked to the history of the disci-
pline of ABA.’ What factors should a functional analysis of autistic behaviour 
take into account?

Tarbox & Mathur (5): The four functions of behavior (i.e. escape, attention, tangi-
ble, and automatic reinforcement) that have been documented in hundreds of ABA 
studies on functional analysis (Beavers, Iwata, and Lerman 2013) may ignore import-
ant variables relevant to Autistic behavior. We agree that identifying any of these 
potential functions need not be a stopping point for analysis. A functional analysis 
may suggest that stimming behavior is ‘automatically reinforced,’ meaning that it 
does not rely on reinforcement mediated by other people. While true, it may also 
be a relatively incomplete or shallow description of the behavior. An individual may 
stim when they are feeling overwhelmed by sensory stimulation. This is completely 
consistent with an ABA interpretation of function; the behavior is automatically rein-
forced in the form of escape from an aversive state of overwhelm. In other cases, 
an Autistic individual may stim because they are excited or joyful and so stimming 
may be understood as an expression of joy, or may even enhance the joy felt, not 
unlike smiling, even if not directed at others socially. Adding the description of 
escape from overwhelm or expression/enactment of joy adds potentially meaningful 
extensions to simply classifying behaviors as ‘automatically reinforced’ and such 
extensions would likely be common if the ABA research community centered the 
voices of Autistic people in our research more often.

Similarly, simply stating that a behavior is ‘escape-maintained’ may be overly sim-
plistic. Why is the learner motivated to escape from us? Can we simply blame it on 
the fact that the learner is Autistic? That would be completely inconsistent with an 
ABA view of the universe - suboptimal behavior is never blamed on the learner, 
regardless of whether they are labeled with a disability. An age-old expression in 
behavior analysis is, ‘The learner is always right.’ We must ask ourselves the question, 
‘What are WE doing that is creating motivation for our Autistic learners to want to 
escape from us?’ These questions call on us to prioritize changing our interventions 
through preventive antecedent strategies, among others, to reduce the extent to 
which our behavior motivates Autistic learners to want to escape.

Suckle & Chown (6): How can ABA respond to critiques of the use of 
reinforcers by those who demonstrate the pitfalls of associating behaviour 
with reward or punishment (Kohn 2020)?
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Tarbox & Mathur (6): The consequences of human behavior, whether punishment 
or reward, can have powerful and lasting effects on human lives, both positive and 
negative. It is  therefore our scientific and ethical responsibility to be aware of those 
effects and to take care to prevent consequences from being used in ways that 
produce harm (Behavior Analyst Certification Board 2020). The field of behavior 
analysis, as well as the larger culture in which it exists, have a history of misusing 
powerful consequences. The field of ABA must humbly acknowledge this history 
and move forward in evolving the ways in which we use positive reinforcement by 
listening to the Autistic community. For example, positive reinforcement must never 
be used in a way that impinges on the autonomy or dignity of the learner. Positive 
reinforcers should not be used that are unhealthy for the learner or that require 
restricting access to stimuli that should not be restricted (e.g. comfort stimuli, basic 
needs, etc.). In addition, even positive reinforcement can be coercive if the positive 
reinforcer is withheld excessively outside of ABA sessions, or even if the size of the 
reinforcer is excessively large to the point that clients are induced to do things that 
are not in their best interests. Put simply, positive reinforcement should only be 
used when it has a beneficent effect and the Autistic client must have a say in what 
is considered beneficent.

Rethinking how autism is viewed and responded to in line with the 
neurodiversity paradigm

If there are to be genuinely autism-centred versions of ABA there is a need 
for autism to be viewed and responded to in line with the neurodiversity 
paradigm so that autistic individuals are no longer required to behave as the 
neurotypical people they are not and can never be, autistic masking and 
stimming are understood for what they mean to autistic individuals, and dif-
ficulties in cross-neurotype communication are not blamed on the autistic 
person but seen as bi-directional difficulties in line with the double empathy 
concept (Milton 2012). The following questions seek explanations as to how 
these matters are understood by autism-centred ABA and its practitioners.

Suckle & Chown (7): You identify that one area of concern with current 
ABA practice is the tendency to encourage compliance (Mathur, Renz, and 
Tarbox 2024). How can ABA practice develop and drive a more critical posi-
tioning for autistic people as neurominorities in a dominant neurotypical cul-
ture, and do you see it as desirable to do so?

Tarbox & Mathur (7): Founders of behavior analytic science believed that one of 
the central purposes of our science is to produce a more egalitarian society (Skinner 
1948). It follows that identifying inequities and taking action to stand against them 
should be a core practice in the ABA field (Fawcett 1991). From this perspective, it 
may seem strange that the ABA field largely ignored the larger disability rights 
movement and the neurodiversity movement until recently. It seems likely that the 
ABA field was influenced by ableism (Shyman 2016), similar to other helping profes-
sions. However, if we care about social justice and we recognize disabled people as 
a traditionally oppressed group, then it seems clear that the ABA field would take 
an active role in promoting justice for Autistic people. At a very minimum, this 
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should involve centering Autistic voices in all aspects of ABA research and practice 
with Autistic people (Allen et  al. 2024).

The ABA field could consider how we can take an active role in empowering and 
liberating Autistic voices across society. This may start with reconsidering the skills 
that we teach in our support programs, to eliminate compliance as a goal (other 
than in true cases of physical safety) and focus instead on self-advocacy and 
self-determination skills. We can also work with the larger systems within which our 
ABA supports are implemented, at the family, organizational, and community-levels, 
to work toward greater Autism acceptance and full inclusion. By working toward 
building larger and larger community systems of acceptance and inclusion, starting 
with the systems in which each of our clients live daily, we can work toward build-
ing a broader culture that celebrates difference.

Suckle & Chown (8): How can ABA support the movement towards more 
bi-directional communication and social interaction training between autistic 
and non-autistic people acknowledging that potential difficulties arise not 
from inherent socio-communication flaws within the autistic person but in 
the difficulties communicating across neurotypes (Milton 2012).

Tarbox & Mathur (8): The behavior analytic view on communication is to concep-
tualize it from an entirely functional, rather than topographical, perspective (Skinner 
1957). In other words, there is no ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ word, phrase, or other com-
municative behavior, other than that which works for an interaction between two 
or more people to be mutually effective. If two people interacting with one another 
share a highly similar learning history (e.g. language, culture, etc.), then their com-
municative efforts with one another are likely to work better than if they have 
highly divergent learning histories (e.g. language, culture, etc.). Therefore, it makes 
perfect sense from a behavior analytic perspective that one person who has a more 
neurotypical learning history in a dominantly neurotypical culture may have diffi-
culty communicating with an Autistic person who may have a very different learn-
ing history, culture, and different communicative behaviors. A behavior analytic 
interpretation of this seems to gel nicely with what has been described as the ‘dou-
ble empathy problem’ in previous literature (Milton 2012).

To facilitate bidirectional communication between Autistic and non-Autistic commu-
nities, ABA professionals must start with the assumption that Autistic communica-
tive and social behavior is not flawed, it is simply different. Then progress would 
presumably commence by identifying roughly equivalent socio-communicative 
behaviors that achieve what is important to either Autistic, non-Autistic, or both 
communities. For example, in many Western non-Autistic cultures, it is expected 
that individuals would make eye contact and say ‘Hi’ when meeting. Autistic advo-
cates have made it clear that in Autistic culture these conventions are not necessary 
and may be unwelcome (Autistic Self Advocacy Network. (2012n.d). To promote 
mutual understanding in cases such as these, it seems important to educate people 
on both sides of the customs of the other side and not require either side to con-
form to the other, but rather behave in an inclusive and compassionate manner. It 
seems possible that ABA and other helping professions will need to reevaluate our 
entire language and social skills curricula in order to assess what skills are founda-
tional to both neurotypical and Autistic cultures, versus which skills are arbitrarily 
insisted upon by non-Autistic culture.
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Suckle & Chown (9): Kapp et  al. (2019, 1782) reported that ‘Autistic adults 
highlighted the importance of stimming as an adaptive mechanism that 
helps them to soothe or communicate intense emotions or thoughts and 
thus objected to treatment that aims to eliminate the behaviour.’ How should 
an autism-affirming behaviourism understand stimming?

Tarbox & Mathur (9): From an ABA perspective, all behavior is adaptive (Goldiamond 
1974). ABA professionals should be thinking about why stimming behavior is auto-
matically reinforcing for an Autistic learner to do and what we can glean about that 
learner’s needs and preferences. If the learner’s parents or ABA clinician desire to 
decrease the learner’s stimming, they must consider the full range of variables to 
assess before choosing to change a behavior. The Cooper, Heron, and Heward (2020) 
textbook of ABA, which continues to be the most respected single book on ABA, 
since its first edition in 1987, listed 19 variables to consider when choosing which 
behaviors to address (60, 66), none of which include whether the behavior is a symp-
tom of a disorder or whether the behavior is different from the majority. Points to 
consider include whether a behavior is dangerous, whether it prevents individuals 
from accessing other important environments, and so on. Why, then, is it so com-
mon for ABA practitioners to target stimming for reduction? It seems at least par-
tially due to the fact that Lovaas’ work with Autistic children included normalization 
as a goal of therapy (Lovaas 1987) and stimming is symptomatic of Autism. In addi-
tion, many ABA professionals believed that a learner can’t pay attention to instruc-
tion when they are stimming, ergo, Autistic children must be prevented from 
stimming so they can learn. However, Autistic advocates often report that they pay 
attention better when they are able to stim (McCarty and Brumback 2021). Rather 
than eliminating stimming, ABA therapists can watch for responses to instruction 
that indicate whether the learner was paying attention and learning new skills.

Like any coping strategy, stimming may not be the optimal strategy across all con-
texts. Consideration also needs to be made that stimming may create a challenge 
for others if it is annoying and/or disruptive. To further counter this, awareness 
training on why stimming can be beneficial for the autistic person can be critical to 
raising wider societal awareness and acceptance. In cases where the team, including 
the Autistic client, identifies that a particular stimming behavior does indeed create 
challenges for the Autistic person, then the team may consider how they might 
support the learner to self-manage their own stimming behavior in a non-coercive 
way. For example, it may work better to engage in fine motor stimming activities, 
rather than very large and disruptive gross motor activities (e.g. jumping up and 
down), specifically when the teacher is teaching in class.

Parents often express concern that stimming will make their child a target for bul-
lying. However, when a non-Autistic child is bullied, we don’t teach them to act 
differently, we intervene by changing the bully’s behavior. In cases of Autistic chil-
dren being bullied, it is the bully’s behavior we should work towards modifying.

In other cases, an Autistic person may want to learn a variety of strategies that 
serve the same function as a particular stim. For example, if stimming helps atten-
uate anxiety, learning mindfulness techniques, establishing a regular exercise habit, 
or learning other cognitive behavioral strategies may empower the person with a 
larger, more well-rounded set of strategies for managing their overall load of 
anxiety.
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Suckle & Chown (10): Both masking and unmasking are increasingly 
linked to a considerable mental health impact (Hull et  al. 2017; Pearson and 
Rose 2021; Roberts (2024). How do you conceptualise the role of ABA in 
helping autistic people navigate considerations in relation to masking? How 
might your response to this question differ when considering racial and cul-
tural factors and personal safety.

Tarbox & Mathur (10): If being Autistic is part of a person’s identity, and an ABA 
program seeks to eliminate signs that the person is Autistic, then the program can 
unintentionally send a harmful message to that client: Who you are is not good 
enough. No helping profession should seek to eliminate a learner’s Autistic identity 
or any other client identity. ABA programs must encourage pride and self-esteem in 
the human beings under our care.

ABA programs may consider being proactive by teaching Autistic children what 
masking is and that they are likely to feel pressure to do it, just like we teach all 
children about societal pressure to engage in other potentially harmful behaviors 
(e.g. peer pressure to consume alcohol, etc.). It may be useful to teach Autistic chil-
dren to develop their own self-management skill of choosing when and where to 
mask, based on their own unique values and objectives. For example, we worked 
with an Autistic teenager once who came to our clinic because he was moving to 
university soon and he wanted to work on desensitizing himself to pizza so that he 
could attend college parties without being overly disgusted. If hiding his food selec-
tivity was done out of forced conformity, then it would likely be harmful masking, 
but in this case, this young adult genuinely cared about connecting with new 
friends at university, and so his choice to expand his food horizons through ABA 
services was experienced as empowering. Note that it was the Autistic person, him-
self, who chose this particular target for ABA intervention.

Autistic clients who experience other intersecting identities may have substantially 
more complex experiences of masking. For example, Black Autistics may be able to 
mask their Autistic behaviors but they cannot change the melanin in their skin 
(onaiwu 2017). Furthermore, a particular stimming behavior in a white Autistic per-
son may be perceived by police as odd, whereas the same behavior in a Black male 
Autistic person may be perceived as dangerous. Therefore learning to mask some 
Autistic behaviors for some learners may be critical to physical safety, depending on 
their racial background or the communities in which they live. Broadly speaking, we 
should empower our learners to change their behaviors when they indicate it is 
important to them, while also considering parent input, and not merely changing 
behaviors because they are different from the neuromajority.

Ethics

It is standard practice in mainstream research for prior ethical approval to be 
obtained when a study will involve human participants. Special attention is 
given to ethical approval procedures in the case of a potentially vulnerable 
population such as the autistic population. However, studies of autistic individ-
uals in the behaviourist literature rarely report on ethical approval so the 
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extent to which matters such as informed consent have been considered are 
often unknown. our question sought a response to the concern that autistic 
people are being experimented on in a quasi-medical manner by people with-
out an adequate understanding of autism and without due regard to ethics.

Suckle & Chown (11): Autism researchers are required to demonstrate 
ethical approval for their research (as autistic people are potentially vulnera-
ble), obtain informed consent from participants, and allow participants the 
right to withdraw from a study. However, articles in behavioural journals 
reporting on ABA-based interventions with autistic people rarely report on 
such matters. How would practitioners of an autism-affirming ABA undertak-
ing research with autistic children and young people handle the important 
research concepts of ethical approval, informed consent, and the right to 
withdraw?

Tarbox & Mathur (11): Applied behavior analytic research, like all human subjects 
research, is required to comply with internationally recognized rules regarding 
human subjects protection (Behavior Analyst Certification Board 2020). Traditionally, 
much ABA research has been conducted with informed consent from the parents of 
Autistic children. However, the parent is not the participant and the parent is not 
usually Autistic, so the concept of assent is critical. Assent is when the child actively 
indicates their willingness to participate. However, assent has traditionally only been 
obtained from children who have the vocal language to give their assent and not 
from less-verbal children (Morris, Detrick, and Peterson 2021). About 20 years ago, 
ABA practitioners began to discuss the need for obtaining assent from young, 
less-verbal clients (Fabrizio 2005) but little progress was made. In recent years, 
assent has been codified in the ABA ethics code (BACB, 2020) and ABA practitioners 
have been strongly calling for a thorough recognition of the Autistic client’s right to 
assent and withdraw assent to treatment and research (Breaux and Smith 2023). 
What was previously labeled as escape-maintained ‘problem behavior’ is now being 
understood as self-advocacy. A flurry of interest in assent is currently underway, 
with multiple articles (Abdel-Jalil et  al. 2023; Flowers and Dawes 2023) and confer-
ences being offered on the topic (Assent Con 2023; Leland 2019)

Much more research is needed on procedures for affirming assent in ABA but the 
foundations have been laid (Rajaraman et  al. 2022; Shillingsburg, Hansen, and 
Wright 2019). These foundations include, at a minimum: 1) ABA procedures should 
not be forced on Autistic learners, 2) Compliance should be abandoned as a goal, 
except in cases of true physical danger, 3) ALL forms of assent-withdrawal should 
be recognized, regardless of whether they are deemed ‘inappropriate’ by the gen-
eral public, 4) When an Autistic learner withdraws their assent, instruction should 
pause, 5) Clinicians should use assent-withdrawal as a cue to modify our treatment, 
and 6) ABA professionals should monitor client emotional responding and modify 
our procedures accordingly.

Discussion

our ambition in this project has deliberately been modest and cautious. 
More than anything it is a suggestion that a CAS/ABA dialogue is not only 
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possible but also necessary. Initially, this amounted to engaging in what our 
pre-discussion defined as the ability to ‘gracefully disagree,’ but has evolved 
into finding areas of broad consensus and knowledge sharing on how to 
improve support structures for autistic people. A few things have become 
clear during this process.

We are confident that there are enlightened voices within the ABA indus-
try that are genuinely interested in exploring ways to move towards 
autism-centred practice and hopeful that such a position will become more 
broadly held through continued dialogue. Whilst this discussion has only 
tackled the theoretical underpinnings of such an endeavour, the real ques-
tion will be whether this is operationally implementable, what this would 
entail, and whether what we would have at the end can still even be 
classed as ABA. As Maxfield Sparrow writes about Mathur, Renz & 
Tarbox  (2024):

‘If someone takes this paper seriously and comes out the other side deciding to 
implement the suggestions, they are no longer practising ABA (Maxfield Sparrow 
2024, n.p.).’

We feel that this position does not acknowledge that there is already 
broad variety in how BCBAs practise ABA. We contend that the ABA industry 
is confined first and foremost by itself. We believe that the monopoly on 
autism support in the US, with 50 US states now requiring that health care 
insurance must cover autism (Autism Speaks 2019a) and at least 200 million 
people currently holding health care insurance for ABA (Autism Speaks 
2019b), has impeded the evidence-base for other approaches or indeed for 
ABA to more fully attempt to evolve to better address the needs of autistic 
people. For example, in the US, for medical insurance companies to pay for 
autism services, they require practitioners to demonstrate ‘medical necessity 
for treatment’ based on autism symptoms, and services are mandated to 
focus on symptom reduction. This is clearly a mandate centred around a 
medical-deficit model perspective. In Mathur and Tarbox’s responses to our 
questions, they demonstrate again and again that the evolution of ABA has 
to be rooted in the outright rejection of the medical-deficit perspective of 
autism and recognition of a different but equally valid stance towards the 
observed communication, behaviour, and motivations of autistic clients. 
Medical insurance companies must not be allowed to dictate the narrative on 
how to best support autistic people.

Whilst we are keen to acknowledge that so far our collaboration has only 
focused on the theoretical grounds for an evolved ABA, we are also commit-
ted to further observe and check how BCBAs are implementing this in prac-
tice. We would expect that centralised insistence on trauma-informed, 
assent-insisting, ethically transparent practice would form an essential foun-
dation for autism-centred ABA. We would add that an insistence that no 
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practice seeks to normalise autistic people, coupled with short and long-term 
focus on autistic authenticity, autistic advocacy, and embedding critical posi-
tionality for a disenfranchised neurominority would also need to be at the 
centre of this shift. We would further argue that in the effort to achieve an 
evolved ABA in any meaningful way, it is essential that autistic people are 
fully involved. This engagement needs to be at each level within the support 
structure as there is a strong argument that autistic people need to be sup-
ported by autistic role models (Jarret 2014; Cooper et  al. 2023). In consider-
ing Mathur and Tarbox’s responses, there is clear impetus to ensure that it is 
autistic people who determine what is of benefit to them. In addition, com-
prehensive understanding of autism, and the role of masking, alexithymia, 
sensory needs and social-communication preferences, is necessary.

Autism-centred ABA may sit uncomfortably for some people on both sides 
of this debate. For ABA practitioners who hark back to medical deficit models 
in their view of autism, and still see autistic people as disordered, the end 
goal is the normalising of autistic people. For autistic people who view all 
ABA as synonymous with torture, it may be hard to swallow that ABA can 
evolve into something beneficial given previous abuse. Voices from within 
the CAS community do appropriately ask: why even try to pursue this? Why 
not instead add our voices to those seeking to abolish ABA and invest time 
and effort in other support structures. The answer to that in our case is that 
we are keen to address the reality of the current situation and context. The 
ABA industry is growing (BACB, 2024). There are already examples of how 
neurodiversity has been monetised in attempt to provide validity to an indus-
try that paradoxically still does not centrally insist on training its practitioners 
on autism despite largely being a support industry claiming to be for autistic 
people (Bridget et  al. 2023; Dwyer et  al. 2024). Where we see ABA practi-
tioners who also recognise the social injustices in much current ABA practice 
and who are keen to move beyond mainstream ABA and support the evolu-
tion of ABA into something that can actually serve and support autistic peo-
ple living authentically, we see it as essential that autistic voices are part of 
that dialogue.

We came into this project with two unmovable beliefs. Firstly, that all sup-
port approaches that focus on normalising autistic people are unethical and 
deeply at odds with the two drivers of the neurodiversity movement. Any 
practice that looks to normalise autistic people can never be autism-affirming. 
Secondly, that any approach for supporting autistic people needs to include 
comprehensive training on autism and this training needs to be in line with 
the neurodiversity paradigm and include the voices, presence, and power of 
autistic stakeholders. We feel that in engaging with our ABA partners in this 
dialogue there is hope that, at least in theory, there is broader agreement on 
these two points than we had originally anticipated.
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Based on our ABA partners’ responses we feel that the following features 
should be seen as a productive starting point to further explore these two 
operational shifts. The following list is by no means exclusive, but we hope 
that it will be the starting point for wider and deeper dialogue with a greater 
number of stakeholders.

A: Moving away from practice that seeks to ‘normalise’ autistic people - respecting autistic 
clients’ autonomy and self determination

1. a commitment to listen to, respect, and elevate autistic clients’ voices.
2. autistic clients’ voices, preferences, and goals should drive all treatment.
3.  each individual’s behaviour should be understood in a way that is individualised to their learning 

experience (which naturally assumes that an autistic individual’s behaviour should be understood 
through an autism lens).

4. Reinforcement should never impinge on the autonomy of autistic learners.
5.  aba should be committed to a shift towards self-advocacy and self-determination skills being 

cautious of earlier focus on compliance. this should mirror a wider commitment to practice that 
empowers autistic people as neurominorities within a wider (ableist) community.

6.  aba procedures should not be forced on autistic learners and compliance should be abandoned as 
a goal, except in cases of true physical danger.

7.  all forms of assent-withdrawal should be recognised, regardless of whether they are deemed 
‘inappropriate’ by the general public. aba professionals should ensure that all autistic participants 
have more than one authentic choice to choose from at any given time during aba sessions and 
that they are not coerced into ‘assenting’ simply because they have no other alternative. careful 
monitoring of available alternatives needs to be undertaken at all points to ensure that the available 
choices constitute a realistic choice for the autistic person.

B: Comprehensive training in autism should underpin ABA practice and no support 
practice for autistic people can claim social validity if it is not centred in an 
understanding of autism

1. a commitment to further research, explore, and utilise autistic strengths.
2.  teaching of monotropism theory on all aba programmes with a view to explore how this impacts on 

all areas of an autistic person’s life.
3.  communication difficulties between autistic and non-autistic people should be treated as 

bi-directional communication difficulties between equal learning / communication styles bearing in 
mind that autistic people are impacted by being neurominorities in an ableist culture.

4. stimming should be understood and framed through an autism lens.
5.  Masking, and its detrimental health implications, should be discussed and factored in to all autism 

support.

Conclusion

We contend that mainstream ABA, unaccepting of the two drivers of the 
neurodiversity movement, has no future. However, in engaging with this 
knowledge-exchange, we feel there is growing evidence that all ABA is not 
equal. Examples such as making someone ‘table ready’ or where intervention 
teaches autistic people to have ‘quiet hands’ are clearly miles apart from 
examples that seek to build someone’s confidence in living authentically as 
an autistic person. In working with Mathur and Tarbox, we are increasingly 
convinced that there are, at least in principle, ABA practitioners who want to 
achieve ethically transparent autism-centred support structures that are 
rooted in a comprehensive understanding of autism and reject normalising 
approaches. This dialogue has highlighted that within ABA, there are factions 
committed to a growing commitment to support autistic people living in 
ableist worlds without the resulting trauma, anxiety, and significant other 
mental health fallout that comes through normalisation.
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However, from our dialogue with Mathur and Tarbox, it is also clear that it 
is not just about whether and how current ABA can evolve, but also about 
how much some localised current day practice has deviated from the original 
theoretical basis of ABA and how little oversight there is over the ABA indus-
try. Ultimately, correcting this is the responsibility of key stakeholders within 
the ABA industry, including educational providers, regulatory bodies, and 
overseers and we call for greater transparency and engagement of autistic 
stakeholders in this process. As such, this paper is a call to build partnerships 
and create appropriate spaces for further dialogue and cross-community 
involvement on these questions.

We do not conclude this paper with the notion that autism-affirming ABA 
is possible. That would require far more precise understanding and dialogue 
around how this would be put into place operationally. The knowledge 
exchange that is documented in this article is simply the start of a discussion 
as to whether there is scope to explore an evolved protocol for an 
autism-affirming ABA in line with the neurodiversity paradigm. If we share a 
theoretical commitment to furthering autistic authentic living, how is this 
being realised in the support approaches BCBAs take with their clients? 
Building on our collaboration in this paper, this is where we see this project 
going next. Nordell (2021), writing about the contact hypothesis, states that 
‘if people from different groups can join together with equal status to work 
cooperatively … [to be fully effective] the efforts should be backed by an 
institutional authority.’ We argue that for dialogue between behaviour ana-
lytic scholars and critical autism scholars to have the best chance of encour-
aging change further efforts must involve relevant institutions such as the 
Association of Professional Behavior Analysts (APBA) and Autistic Scholars 
International (ASI).
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