
Addressing the State of 
Sexuality in Behavior 

Analysis
Shane T. Spiker, PhD, BCBA, IBA, LBA

(He/Him/His)



Sexuality in Behavior 
Analysis: Where Are We At?



Journal of Applied Behavior 
Analysis

• N = 342 article results that include the terms “sexual” OR “sexual 
behavior”

• 52 articles that focus specifically on SEXUAL BEHAVIOR

– Assessment and treatment of ISB specifically

• Carrigan, Kirby, & Marlowe (1995): Looked at free condom dispenser 
effect in cocaine abuse treatment clinic

• Kantorowitz (1978): Experimented with preorgasmic reconditioning and 
postorgasmic deconditioning

– Note: it didn’t work

• Barlow & Agras (1973): Article titled “Fading to Increase Heterosexual 
Responsiveness in Homosexuals”

– Yes. This is a real article.

• Other topics included:

– Prevention of abuse

– Recording penile circumference change

– Satiation treatments for “deviant sexual arousal”

• In the last 5 years? 19 articles on assessment and intervention on 
inappropriate sexual behavior



Journal of the Experimental 
Analysis of Behavior

• N = 33, understandably

• Mostly focused on other species

– Japanese quails, rabbits

• Some exploratory research on the 
nature of reinforcement for sexual 
behavior



Behavioral Interventions

• N = 25

• Similar to JABA in that the majority of articles 
are about assessment and intervention

• Luiselli et al. (2005): Evaluated ISB among 
children and adolescents with acquired TBI

– Note: This focused on incidence more than 
intervention

• Losada-Paisey & Paisey (1988): Took a 
forensic look at ISB among learners

• Edgemon et al. (2020): Behavior contracts 
used across settings! More intervention 
research!



Behavior Analysis in Practice

• N = 19

• Articles varied, with some assessment 
and intervention articles

• Reed (2013): Interesting discussion on 
the state of behavior analysis in 
sexuality and addictions

• DeFelice & Diller (2019): An article on 
feminism and behavior analysis



The Analysis of Verbal 
Behavior

• N = 3, which honestly surprised me that 
there were any

• Spradlin (1988) comments on VB in 
relation to sexual behavior

• Parsons (1989) only references it in the 
conclusion section

• Quick note: Can we get someone to 
update how this is abbreviated? This 
is what shows up when you search 
AVB



Journal of Positive Behavior 
Interventions

• N = 3

• Lumley & Scotti (2001) provides some 
great advocacy advice regarding 
sexuality and learners with ID/DD

• Again, some intervention and 
assessment data on ISB, but not much



But What About Sexuality in Behavior Analysis?

Journal # of 
Sexuality 
Related 
Articles

Notes

Journal of Applied 
Behavior Analysis

4

Journal of the 
Experimental Analysis of 
Behavior

7 Nature of reinforcement, but 
not about sexuality specifically

Behavioral Interventions 4

Behavior Analysis in 
Practice

13 Mostly theoretical or 
intersectional

The Analysis of Verbal 
Behavior

0

Journal of Positive 
Behavioral Interventions

8

Behavior Modification 13

Journal of 
Organizational Behavior 
Management

2

Perspectives on 
Behavior Science

4
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National Sexuality Education Standards (2nd Edition)

Consent and Healthy Relationships (CHR)

Anatomy and Physiology (AP)

Puberty and Adolescent Sexual Development (PD)

Gender Identity and Expression (GI)

Sexual Orientation and Identity (SI)

Sexual Health (SH)

Interpersonal Violence (IV)



The Scope of Behavior Analysis

• Primarily focuses on observable and measurable phenomenon

• Each domain of sexuality has some phenomena that warrants a behavior 
analytic look

• That being said, we may not have sufficient research to work in said area

–I.e. The fallacy that behavior analysis is EVERYWHERE



Behavior Analysis 
and Sexuality



Facts about 
Sexuality

• Learners with disabilities are not asexual

• There has been a 30% increase in STIs between 2015 
and 2019

– With the sharpest increase being syphilis among 
newborns (i.e., congenital syphilis)

• Aging does not stop your libido

– Some of the highest rates of STIs exist in nursing 
homes

• People with TBI have high rates of impulsive sexual 
behavior

– So do people with rabies

• Anywhere from 40% - 80% of learners with disabilities 
experience some form of sexual abuse



Who is Impacted?

•  Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities

•  Children and Adolescents

•  Dementia

•  Traumatic Brain Injury

•  Neurotypical and Neurodiverse

•  LGBT+

•  Parents/Caregivers/Stakeholders and other Service Providers

•  And so on…



A Brief History 
of Sexuality 

and ABA

•  Typically target inappropriate sexual 
behavior (Davis et al., 2016; Dozier, Iwata, & 
Wordsell, 2011; Fyffe et al., 2004)

• Behaviors may include groping, public 
disrobing, etc.

•  Sometimes, it goes too far (Fisher et al., 
2000; Rekers & Lovaas, 1974)

• Punishing “gender specific” behavior

• Restraints for ISB (with no functional 
treatment)

•  More often, behavior analysis has been 
helpful to teach safe sexual behavior



Ballan (2012)

• Surveyed parents about their perspectives on 
sexuality

• 16 mothers and 3 fathers (n = 19)

• Specific to 20 children

• 19 identified female, 1 male

•  Parents WANTED to communicate about sexuality, 
but were apprehensive

• Due to cognitive ability and/or comfort level

• Concerns about overgeneralizing information

•  Married couples mostly agreed it was important, 
but disagreed on time frames and who bears 
responsibility (Parents alone? Parents and 
providers?)



A Non-Sexual Population?

• People with disabilities seek relationships just like other folks

• In a 2017 study, researchers found 50% of autistic participants were in relationships

• Though a 2019 study found that autistic relationships are relatively shorter

• Roth & Gillis (2014): Online dating was not preferred by some due to safety concerns

• Mogavero & Hsu (2020): Dating is variable but can be successful

• Shockingly similar to any other population, right?

• Pecora et al. (2020): Found a few things…

• Increased sexual and gender diversity among autistic individuals

• Increased risk of inappropriate sexual behaviors, sexual offending, and sexual victimization 
among population



Fyffe et al. 
(2004)



Curricula in 
Sexuality

• Some examples of curricula that exist:

• Sexuality Across the Lifespan

• Taking Care of Myself

• Our Whole Lives

• Curricula should be treated as a “jumping off 
point” and adapted to INDIVIDUALIZE to the needs 
of the learner

• After all, everyone is just a bit different!

• That being said, we definitely need to continue to 
IMPROVE our resources through research and 
development





Ethics Violations According to the BACB: 2016 - 2017



Ethics Violations According to the BACB: 2019 - 2021



Examples of Lack 
of Competence 

Gone Wrong 
(Sexuality Edition)

• Providing “educational materials” to a 
minor

• Attempting to use physical prompting to 
teach certain skills

• Rights are limited or violated by 
caregivers

• Abstinence training

• Assuming all sexual behavior serves the 
same function



So…What Does 
This All Mean?



1. Behavior Analysis often 
focuses on inappropriate sexual 

behavior



2. Sexuality includes a broad spectrum 
of behaviors that we can treat 

(with more training and research)



3. Sexuality is generally FAR out 
of the scope of most behavior 

analysts



4. We need more 
intersectional research



But There’s Hope!
Ballan & Burke Freyer (2017): Provides recommendations for sexuality education strategies

Brogan et al. (2018): University interest in working on sexualized behavior

DeFelice & Diller (2019): Intersectional research

Leland & Stockwell (2019: Provides an assessment for gender affirming practices in behavior anlaysis

Hamrick et al. (2020): Forensic work related to sexual behavior

Hunter & Stockwell (2021): Provides a study of jealousy related to romantic and sexual relationships

Conine, Campau, & Petronelli (2022): Call to action on improving behavior analysis practices, LGBTQ+ representation, and removal of 
conversion therapy papers

Capriotti & Donaldson (2022): Provides a history of sexual and gender minority issues in behavior analysis



Take Home Points

• The current state of behavior analysis is promising in that we have SOME 
research

• A call to action for ABA includes:

–Intersectional research

–Improvements in training programs

–Expanded focus on sexuality vs. sexual behavior

–Ethical extensions of clinical practice

–Specialization in sexuality (coming soon!)



THANK YOU!
sspiker@teampbs.com

mailto:sspiker@teampbs.com
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