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Yet, it is clear that aggressive behavior can be treated successfully by
comprehensive, behavioral programs (Foxx, 1991, 1996; NIH, 1991). Furthermore,
comprehensive behavioral programs that include punishment have been demon-
strated to be effective with both attention and escape/avoidance motivated aggressive
behavior (Cataldo, 1991; Foxx, 1991), which is important given that advocates of
positive-only programs have produced no comparable data when the target behaviors
are escape/avoidance motivated.

This paper has several goals. The first is to provide several clear examples of
effective behavioral interventions for individuals displaying dangerous behavior
towards others. A second is to discuss these effective treatments within the current
political and professional climate in developmental disabilities. A third is to
demonstrate that less formal functional assessment will suffice for severe cases when
a treatment program is comprehensive, multifaceted and targeted towards insuring
maintenance of the treatment effects. The final goal is to discuss some of the issues
related to long term maintenance of punishment effects.

Four of my previously published cases will be presented (Foxx, Bittle, & Faw,
1989; Foxx, Foxx, Jones, & Kiely, 1980; Foxx, McMorrow, Bittle, & Bechtel, 1986;
Foxx et al., 1994; Martin & Foxx, 1973). In two cases (Foxx et al., 1980; Martin &
Foxx, 1973) the individuals used aggression to gain access to attention and in two
aggression gained escape (Foxx et al., 1986b; Foxx et al., 1994). Three individuals
also displayed self-injury and aggression towards property.

Three cases were multifaceted treatment programs involving punishment (Foxx
et al., 1980, 1986b, 1989, 1994) and will be discussed in detail. An earlier study
(Martin & Foxx, 1973) will be discussed first, because it represents an early example
of the treatment of aggression based on an informal functional analysis.

GAIL (1973)

Almost 30 years ago, Martin and Foxx (1973) demonstrated that aggressive attacks
on residential staff by a 22-year-old woman with moderate mental retardation could
be controlled by the victims’ reactions to the attacks.

Gail had been institutionalized for five years. Her institutional admission resulted
from an episode of extreme aggressive and destructive behavior directed at her
parents, herself, and various household furniture. Gail was regarded as an intractable
case because no intervention or within-institution transfer had been successful in
diminishing her aggression.

Her most frequent form of aggression was attacks toward residential staff. To a
much lesser extent she would attack other residents who could not defend themselves,
thereby requiring intervention, i.e. attention by staff. Our functional analysis suggested
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that Gail’s attacks were being inadvertently socially reinforced by her victims (staff)
when they responded to an attack or intervened to aid a resident under attack.

A social reinforcement interpretation of aggressive behavior suggested that
aggressive responses can be reinforced by the victim’s behavior. Some possible
victim related ‘social reinforcers for aggression’ include signs of inflicted pain, injury
and distress (e.g. Feshback, 1964), as well as lectures, concern or defensive
responses. Simply put, the victim’s ‘reasonable’ response to socially reinforced
aggression insured future attack.

Socially reinforced aggressive behavior can be a major problem in situations
where staffing is minimal, their primary responsibility is custodial and staff attention
is problem oriented. Where there are few social reinforcers available, the attention
associated with any intervention effort may be the aggressor’s primary source of
human interaction. For the attention-deprived individual, direct attacks on staff offer
the most immediate and concentrated attention.

With Gail, we sought to demonstrate that the reactions of an attacked staff member,
i.e. the victim, could control her aggressive behavior. The experimental design was
ABA with a social reinforcement condition in which the victim (this author) socially
responded to each attack counterbalanced between two extinction conditions in
which I ignored attacks. One to five 15 min sessions were scheduled daily in Gail’s
seclusion room. The room contained a toilet, a bed and bedding. A session began
when I sat next to Gail on her bed. At the end of each session I left the room. I said
nothing to Gail at the beginning or end of a session.

Withdrawal of Social Reinforcement by Victim (Sessions 1-95)

Social reinforcement was withheld and I attempted to ignore all instances of
aggressive behavior. Self-aggressive acts and assaults on objects, e.g. the sheets of
her bed, provided no threat. Aggression directed at me was also ignored as much as
possible but my ability to do so depended on the type of attack. For example, slaps
were relatively easy to ignore since they were directed usually at an arm or the upper
surface of the thigh. Kicks and bites were more difficult to ignore and sometimes
required an avoidance response. To do so, [ attempted to avoid an attack (e.g. pull my
hand from near Gail’s mouth) as casually as possible so as to limit the reinforcing
effect of the avoidance response. In session 51 my coauthor Martin substituted as the
victim, and in session 52 a female staff member did so.

Social Reinforcement by Victim for Aggression (Sessions 96-140)

In this condition I responded to any aggression either by delivering a benevolent
lecture, e.g. ‘Gail, how can you behave that way?’, and tenderly touching her arm, or
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by firmly saying ‘Gail! Stop it’ or ‘Don’t you ever do that again’, and firmly grasping
her wrists. My vocal responses were derived from Gail’s ‘self-talk’. She spent a great
deal of time talking to herself, with many admonishments to be good in order to avoid
the consequences of losing love. I varied my two reactions randomly from session to
session. In either case, I would interact for approximately 20s and then turn away,
silently and passively, to await the next attack.

Reintroduction of the Withdrawal of Social Reinforcement
(Sessions 141-165)

The conditions during this period were identical to those of the first extinction
condition. I attempted to ignore as much as possible any aggressive behavior. In
session 151 another male substituted as the victim.

Results

Aggression Toward the Victim

In the initial social extinction condition, Gail’s attacks on me declined steadily
over time to a near zero level. During the social reinforcement condition, Gail’s
attacks toward me reached a point where they were seven times greater than at the
beginning of the study. Indeed, the reinforcement condition was terminated at this
point, because my attention had proved so dangerously effective. During the final
extinction condition, Gail’s aggression decreased to zero after five sessions and
remained there during the remaining 20 sessions of the study.

During the first extinction condition, four types of victim directed aggressive
responses were recorded: hits, bites, pinches, and kicks. Hitting was the most
probable response, occurring twice as often as bites, four times as often as kicks, and
11 times as often as pinches. During the first extinction condition, pinching ceased
occurring at session 27, kicking at session 38, biting at session 81, and hitting at
session 89. During the reinforcement condition, only hitting and kicking recurred, the
former three times as often as the latter. Gail did not begin kicking until the last five
sessions of the reinforcement condition when her aggression was highest. During the
final extinction condition, hitting occurred about twice as often as kicking and again
was the last response to extinguish. The intensity of a specific aggressive response
increased just before it ceased, as is characteristic of the extinction process. Gail’s
aggression produced bruises, abrasions and open wounds.

This study demonstrated that the social behavior of the victim can be crucial in
maintaining or eliminating aggressive behavior. When the victim did not respond to
attacks, aggression toward him ceased. When he reacted to attacks, they increased
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