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{ Understanding the benefits that research brings to ABA service 

organizations can motivate leaders and employees to plan and conduct 
studies, establish a supportive infrastructure, and disseminate findings. 
Discussed below, building a successful and satisfying research culture 

can produce quality outcomes with practitioners and service-recipients, 
inform the practice community, advance knowledge, contribute to 

professional development, and fortify the reputation of an organization. 
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toward new self-development objectives in the line of ser-
vice delivery. Personal success with research might further 
encourage meaningful collaboration with colleagues. In con-
sequence, these benefits suggest a positive effect on staff 
retention by virtue of working in a professionally stimulating 
and career-building environment.

Organization Reputation Finally, the benefits research 
brings to child and adult service-recipients, practice, train-
ing, performance improvement, and professional–personal 
development enhance the reputation of an organization. 
Referral sources in some cases may be more inclined to 
seek out ABA service organizations known for conducting 
high quality research. Further advantages include attracting 
skilled employees with research interests who can contrib-
ute to and build an exemplary workforce. Similarly, many 
college and university departments will direct undergradu-
ate and graduate students to seek practicum and work-study 
opportunities at research conscious organizations. Establish-
ing academic relationships additionally allows organizations 
to forge potential grant-funded collaborations and mutual 
research pursuits with appointed faculty.

Research Obstacles

Obstacles that curtail applied research must be identified 
and necessary solutions applied, similar to performance 
diagnostic assessment (PDA: Wilder & Cymbal, 2021) 
which informs systems-wide organizational behavior man-
agement (OBM) interventions. After interviewing six of the 
most prolific nonacademically affiliated authors identified 
from articles published in the Journal of Applied Behavior 
Analysis, Journal of Organizational Behavior Management, 
and Behavior Analysis in Practice over a 14-year period, 
Kelley et al. (2015) reported the lack of organizational sup-
port, time-constraints, and non-compensation for conducting 
studies were common obstacles. From a survey completed 
with board certified behavior analysts (n = 824), Valentino 
and Juanico (2020) found that the most frequently cited 
obstacles concerned limited time for research outside of 
clinical practice, no access to an internal research review 
committee (RRC), and lack of mentorship. We add to the 
list of obstacles practitioners who may have misperceptions 
about conducting studies at service-oriented settings if they 
had limited-to-no research training.

As a framework for our research model, we recognized 
that the contingencies which support productive research in 
academic settings (e.g., promotion, grant funding, tenure) 
are not present in organizations where ABA is practiced. 
Instead, service organizations motivated to conduct research 
are confronted with the concerns of aligning research with 
the demands of clinical practice, ensuring a mechanism for 

research review, providing personnel and material resources, 
and balancing the benefits of research relative to client needs 
and fiscal responsibilities. The components of our research 
model, summarized in Table 1, are solutions we have found 
to be most effective.

Solutions‑Focused Model

Leadership Direction and Assistance We place heavy 
emphasis on the contributions of organization leaders toward 
research and recommend enlisting leadership support as a 
critical first step because the endorsement of research at the 
highest levels demonstrates commitment and encouragement 
to the workforce. This process can begin by educating organ-
ization leaders about the many benefits of applied research 
reviewed previously in the article. Thus, behavior analysts 

Table 1  Components of organizational research model

Leadership Direction and Assistance
  • Link research to organization mission statement
  • Commitment to necessary resources
  • Garner workforce support

Integration of Research with Practice
  • Adopt a scientist-practitioner orientation
  • Appeal to interests of practitioners
  • Approach contemporary and high-interest research topics

Research Training
  • Design formal training curriculum
  • Follow didactic and competency-based training format
  • Include mentorship training component

Research Teams
  • Target specific research topics and studies
  • Assign chairperson and assemble team members
  • Confirm administrative approval for time devoted to research

Accessing the Scholarly Literature
  • Provide organization literature search options
  • Simplify the process of internet access
  • Train literature search research skills

Writing Groups
  • Facilitate research dissemination through publication
  • Emphasize collaborative writing process
  • Senior-directed group management and coordination

Research Review
  • Establish internal Research Review Committee (RRC)
  • Prepare formalized research review policies and procedures
  • Focus on safeguards and protections of research participants

Reinforcement of Research Productivity
  • Authorship on presentations and publications
  • Monetary rewards
  • Organization publicity and recognition
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Completing a research project successfully should be a source 
of reinforcement for most participating service providers. Being 

an author on a conference presentation or publication also 
reinforces research productivity (Valentino & Juanico, 2020).
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Abstract
This Discussion article addresses the process of conducting ABA research at large day-school and residential care facilities 
from the perspectives of practitioners, senior clinicians, and organization leaders. We first review several benefits and moti-
vational incentives associated with organizational research and dissemination efforts. Next, the article considers obstacles 
within organizations that thwart research projects and lessen the capacity to initiate and complete studies. A third section of 
the article describes an integrated model of organizational solutions to overcome research impediments, create a fulfilling 
research culture, and promote a sustainable scientist-practitioner orientation.

Keywords Applied behavior analysis · Practice-research integration · Human services organizations

Applied research reported in journals such as Behavior 
Analysis in Practice informs the quality and direction of 
service delivery, professional training, standards of care, 
and more. The benefits of conducting research are many, 
including contributions to the discipline of applied behav-
ior analysis (ABA) and the internal/external operations of 
organizations themselves. Nonetheless, there are legitimate 
obstacles to research productivity and dissemination, involv-
ing organization infrastructure, resources, and approaches 
toward performance management (DiGennaro Reed et al., 
2021; Kelley et al., 2015; Luiselli et al., 2022, 2023; Valen-
tino & Juanico, 2020).

In this Discussion article written for practitioners, sen-
ior clinicians, and organization leaders, we first address the 
benefits of conducting and disseminating ABA research at 
large day-school and residential-care facilities. The com-
mon characteristics of these settings are that they operate 
year-round, support a sizeable population of service-recip-
ients, and maintain a robust workforce, including multiple 
behavior analysts with assigned caseloads. By compari-
son, smaller service organizations would be represented by 

community-based clinics and centers with fewer service-
recipients, behavioral practitioners, and resources to engage 
in research. Next, the article details some common research 
obstacles identified and reported by behavior analytic pro-
viders (Kelley et al., 2015; Valentino & Juanico, 2020). The 
third section describes a solutions-focused model the authors 
have designed, implemented, and evaluated at a multistate 
human services organization for children and adults (n = 
700) with intellectual and neurodevelopmental disabilities 
spanning six locations, across three states, and staffed by 
1500 employees. We explain the rationale for each compo-
nent of the model and present respective recommendations 
(action plans) organizations can follow to generate a produc-
tive research program.

Research Benefits

Understanding the benefits that research brings to ABA ser-
vice organizations can motivate leaders and employees to 
plan and conduct studies, establish a supportive infrastruc-
ture, and disseminate findings. Discussed below, building 
a successful and satisfying research culture can produce 
quality outcomes with practitioners and service-recipients, 
inform the practice community, advance knowledge, contrib-
ute to professional development, and fortify the reputation 
of an organization.
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Reinforcement of Research Productivity Completing a 
research project successfully should be a source of rein-
forcement for most participating service providers. Being an 
author on a conference presentation or publication also rein-
forces research productivity (Valentino & Juanico, 2020). 
Unfortunately, contact with these consequences is delayed 
and access to other (shorter-term) reinforcers is warranted 
to maintain research productivity. To our knowledge, studies 
have not formally evaluated the effects of “reinforcement for 
research”; therefore, we have relied on informal discussions 
with employees to identify more immediate and functional 
reinforcers.

First, our organization allocates discretionary funds paid 
to employees who authored a peer-reviewed journal arti-
cle. A single or first author on a multi-authored publica-
tion receives a standard monetary payment and a smaller 
yet meaningful amount is paid to co-authors. On an annual 

basis, the specific amounts distributed to authors are deter-
mined by that year’s approved budget. We have adopted this 
reinforcement-for-productivity strategy for many years but 
acknowledge that some organizations may not be able to 
include “money rewards” in an incentive plan.

Second, we have learned from employees that publiciz-
ing their research accomplishments was positively received. 
Organization leaders routinely display poster session presen-
tations from past conferences with author names highlighted 
and research synopses available for easy viewing. Other 
displays reproduce journal article content (title, authorship, 
abstract, graphics) framed with author photographs on the 
walls of corridors, common areas, and break and dining 
locations. Our experiences are that these relatively easy to 
prepare and economical methods of publicity attract notice-
able attention and the authors receive many complimentary 
remarks from administrators, colleagues, and co-workers.

Fig. 2  Cumulative number of 
publications (top panel) and 
total number of authors and 
different unique first authors 
(bottom panel) spanning a 
7-year period
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The effectiveness of writing groups, emphasized in 
DiGennaro Reed et al. (2021), depends on organizational 
commitment to personnel resources and with the objective 
of producing publications. Our organization research teams 
approach writing for publication strategically through (a) 
identifying a primary (corresponding) author, (b) setting 

manageable writing goals, (c) meeting regularly with group 
participants, (d) scheduling non-negotiable writing time, 
(e) writing collaboratively with co-authors, (f) composing 
a manuscript in small segments at a time, and (g) carefully 
editing submissions that conform to the content, style, and 
formatting requirements of publication outlets. We refer 

Fig. 1  Research team meeting notes


