
What are the e�ects of Early Intensive Applied Behaviour 
Analysis on young children with autism?

1. Research Questions

Early intensive Applied 
Behaviour Analysis 
(ABA)-based interventions 
are designed to support 
young (pre-school) autistic 
children’s learning
and development. 

These types of interventions 
are usually delivered on a 
one-to-one basis, for at least 
20 hours per week over a 
period of 1-2 years. 

They are not routinely 
available across the UK.

Although several reviews have 
looked at the e�ects of early 
intensive ABA-based
interventions on autistic 
young children, none has 
tried to collect detailed data 
from the individual 
participants included in the 
original research studies.

Our researchers were funded 
to conduct an independent 
review of the data to assess 
the e�ects of these 
interventions, and to 
determine whether they 
represent good value
for money. 

2. Findings

The results suggest that early intensive ABA-based interventions 
might lead to some changes in children’s cognitive ability (IQ) 
and everyday life skills at two year follow-up, compared with 
standard treatments. 

However, all the studies had problems with the way they were 
designed. It is therefore di�cult to be certain about these results. 
Also, none of the studies assessed outcomes that have been 
described as most important to autistic people. 

Very few of the studies followed children beyond two years, so it is 
impossible to know about long-term e�ects into adolescence or 
adult life. 

Future studies should focus on evaluations of all early interventions (not only early ABA-based interventions) to help us understand what 
types of intervention are most useful and suitable for autistic children of di�erent ages and abilities, and their families. 

Researchers need to work with the autism community to:

The lack of information on how early interventions might impact on 
the lives of autistic children make it di�cult to determine whether 
they provide value for money. 

However, analyses based on the best currently available 
information suggest that these interventions do not represent 
good value for money when compared to current standard 
treatments, and so do not justify the additional costs of 
implementing them. 

However, there is a lot of uncertainty around this finding, and 
better information about how the interventions impact on the lives 
of autistic children in the long-term, including the types of school 
they attend, may lead us to make di�erent conclusions. 

Are they beneficial? Do they represent 
value for money?

3. Recommendations

(i) use relevant and reliable 
outcomes when comparing 
and contrasting di�erent 
therapies; 

(ii) make sure best current 
research practice is followed;

(iii) assess potential benefits, 
adverse e�ects and costs of 
interventions; 

(iv) build in opportunities for 
longer term follow up.
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