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UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR INTERVENTION STRATEGIES: A COMPREHENSIVE
RESOURCE

No matter  the  setting—whether  a  classroom,  a  therapy  clinic,  or  a  family  home—challenging
behaviors are a natural part of human development. When these behaviors interfere with learning,
social relationships, or daily routines, having a reliable list of behavior intervention strategies
at  your  fingertips  can  make  all  the  difference.  A  well-chosen  strategy  does  more  than  stop  an
unwanted action; it teaches replacement behaviors, builds self-regulation, and fosters a positive
environment.
This article provides a thorough, evidence-based overview of intervention approaches, organized by
intensity and context. Whether you are an educator crafting a behavior support plan, a parent
seeking  practical  tools,  or  a  mental  health  professional  expanding  your  toolkit,  you  will  find
actionable techniques that promote lasting change. The goal is not to control individuals but to
empower them with skills for success.

What Are Behavior Intervention
Strategies?
Behavior intervention strategies are structured, proactive techniques used to reduce challenging
behaviors and increase desirable ones. They are grounded in the principles of applied behavior
analysis (ABA) and positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS). Rather than relying on
punishment,  these strategies  focus on understanding the function of  a  behavior  and teaching
alternative, more appropriate responses.
The most effective interventions are individualized, data-driven, and consistently implemented. They
often  form part  of  a  formal  behavior  intervention plan (BIP),  which  is  developed  after  a
functional  behavior  assessment  (FBA)  identifies  the  antecedents,  consequences,  and  maintaining
variables  of  a  target  behavior.

Universal Strategies: Tier 1 Interventions
for All
Before diving into specialized techniques, it helps to consider the foundation. Tier 1 strategies are
preventive and designed for an entire group or setting. When these are in place, many challenges
never emerge.

Clear Expectations and Routines: When everyone knows what is expected, anxiety and
confusion drop. Post visual schedules, review rules regularly, and practice routines.
Positive Reinforcement Systems: Catch individuals doing something right. Praise, token
economies, and earned privileges motivate repetition of positive behaviors.
Engaging Instruction and Activities: Boredom and frustration often trigger off-task
behavior. Keep tasks meaningful, varied, and appropriately paced.
Effective Transitions: Signal upcoming changes, use timers, and provide clear directions
before shifting activities to reduce resistance.
Built-in Breaks: Short movement or brain breaks help regulate energy and attention,
especially for younger children or those with attention difficulties.

These proactive measures create a safe, predictable environment where most individuals can thrive.
They are the first step in any comprehensive list of behavior intervention strategies.

Targeted Strategies: Tier 2 Interventions
for At-Risk Individuals
When universal supports are not enough, targeted interventions provide additional structure for
small groups or individuals who exhibit persistent, mild to moderate challenges.
Check-In/Check-Out (CICO) is a well-researched Tier 2 strategy. A designated adult meets with
the individual at the start of the day to set behavioral goals and review expectations. A brief check-
out at the end of the day provides feedback and reinforcement. This builds a positive relationship
and accountability.
Social Skills Groups  can address deficits in peer interaction. Groups teach specific skills  such as
turn-taking,  reading  social  cues,  or  conflict  resolution  through  modeling,  role-play,  and  guided
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practice.
Behavior  Contracts  clearly  define  expectations,  rewards,  and  consequences  in  a  written
agreement. The contract is developed collaboratively, giving the individual ownership. It should
include specific, observable behaviors and a schedule for reviewing progress.
Self-Monitoring teaches individuals to track their own behavior using a simple checklist or rating
scale. For example, a student might record whether they raised their hand or remained seated
during each lesson. This builds metacognition and independence.
Planned Ignoring is useful for attention-seeking behaviors that are not dangerous. By withholding
eye contact, verbal response, and body language, the behavior loses its power. It must be paired
with reinforcement of appropriate behavior to be effective.

Intensive Strategies: Tier 3 Interventions
for High-Needs Situations
For individuals with persistent,  severe,  or  dangerous behaviors,  Tier  3 interventions are highly
individualized and often involve a team of  professionals.  These strategies require careful  data
collection, fidelity of implementation, and ongoing evaluation.

Functional Communication Training
Many  challenging  behaviors  serve  a  communicative  function—the  individual  is  trying  to  get
something (attention, a tangible item, sensory input) or get out of something (a task, a demand).
Functional communication training (FCT) teaches a more appropriate way to request that same
outcome. For example, a child who screams to escape a difficult assignment is taught to say, "I need
a break" or hand over a break card instead.

Differential Reinforcement
This set of techniques reinforces desired behaviors while withholding reinforcement for challenging
ones. Common forms include:

Differential Reinforcement of Alternative Behavior (DRA): Reinforce a specific, positive
behavior that serves the same function as the problem behavior.
Differential Reinforcement of Incompatible Behavior (DRI): Reinforce a behavior that
physically cannot occur at the same time as the problem behavior (e.g., sitting versus
running).
Differential Reinforcement of Other Behavior (DRO): Reinforce the absence of the
problem behavior for a set period.
Differential Reinforcement of Low Rates of Behavior (DRL): Reinforce when the

behavior occurs at or below a predetermined frequency.

Antecedent-Based Interventions
Instead of reacting to a behavior after it happens, antecedent interventions modify the environment
or task before the behavior occurs. Examples include:

Offering choices to increase autonomy and buy-in.
Modifying task difficulty or length to match ability.
Providing sensory supports such as fidget tools, noise-canceling headphones, or a wobble
cushion.
Adjusting seating arrangements to reduce distractions.
Pre-teaching skills or previewing upcoming transitions.

Extinction
Extinction involves discontinuing the reinforcement that maintains a behavior. If a child throws a
tantrum to gain  access to  a  toy,  extinction means not  providing the toy during the tantrum.
However, extinction often leads to an initial burst of the behavior before it decreases, and it must be
used  carefully—especially  when  the  behavior  is  dangerous.  It  is  most  effective  when  paired  with
reinforcement of an alternative behavior.

Structured De-escalation Techniques
When an individual  is  already escalated,  safety and calmness are the priorities.  De-escalation
strategies include:

Using a calm, low voice and simple language.
Validating the emotion without agreeing with the behavior (e.g., "I can see you are really
frustrated right now").
Offering a quiet space or a calming activity.
Reducing environmental demands and stimuli.
Using strategic silence to allow the individual to process.
Avoiding power struggles by offering controlled choices.

These Tier  3  approaches require  training,  supervision,  and often a  team including a  behavior
analyst, psychologist, or special educator. They are powerful tools when implemented with precision
and compassion.
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Additional Evidence-Based Techniques
Beyond  the  tiers,  several  specific  strategies  have  strong  empirical  support  and  can  be  adapted
across  settings.

Token Economies
Individuals earn tokens for meeting behavioral goals, which can later be exchanged for tangibly
reinforcing items or activities. This is effective for both individuals and groups, and it can be faded
over time as behavior improves.

Redirection and Precorrection
Redirection  subtly  guides  an  individual  away  from  off-task  behavior  and  back  to  the  expected
activity. Precorrection involves reminding the individual of the expected behavior just before a high-
risk situation occurs (e.g., "Remember, we walk in the hallway").

Non-Verbal Signals
A subtle gesture, a tap on the desk, or a hand signal can alert an individual to a behavior without
embarrassing them or disrupting the group. This preserves dignity and avoids public confrontation.

Self-Management and Self-Regulation
Plans
For older children, adolescents, and adults, teaching self-management involves goal-setting, self-
observation, self-evaluation, and self-reinforcement. Tools like behavior tracking apps, journals, and
visual checklists support independence. This builds intrinsic motivation and long-term maintenance
of positive behaviors.

Implementing Your List of Behavior
Intervention Strategies
Knowing  a  variety  of  strategies  is  only  the  first  step.  Effective  implementation  requires  careful
planning  and  consistency.  Here  are  tips  to  maximize  success:

Always Start with Function: Any list of behavior intervention strategies is only as

useful as your understanding of why the behavior occurs. Conduct a functional assessment or
at least ask, "What is this behavior communicating?"
Choose Strategies That Match the Function: If a student acts out to avoid math, a reward
for sitting still may not work. Instead, teach them to request help, or modify the task.
Prioritize Safety: Never use a strategy that could escalate a dangerous situation. For severe
behaviors, seek professional guidance.
Be Consistent Across Settings: Whenever possible, coordinate strategies among teachers,
family members, and other caregivers. Consistency accelerates learning.
Collect Data: Track the frequency, duration, or intensity of the behavior before and after the
intervention. Data lets you know if the strategy is working and what needs to be adjusted.
Fade Supports Gradually: The ultimate goal is independence and self-regulation. As
behavior improves, slowly reduce the intensity of the intervention.
Collaborate with the Individual: For older children and adults, involve them in selecting
strategies and reviewing progress. Buy-in increases effectiveness.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
Even well-intentioned interventions can fail. Here are pitfalls to watch for:

Reactive Punishment Over Proactive Support: Punishment may stop behavior
temporarily but rarely teaches a replacement skill. Focus on teaching, not controlling.
Inconsistency: If expectations and consequences vary from day to day or person to person,
the individual will not learn what to expect.
Ignoring Environmental Factors: Fatigue, hunger, sensory overload, or chaos can all
trigger behaviors. Always consider the whole context.
Using Too Many Strategies at Once: Choose one or two priority strategies and implement
them well before adding more.
Giving Up Too Quickly: Behavior change takes time. Some strategies require weeks of
consistent use before results are seen.

Conclusion
A well-curated list of behavior intervention strategies is an essential resource for any setting
where human behavior is supported. From universal proactive measures like clear expectations and
positive  reinforcement,  through  targeted  approaches  like  check-in/check-out  and  social  skills
training,  to  intensive  individualized  plans  involving  functional  communication  and  differential
reinforcement,  there is  a  strategy to meet every need.  The most  effective interventions are those
that are function-based, respectful, consistently implemented, and focused on teaching skills rather
than  simply  suppressing  behavior.  By  choosing  the  right  strategy  for  the  right  context—and
remaining  flexible  and  compassionate—you  can  create  environments  where  everyone  has  the
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opportunity  to  thrive.


