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an Illusion
Perceptions:

Look at A & B

Which is the 

brightest?



an Illusion
Perceptions:

They are the same brightness

N. Ireland: Report of the Task Group on 

Autism, 10 May, 2002

“Local professionals who work with young 

children suggested to Task Group members 

that they would have grave reservations 

about being involved in subjecting such 

young children to such an intense 

behavioural programme for fear of causing 

some kind of psychological damage.”

There is NO supporting research evidence to justify this inclusion

Simple lesson: It is possible to be deluded

Catherine Maurice (1999), mother and 

author of influential book on ABA ‘Let 

me hear your voice’, responds to the 

negative perceptions of ABA she 

encountered:

And then gradually, I began to understand ABA 

more and more. I started to understand what is 

was: Not some dehumanizing control of people 

through a cynical manipulation of rewards and 

punishments, but rather the light of scientific 

exploration brought to bear upon behavior, 

and upon learning. 



Decisions facing a Minister

How to choose between so many interventions?



Minister for Education, 2009

Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) is one of many commercially 

available interventions for children with autism

The Task Group on Autism concluded that “Interventions should 

be child-centred rather than method centred, and should address 

the observed and unique needs of the child.” I continue to accept 

this view and, therefore, do not promote one type of intervention 

over another. (2010)

ABA



Although there are several journals devoted to the science of behaviour analysis, the two primary journals are the Journal of the 
Experimental Analysis of Behavior and the Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis. Both are highly rigorous journals with strong 
citation indices. But all of this is well established fact and what surprises me is that any educated person would question it.
(Patrick Friman, PhD, Clinical Professor of Pediatrics, Past President of the Association for Behavior Analysis International)

ABA

Minister for Education, 2009

Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) is one of many commercially 

available interventions for children with autism

Is ABA a science?

Extremely serious ETHICAL questions about competence of advisers

A classic category mistake



Extremely serious ETHICAL questions about competence of advisers

Competence in a Science

•Practice within the boundaries of their competence. 

•Engage in Continued Professional Development. 
British Psychological Society, Ethical Code of Practice

As a general rule, in matters concerning Physics, the Institute 

of Physics in Ireland would seek to have appropriately 

qualified physicists represented on any review panel which 

might be reporting on ‘findings from Physics’.
Institute of Physics in Ireland

Psychologists and other government advisers in the UK 

are not trained to international standards in ABA

Government reports seriously misrepresent ABA

because ABA professionals are excluded



Masters/

Doctoral

270 Hrs

1500 Hrs

4 Hrs

BACB

Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA or BCBA-D)

32 CEUs

Every 2 years

Training standards in Applied Behaviour Analysis (www.bacb.com)



Randomised Control Trial (RCT):

Gold Standard

Results guide policy decisions



Randomised Control Trial (RCT):

Gold Standard

What is a scientific study without random assignment to groups?

(“Giving science a bad name” Marie-Louise Hughes, 2008)



Randomised Control Trial (RCT):

Gold Standard

20152014

What is a scientific study without random assignment to groups?

(“Giving science a bad name” Marie-Louise Hughes, 2008)



Randomised Control Trial (RCT):

Gold Standard

What is a scientific study without random assignment to groups?

(BPS Ethical code: Engage in Continued Professional Development)

20152014



Randomised Control Trial (RCT):

Gold Standard

Don’t use parachutes because there are no RCTs!



Randomised Control Trial (RCT):

Gold Standard

Clinical Psychology

Educational Psychology

Speech Therapy

Occupational Therapy

Applied Behaviour Analysis

Don’t use these disciplines because there are no RCTs!



Evidence-based practice: 

Science without groups
Scientific Method

Tailored to meet the needs of the individual



Scientific Method

Tailored to meet the needs of the individual
Controversial? Controversial? Controversial? Controversial? Controversial?



The dominant perspective in N. Ireland is that ABA is controversial.
However, the term ‘Controversial’ should be reserved for 

the consequences of demonising a science



Not child centered

It is method driven

Doesn’t address the unique needs of each child

ABA is only one of a number of interventions

The dominant perspective in N. Ireland is that ABA is controversial.
However, the term ‘Controversial’ should be reserved for 

the consequences of demonising a science



Support for Applied Behaviour Analysis
American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities “highly recommended” (highest rating)

National Institute of Mental Health

The National Academies Press

Association for Science in Autism Treatment

Autism Speaks

Organization For Autism Research

ABA-based procedures are highly effective

Current Opinion in Psychiatry 

“Interventions based on applied behavior analysis have the strongest empirical basis, although there is some evidence 

that other therapies have promise.” (Sturmey, 2002)

Pediatrics

“The most efficacious psychosocial treatment for autism is applied behavior analysis...” (Lilienfeld, 2005)

Supreme Court of British Colombia (2000)

“…It is beyond debate that the appropriate treatment is ABA or early intensive behavioural intervention.”

Surgeon General of the United States…...... ”Thirty years of research demonstrated the efficacy of applied behavioral 

methods in reducing inappropriate behavior and in increasing 

communication, learning, and appropriate

social behavior.”

Government agencies supporting the use of ABA-based procedures

New York State Department of Health

Maine Administrators of Services for Children with Disabilities

U.S. Dept. of Defense



National Standards Project – 2009
(http://www.nationalautismcenter.org/)

The overwhelming majority of interventions were developed 

in the behavioural literature. 

Largest review ever conducted

Largest review ever conducted

Office of Personnel Management

Benefits Review Panel concluded:

There is now sufficient evidence to categorise ABA as 

medical therapy rather than purely educational (U.S. 

Office of Personnel Management , 2012)

In Capitol Hill testimony, the 60,000-member American Academy of Pediatrics 

publicly endorsed the use of ABA treatments 

(AAP, June 2012)



These laws ensure parents can get access to ABA



Psychologists and other government advisers in the UK 

are not trained to international standards in ABA

The National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE), in their 

response to the consultation for guidelines for the 

management of children with autism concluded the following:

“In the review of evidence, the Guideline Development

Group found no evidence to support ABA, and therefore

could not make a recommendation about it.” (NICE 2013)



https://tinyurl.com/zsvjll5

https://tinyurl.com/jaw6xnl

https://tinyurl.com/zsvjll5
https://tinyurl.com/jaw6xnl


First book in Europe

teaching ABA to parents.

Translated into 

Japanese and German,

with Greek translation 

underway 

Written with help of 

parents from PEAT charity.

The first charity in Ireland

whose mission was to 

promote ABA.

Parents given practical skills

and not just training in autism 

awareness

For over 20 years has received

NO government support yet it

receives referrals from numerous

statutory bodies and other charities

who do receive financial support.



European funding to develop online multimedia training in ABA in 8 languages



Major awards for founder of PEAT Charity

2002           Award for Promoting Equality of Opportunity. The British Psychological Society

2002/2003  Distinguished Community Fellowship. Ulster University

2005           Personal Achievement Award. New York State Association for Behavior Analysis

2006           Elected Fellow of the British Psychological Society

2008            Award for Public Service in Behavior Analysis. 

the Society for Advancement in Behavior Analysis

2014            Michael Hemmingway award. Behavior Analyst Certification Board 

2015            First International Advocacy Award. Autism Speaks

2015            International Dissemination of Behavior Analysis Award

.                   Society for Advancement in Behavior Analysis



Obtained by parents under the 

Freedom of Information Act

CEO of AutismNI

Founder of PEAT Charity and University expert excluded

Autism Strategy Research Advisory Committee 

Autism Strategy Document

& 

Autism Action Plan

None of the wide-ranging University autism 

training programs or research was included 

in the Autism Strategy document or in the 

Autism Action Plan. In fact, the only 

mention of a university was in one very 

brief sentence related to widening 

participation of students with autism at 

Ulster University; QUB is not mentioned at 

all! 

Politics in Science



2,931 signatures from 

around the world.

AutismNI refused to sign 

the petition.

Despite requests, the 

CEO declined to give a 

public presentation to 

explain this position to 

students studying ABA.

Politics in Science



Health Minister invited to a meeting at Autism Speaks headquarters in New York on 23rd Oct, 2013. 

Response to a Freedom of Information Request for a copy of the minutes: None are available. 

Health Minister

N. Ireland

Vice President, State 

Government Affairs,

Autism Speaks

Politics in Science



When illusion transforms into prejudice:

Implications for Policy?

A prejudice is a prejudgement: i.e., a preconceived belief, opinion, or judgment 

made without ascertaining the facts of a case.

Institutional Discrimination refers to unequal treatment that is entrenched in basic 

social institutions resulting in advantaging one group over another

http://www.urbanministry.org/wiki/prejudice

http://www.urbanministry.org/wiki/prejudice



