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Abstract

Through the application of behavioral principles, behavior analysts seek to produce
socially meaningful behavior change, defined as alterations in behavior that yield
important outcomes immediately beneficial for the direct consumers of interven-
tions and key stakeholders. Behavioral practitioners and researchers often engage
in assessment and reporting of the meaningfulness of behavior change using social
validity assessments. These assessments ensure that target behaviors are appropri-
ately selected, intervention procedures are acceptable, and satisfactory outcomes are
produced. The purpose of this review is to identify the current state of social valid-
ity within behavioral literature. We reviewed eight peer-reviewed journals between
2010 and 2020. We found that 47% of the intervention studies reviewed included a
social validity assessment. Social validity assessment across journals has increased
over time, with a significant rise from 2019 to 2020. Implications of these findings
and suggestions for future work are discussed.
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Through the application of behavioral principles (e.g., reinforcement, punishment,
extinction), behavior analysts seek to produce socially important behavior change.
Baer et al. (1968, 1987) define socially important as changes in behavior that yield
outcomes that are beneficial for consumers. Schwartz and Baer (1991) categorize
consumers as direct (i.e., those participating directly in the intervention) and indi-
rect (i.e., individuals who may have contact with direct consumers) and contend that
social importance should extend to both. The early and consistent focus on socially
important outcomes in applied behavior analysis (ABA) led to the guiding construct
of social validity, defined by Wolf (1978) as the extent to which an intervention’s
goals, interventions, and outcomes are acceptable to the consumer.

Today, behavioral practitioners and researchers engage in assessment and report-
ing of social validity to ensure that target behaviors are appropriately selected, to
evaluate the acceptability of assessment and interventions, and to assess the mean-
ingfulness of the behavior change according to consumers (i.e., goals, procedures,
and outcomes; Schwartz & Baer, 1991). Social validity assessment is an iterative
and ongoing process in which future implementation is directly informed by feed-
back from key stakeholders; consumer feedback can alter interventions and those
alterations can subsequently affect consumer feedback (Nicolson et al., 2020;
Schwartz & Baer, 1991). Given that the purpose of ABA is to affect meaningful
change in important human behavior, the effort to continuously seek feedback from
those directly experiencing behavioral strategies is essential. In addition, although
assessment of social validity has clear implications for the satisfaction of the specific
consumer and for the success of an individual intervention, these data can also be
valuable to the field of ABA. Given the recent and increasingly critical feedback
from stakeholders in both formal (e.g., publications; Cumming et al., 2020; McGill
& Robinson, 2020) and informal (e.g., blogs, position statements, social media;
National Council on Independent Living, 2021) outlets, the assessment of social
validity and emphasis on consumer experience is paramount.

Social validity has been the subject of several previous reviews within the
behavioral literature (Carr et al., 1999; Ferguson et al., 2019; Kennedy, 1992)
and closely related fields such as special education (Spear et al., 2013; Snodgrass
et al., 2018) and early intervention (Ledford et al., 2016; Park & Blair, 2019). In
the behavioral literature, Kennedy (1992) conducted a selective review of social
validity in all research studies published in the Journal of Applied Behavior
Analysis (JABA) from 1968 to 1990 and Behavior Modification (BMOD) from
1977 to 1990. Kennedy reported assessment type (i.e., subjective measurement
or normative comparison), focus (i.e., goals, interventions, and/or outcomes),
and timing of assessment (i.e., pre-, or postintervention). This early review found
that 20% of studies included a social validity assessment, and that most assess-
ments were subjective evaluations implemented post-intervention. Carr et al.
(1999) also selectively examined social validity trends within JABA, extending
the range of studies reviewed to include those published between 1968 and 1998.
They examined trends in assessment of two social validity domains (i.e., proce-
dural acceptability and satisfaction with outcomes) as well as whether frequency
of reporting was different across intervention settings (i.e., naturalistic or analog).
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Results indicated similar levels of social validity assessment as those reported by
Kennedy (1992); 13% of studies included outcome and acceptability measures.
Ferguson et al. (2019) recently updated the review of social validity assessment
in JABA, examining studies between 1999 and 2016. Like Kennedy (1992), they
reviewed studies for the inclusion of a social validity measure, assessment type,
and focus. They also noted if social validity assessment was recommended as an
area for future research. This selective review found that 12% of studies included
social validity assessment, with frequency ranging from 3% to 22% across years
in the selected period. Subjective assessments were most utilized and social vali-
dation of interventions was the most common focus.

Noticeably absent in these reviews is a discussion of the language used to
describe social validity assessment. No existing review of behavioral litera-
ture has reported specific search terms or phrases used to identify social valid-
ity assessments, resulting in a lack of clarity regarding social validity verbiage.
In response to this issue, Nicolson et al. (2020) suggested that common terms
like social significance that are often used in place of social validity may inher-
ently have a different meaning. The lack of an agreed upon lexicon for describing
social validity may be related to the low level of reporting described in previous
selective reviews of the literature. It is possible that low reporting is an artifact
related to disagreement among researchers related to which terms relate to social
validity. This lack of attention to terminology may have also adversely affected
researchers’ ability to summarize and evaluate social validity measurement using
systematic search methods as evidenced using selective strategies used across
existing reviews related to social validity (Carr et al., 1999; Ferguson et al., 2019;
Kennedy, 1992).

These existing reviews of behavioral literature have illuminated trends in report-
ing assessment of social validity, primarily focusing on publications in JABA.
Although JABA is considered the “flagship” journal for the field of ABA (Kranak
et al., 2020) and its publications are frequently assigned in undergraduate and gradu-
ate preparation programs (Ferguson et al., 2019; Frieder et al., 2018; Pastrana et al.,
2016), it is not the only outlet for behavior analytic research. In a recent review of
publication patterns in JABA, Alligood et al. (2019) found that out of 741 publish-
ing instructors affiliated with graduate level verified ABA course sequences, only
260 published in JABA between 2000 and 2015. The implication of this finding is
that 65% of researchers who are instructors in ABA-related coursework are publish-
ing in journals other than JABA.

The purpose of this review is to identify the current state of social validity assess-
ment within behavioral literature. We seek to add to the current understanding of
reporting patterns by (1) expanding the scope of our search beyond JABA through
the inclusion of additional journals that focus on the empirical evaluation of behav-
ioral interventions to change human behavior; (2) exploring reporting trends, in
comparison with JABA, to determine if it is representative of the behavioral litera-
ture as a whole in relation to inclusion of social validity assessment; and (3) includ-
ing a wide range of terms that are synonymous with social validity or that describe
common methods of social validity assessment.
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This review was guided by the following questions:

1. What is the frequency of reporting of social validity assessment in the behavior
analytic literature published between 2010 and 20207?

2. How does frequency of reporting differ from previous reviews?

3. What terms are currently being used to describe social validity assessment across
journals?

Method

We conducted a review of behavioral intervention studies published in peer-reviewed
journals between 2010 and 2020. A selective search strategy was used to identify
trends in the publication of social validity assessment in behavioral intervention
research. This strategy was chosen in alignment with previous reviews on this topic
(Carr et al., 1999; Ferguson et al., 2019; Kennedy, 1992; Snodgrass et al., 2018) and
to further evaluate the terminology used to describe this construct. Reviewed jour-
nals were selected using a systematic strategy to expand previous reviews to include
additional journals that publish behavior analytic research.

We used two established definitions of social validity to guide our search strat-
egy and to determine whether social validity was assessed in published behavioral
intervention research, Wolf (1978) and Cooper et al. (2020). Wolf (1978) defined
social validity as measuring the social significance of goals, social appropriate-
ness of the interventions, and/or the social importance of the effects. Cooper et al.
(2020) defined social validity as “the extent to which target behaviors are appropri-
ate intervention with a human, procedures are acceptable, and important and signifi-
cant changes in target and collateral behaviors are produced” (Cooper et al., 2020,
p- 800). Both definitions were included to incorporate the foundational definition
of the concept of social validity (i.e., Wolf, 1978) and the current definition from a
widely recognized educational text (i.e., Cooper et al., 2020).

Journal Identification

We sought to identify journals that published intervention research relevant to ABA
and behavioral intervention. We began with a list of 25 peer-reviewed journals that
were identified by a university librarian as containing behavior analytic content. We
then reviewed the provided list for relevance within our research team and invited
experts in ABA to review and comment on the list. Then we cross-referenced the
journal list with professional organization journal recommendations (e.g., Associa-
tion for Behavior Analysis International). Through this process, we added 18 peer-
reviewed journals for further review, resulting in a list of 43 peer-reviewed journals
that publish research related to behavioral intervention. We then evaluated journal
relevance to ABA by searching the mission statements of the 43 identified journals
for the following terms: applied behavior analy*, ABA, behavior analy*, behavio-
ral analy*, behavior modification, behavioral modification, and applications of the
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experimental analysis of behavior. Journals were included in the search and screen-
ing process if (1) their mission statement included at least one of the search terms;
(2) they were published primarily in English and in the United States; and (3) they
published applied research. A total of eight journals were included in this review:
The Analysis of Verbal Behavior (AVB), The Behavior Analyst/Perspectives on
Behavior Science (TBA/POBS), Behavior Analysis in Practice (BAP), The Behavior
Analyst Today (BAT)/Behavior Analysis: Research and Practice (BARP), Behavio-
ral Interventions (BI), Behavior Modification (BMOD), Journal of Applied Behav-
ior Analysis (JABA), and The Psychological Record (TPR).

Search and Screening

We used a four-step search and screening strategy to identify peer-reviewed stud-
ies that included an assessment of social validity: (1) identification of empirical
research studies; (2) identification of terms and phrases related to social validity
assessment within empirical research studies; (3) identification of intervention stud-
ies with human participants; and (4) confirmation that terms and phrases were used
in the context of social validity assessment (see Table 1).

In the initial step of our search and screening process, we manually searched every
issue from the included journals during the designated period to identify empirical
research studies. Studies were considered empirical if they included both a method
section and a results/findings section. One exception to the rule included “practice
brief reports” published in BAP, which often include a description of results without
a dedicated section header; studies in this category that included empirical research
data were included. Examples of studies that did not qualify as empirical research
included editorials, commentaries, and book reviews. We screened 3,846 study arti-
cles, of which 2,538 were identified as empirical with methods and results sections.

In the second step of the search and screening process, members of the research
team identified terms and phrases related to social validity assessment within empir-
ical research studies. To do this, coders used the “search” function (i.e., ctrl + F) to
determine whether an article included a term or phrase related to social validity in

Table 1 Results of the Search and Screening Process

Journal Empirical ~ Related Terms  Intervention  Social Validity
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis 913 373 303 148
Behavior Modification 331 270 199 80
Behavior Analysis in Practice 271 158 111 65
Behavioral Intervention 291 163 141 89
The Behavior Analyst/Perspectives on 21 8 1 0
Behavior Science
The Psychological Record 477 224 74 17
Analysis of Verbal Behavior 125 42 34 8
Behavior Analyst Today/Behavior 109 61 36 18

Analysis: Research and Practice
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the methods and/or results sections. Terms and phrases were identified by referenc-
ing previous reviews focused on social validity (Carr et al., 1999; Ferguson et al.,
2019; Kennedy, 1992; Nicolson et al., 2020; Snodgrass et al., 2018) and included
social validity, social validation, social significance, social importance, socially
valid, socially significant, socially important, treatment validity, treatment accept-
ability, consumer satisfaction, satisfaction survey(s), Likert, acceptability scale(s),
rating scale(s), rating profile(s), rating form(s), acceptability, validity, satisfaction,
subjective, questionnaire(s), survey(s), and interview(s). Of the 2,538 empirical
studies, 1,299 included a matching social validity term or phrase.

The purpose of the third step of the search and screening process was to identify
studies evaluating the effects of a behavioral intervention (i.e., the introduction of
an independent variable with the intent to change behavior) on human behavior for
which an assessment of social validity would be appropriate. Studies focusing exclu-
sively on behavior assessment, literature reviews, surveys, and studies with animal
subjects were excluded. Of the 1,299 studies reviewed, 899 were determined to con-
tain an intervention intended to change human behavior.

In the last step of the search and screening process, we confirmed that the terms
and phrases were used to describe assessment of social validity. Members of the
research team completed a full text search of each article to locate terms and phrases
recorded in step 2 of the search and screening process. We then read the section con-
taining the term or phrase and determined whether the text referred to assessment of
social validity as defined by Wolf (1978) and Cooper et al. (2020). If the term was
used to describe assessment of social validity, the coder recorded the primary term
associated with the social validity assessment as described in the study. For exam-
ple, if the coder found the term “satisfaction survey” in reference to the social valid-
ity assessment and it met the definition(s) of social validity, the term “satisfaction
survey” was recorded. Of the 899 studies that measured the effects of a behavioral
intervention on human behavior, 425 described assessments of social validity.

Interrater Reliability

During step 1 of the search and screening process, the research team consisted of
three undergraduate research assistants, one master’s level student studying ABA,
and four doctoral-level behavior analysts. In the subsequent steps 2, 3, and 4, the
coding team consisted of one undergraduate research assistant, two master’s level
students studying ABA, two doctoral students studying ABA, and four doctoral-
level behavior analysts. All members of the research team participated in coding
after being thoroughly trained. During training, team members reviewed studies
published prior to 2010 (thus, outside the scope of the review) from each included
journal and were required to meet a criterion of 85% or higher interrater reliability
(IRR) with the first or second authors. During coding, IRR was calculated weekly.
If a coder were to fall below 85% accuracy, they would be retrained before they
continued with coding (this did not occur). Issues and studies selected for IRR were
chosen at random but the ratio per journal was carefully monitored to ensure that
accuracy checks were proportionally equivalent.



Perspectives on Behavior Science (2023) 46:201-215 207

For each item selected for IRR, two different coders reviewed independently
and coded for inclusion using the criteria described above. In step 1, we recorded
agreement on the number of studies with a method and results section within each
issue. In step 2, we recorded agreement of each paper that included a term or phrase.
For step 3, we recorded agreement on whether the paper contained an interven-
tion intended to change human behavior and finally, in step 4, we recorded agree-
ment on whether coders agreed that the term and/or phrase met the definition(s) of
social validity. In addition, we recorded agreement with the term listed to describe
the social validity assessment. IRR was calculated by dividing the number of agree-
ments by the number of agreements plus disagreements and multiplying by 100.
Any disagreements were reviewed and discussed by the first and second authors
who came to a consensus. Steps 1 and 2 were calculated together with 30.5% (n =
93) of issues reviewed for IRR with an agreement score of 92%. Steps 3 and 4 were
calculated together with 30.7% (n = 399) of articles reviewed for IRR with an agree-
ment score of 93%.

Results
Frequency and Trend of Reporting

We found social validity assessments in seven of the eight journals included in
this review, with an overall average of 47% of studies containing a social validity
measure. BI had the highest percentage of studies, with 63.10% (n = 89) includ-
ing a social validity measure. In BAP, 58.60% of studies included a social validity
measure (n = 65), BAT/BARP had 50% (n = 18), JABA had 48.80% (n = 148),
BMOD had 40.20% (n = 80), the AVB had 23.50% (n = 8) and TPR had 23.00%
(n = 17; see Figure 1). No studies in TBA/POBS were identified that included
social validity assessment.

The inclusion of social validity assessment varied by year both within and across
journals (see Figure 2). From 2010 to 2016, the inclusion rate showed a slight posi-
tive trend with a marked increase in 2017, and there was a sharp increasing trend from
2018 to 2020 with the highest rates observed in 2019 (n = 72) and 2020 (n = 76).

Terminology Used to Discuss Social Validity

The most frequently used term across all included studies was “social validity”
(n = 318; 74.82%), including variations of the phrase (i.e., “social validation,”
“social validation assessment,” “social validity assessment,” “social validity meas-
ure,” “social validity questionnaire,” “social validity survey,” “socially valid”; see
Table 2). The term ‘“‘acceptability,” including related terms (i.e., “acceptability
measure,” “acceptability questionnaire,” “acceptability survey,” “treatment accept-
ability,” “social acceptability,” “intervention acceptability”) was used to describe
assessment of social validity in 54 studies (12.70%). “Satisfaction,” or a variation

on the term (i.e., “satisfaction questionnaire,” “
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Fig. 1 Articles Included in Review by Journal. Note. Behavioral Interventions included the highest percent
of studies that assessed social validity. 48.8% of studies (n = 303) published in The Journal of Applied
Behavior Analysis assessed social validity, more than the percent of articles when all other journals are
combined (43.1%). JABA = Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis; BMOD = Behavior Modification; BAP
= Behavior Analysis in Practice; TBA = The Behavior Analyst; POBS = Perspectives on Behavior Sci-
ence; TPR = The Psychological Record; AVB = Analysis of Verbal Behavior; BAT= The Behavior Analyst
Today; BARP = Behavior Analysis: Research and Practice; Bl = Behavioral Interventions

satisfaction,” and “‘satisfaction survey”) was used in relation to social validity
assessment in 28 studies (6.58%). Terms and phrases that appeared at low frequency
included “questionnaire(s)” (n = 8; 1.88%), “Likert” (n = 6; 1.41%), “rating(s)”
(n = 3; 0.70% includes “rating profile,” “rating scale”), “validity” (n = 2; 0.47%),
“subjective reports” (n = 1; 0.23%), “survey(s)” (n = 1; 0.23%), “System Usability
Scale” (n = 1; 0.23%; Brooke, 1996), and “self-reported preference” (n = 1; 0.23%).

Within JABA, the most used term was “social validity” (n = 123), followed by
“acceptability” (n = 18), “satisfaction” (n = 3), “questionnaire(s)” (n = 1), and “Lik-
ert” (n = 1). Likewise, “social validity” was used more often than any other term
combined in all journals except BMOD and TPR. Although “social validity” was
the most used term in BMOD (n = 31; 38.75%), 49 studies in this journal used a dif-
ferent term or phrase to describe assessment of social validity (61.25%). Likewise,
TPR frequently used the term “social validity” (n = 7; 41.17%), but a different term
was used to describe assessment of social validity in most studies in this journal (n
= 10; 58.82%).

“Terms analysis” was primarily focused on terms that appeared at least four times
across the review. However, it should be noted that terms occurring fewer than four
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times in the review, (e.g., “subjective report”) were also used to describe assessment
of social validity in the intervention literature. Across behavioral journals included in
this review, low frequency terms appeared most often in studies published in BMOD
(n = 3), followed by JABA (n = 2), BI, (n =2), TPR (n =2), and BAP (n = 1).

Discussion

In this review, we explored social validity assessment and identified trends in
reporting across eight behavioral journals. We found that 47% of the intervention
studies reviewed included a social validity assessment. This percentage represents a
definitive increase from previous reviews, which primarily explored social validity
in JABA (Carr et al., 1999; Ferguson et al., 2019; Kennedy, 1992) and BMOD
(Kennedy, 1992). Social validity assessment across journals has increased over
time, with a significant rise from 2019 to 2020. Our findings indicate a range of
social validity assessment reporting across behavior analytic journals, with two
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Table2 Terms Related to Social Validity by Journal

Journal Social Acceptability Satisfaction Questionnaire Likert Miscella-
Validity neous*

Journal of Applied 123 18 3 1 1 2
Behavior Analysis

Behavioral Interventions 78 5 3 1

Behavior Modification 31 21 15 3 5 5

Behavior Analysis in 57 7 0 0 0 1
Practice

Behavior Analyst Today 15 0 2 1 0 0

/ Behavior Analysis:
Research and Practice

The Psychological 7 2 4 2 0 2
Record

Analysis of Verbal 7 0 1 0 0 0
Behavior

Total 318 53 28 8 6 12

Terms labeled ‘“acceptability” include acceptability, treatment acceptability, and social acceptabil-
ity. Terms labeled “satisfaction” include satisfaction, consumer satisfaction, and treatment satisfaction.
Terms listed as “Miscellaneous” occurred fewer than four times across all journals and include rating/
rating profile/rating scale (n = 3), client satisfaction questionnaire (n = 2), validity (n = 2), intervention
acceptability (n = 1), subjective reports (n = 1), survey, (n = 1), system usability scale (n = 1) and self-
reported preference (n = 1)

journals (BI, 63.10%; BAP, 58.60%) publishing a higher percent of studies than
JABA (48.80%) and other journals publishing a significantly lower percentage (e.g.,
TPR, 23.00%; AVB, 23.50%). In addition, we found that the language regarding
assessment of social validity has been inconsistent in the behavior analytic literature.
Although “social validity” was the most used phrase, its use varied across journals
and phrases and/or terms other than social validity were used more frequently within
some journals (BMOD, TPR).

This review expands our knowledge of social validity assessment in several ways.
First, we added to the current knowledge base regarding trends over time by extend-
ing the most recent review of social validity (Ferguson et al., 2019) by 4 years to
provide a comprehensive summary of reporting trends. During the most recent years
inclusion of social validity assessments has increased dramatically. For example, of
the 148 studies that included social validity assessment in JABA, 50% were pub-
lished between 2017 and 2020. BI, BMOD, and BAP also had notably higher social
validity rates in the years 2018-2020 compared to the period 2010-2017.

This review also expands our knowledge of the prevalence of social validity
assessment across eight journals dedicated to publishing behavior analytic litera-
ture. Although still selective in scope and thereby missing behavior analytic research
published in journals not exclusive to ABA, this review provides a significantly
wider view of the frequency with which social validity is assessed in behavioral
research. Given the wide range of social validity reporting across journals found
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in this review (23.00%-63.10%), and that JABA accounted for only 33.74% of the
studies reviewed, we suggest that previous reviews may not be representative of the
behavior analytic literature. By expanding the scope of this review to a broader set
of behavioral literature, we have identified limitations that may exist in generaliz-
ing social validity reviews focused on JABA. Our results support that an expanded
review, as suggested by Ferguson et al. (2019), was warranted and provides valuable
insight regarding the state of social validity assessment in ABA research.

Finally, this review contributes unique information regarding the prevalence of
terms used to describe social validity assessment across selected journals. Although
“social validity” was identified as the most used phrase across all journals, other
terms (e.g., “acceptability” and “satisfaction”) were frequently used to describe
social validity assessment (approximately 25% of the time). The search terms identi-
fied in this review may support future researchers and practitioners in identifying
social validity assessment in journal articles. Our findings, however, highlight the
fact that discussion of social validity assessment across the behavior analytic litera-
ture is at best varied and, at worst, inconsistent. Inconsistent and imprecise use of
language to describe methods of social validity assessment contradicts the behav-
ioral commitment to technological descriptions of methods (Baer et al., 1968) and
can create barriers in general reporting, review, and use of social validity data in
both research and practice. By increasing consistency in language referring to social
validity assessment, researchers may promote understanding of social validity and
encourage implementation of assessment by consumers of behavioral research (i.e.,
practitioners).

To achieve more consistency in the behavioral literature, we suggest that future
researchers use the term “social validity” consistently to describe these assessments.
By systematically labeling and referencing social validity as such, we can further
the efforts to define social validity, identify quality indicators for assessing it, and
provide avenues for future review. In addition, because the body of behavioral litera-
ture is currently inconsistent in its use of terminology, it is difficult to systematically
analyze social validity assessment. In other words, without consistent terminology,
it is difficult to identify and correct major methodological issues such as addressing
some but not all aspects of the social validity construct. Journal editors can support
this cause by requiring that social validity data be termed as such. Future researchers
may also consider consistent language for each aspect of the social validity construct
they are measuring (i.e., goals, procedures, outcomes) if doing so in isolation.

Although this review identifies important trends in reporting of social validity
assessment in the selected behavioral literature, it does not provide a detailed analy-
sis of how researchers are implementing social validity assessment or with whom.
Future research should investigate the types, interventions, settings, participants, and
timing of social validity assessments across the behavior analytic literature to bet-
ter understand the state of social validity assessment and how assessment data are
being used to inform implementation (Schwartz & Baer, 1991). Future researchers
should also explore how behavioral practitioners use social validity assessment in
their practice. Understanding how, when, how often, and in what ways practitioners
utilize social validity assessment is critical information for future researchers look-
ing to improve upon these practices. Finally, the behavior analytic community could
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further define the types of studies that should include a social validity assessment. In
this review for example, we determined that the introduction of an independent vari-
able with the intention to change human behavior constituted the need for a social
validity assessment. Others may argue that social validity assessment is not appro-
priate for human behavior studies considered more basic or translational in nature.
A standard for inclusion of social validity assessments would support their increased
use and further promote the behavior analytic commitment to change behavior in a
meaningful and socially important manner.

There are several limitations of the data presented in this review. First, this is a
selective review and does not represent a fully comprehensive view of the behavior
analytic literature. Further, the review includes only journals that publish primarily
in English and in the United States. Although this selection of journals inherently
limits the perspective of this review, it is a significant extension of previous attempts
to review and summarize implementation of social validity assessment in behavioral
intervention research. Consistent reporting would facilitate systematic reviews of the
literature focused on social validity (Moher et al., 2015).

Our results are also limited by the terms and phrases that were selected to identify
social validity assessment within studies, as well as by the method that we used to
search for the terms. Although we created an extensive list and completed a man-
ual search to ensure we could identify the terms and phrases, it is possible that we
missed terms that describe social validity assessment. Again, a commitment to using
consistent terms in social validity assessment among behavioral researchers and
practitioners would address this issue.

In addition, our review required the terms or phrases used to describe social valid-
ity assessment to be in the methods or results sections of the study. It is possible that
studies where social validity assessment was described or reported in other sections
of the article (e.g., discussion) were missed and not included within the scope of
this review. Social validity assessment is an essential element of behavior analytic
work that provides insight for effectiveness (i.e., socially meaningful change; Baer
et al., 1968) of interventions. The assertion from Schwartz and Baer (1991) that
social validity assessment should be a minimum requirement of applied behavioral
research remains valid and should be considered. We encourage researchers to con-
sider social validity as a vital component of their method and data collection pro-
cesses and include technological descriptions in the methods section of their studies.

Social validity assessment in ABA is critical to ensuring that behavior change is
meaningful, important, and worthwhile for those experiencing it (Baer et al., 1968;
Horner et al., 2005; Wolf, 1978). Although this review demonstrates an increase in
reporting in recent years, social validity is still being assessed in fewer than 50%
of publications across the journals we reviewed. This finding is concerning, par-
ticularly in light of the influx of negative public feedback (i.e., social validity data)
that ABA has received in relation to the appropriateness of intervention goals (e.g.,
claims that goals target conformity for autistic consumers instead of autonomy;
Ne’eman, 2010), acceptability of assessment and interventions (e.g., reports that
behavior change interventions are abusive; Sandoval-Norton et al., 2021), and dis-
satisfaction with intervention outcomes (e.g., assertions that ABA is ineffective and/
or has long-term adverse impacts on mental health; Sandoval-Norton et al., 2021).
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We hope this review will serve as encouragement for behavior analysts to continue
the upward trend and regularly incorporate social validity assessment into their
research and practice.
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