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Abstract
Functional communication training (FCT) is an effective and widely used procedure to reduce problem behaviors. The 
purpose of FCT is to replace a problem behavior with a socially appropriate and communicative behavior – the functional 
communication response (FCR), which produces the same reinforcer as the problem behavior. Recent reviews of FCT have 
focused on providing overall recommendations for how the procedure should be implemented. A relatively small body of 
literature has been devoted to the selection of the FCR. The purpose of this article is to propose a set of considerations for 
practitioners in selecting FCRs.
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Function-based treatments, and specifically functional 
communication training (FCT), have been among the most 
successful behavioral interventions to reduce problem 
behaviors and increase access to resources for people with 
developmental disabilities. Function-based treatments have 
led to improvements in both adaptive outcomes and quality 
of life for this population (e.g., Kurtz et al., 2011; Pyles 
et al., 1997; Tiger et al., 2008). FCT, first described by Carr 
and Durand (1985), consists of identifying the reinforcer 
maintaining problem behavior and replacing that problem 
behavior with a more socially appropriate, functional com-
munication response (FCR).

In 2008, Tiger et al. published a guide for practitioners on 
the implementation of FCT that has been a valuable resource 
for both researchers and practitioners. Although there was 
limited research at that time to guide FCR selection, Tiger 
et al. recommended that the FCR be selected by considering 
response effort, social recognition of the response, and the 
likely speed of acquisition of the response. Recently, Ghae-
mmaghami et al. (2021) noted that although a multitude of 
studies have demonstrated the efficacy of FCT in reducing 
problem behavior in highly controlled settings, there is not 

clear evidence that FCT produces long-term effects with 
generalization across a variety of settings. We recently con-
ducted a systematic review of FCT literature published since 
2008 using PRISMA methods (Page et al., 2021). Overall, 
we found that researchers do not frequently report FCR 
selection strategies. Of those researchers that reported FCR 
selection strategies, most do not involve an assessment based 
on systematic procedures. The empirical literature should be 
a guide for practitioners, and the lack of updated, systematic 
procedures for an integral part of FCT – selection of the 
FCR – presents a barrier for consistency in implementation 
of FCT by researchers and practitioners (Ringdahl et al., 
2009; Tiger et al., 2008; Valentino et al., 2018).

Although there is established and growing evidence on 
some parameters of FCT procedures (e.g., Ghaemmaghami 
et al., 2021; Tiger et al., 2008), very little research has been 
done to determine the best methods for selecting the FCR. 
Selecting an appropriate FCR is an important considera-
tion not only for the immediate efficacy of FCT but also the 
long-term maintenance and generalization of FCT. Horner 
and Day (1991) provided the first demonstration that the 
topography of the FCR can differentially affect the outcome 
of FCT. They compared the use of three different Ameri-
can Sign Language responses as FCRs to reduce escape-
maintained problem behavior. The three different responses 
included manually signing a single word – “help,” manually 
signing a sentence, or manually signing for help three times 
before receiving assistance. Horner and Day found that rates 
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of escape-maintained aggression were more quickly reduced 
when the FCR required lower effort (i.e., a single sign rather 
than a signed sentence). Subsequent studies showed that for 
some individuals the use of existing or novel topographies 
differentially affected rates of problem behavior (Winborn 
et al., 2002) and that preferences between topographies can 
be established (Winborn-Kemmerer et al., 2010). Finally, 
Randall et al. (2021) demonstrated that resurgence of a pre-
viously reinforced behavior (a destructive behavior surro-
gate) was higher when a card-touch FCR was unavailable 
than when a vocal FCR was under extinction. Although spe-
cific recommendations regarding FCR selection appear to be 
limited, Randall et al.’s study provides further evidence that 
FCR topography differentially affects treatment outcomes 
during FCT.

The mand-teaching literature may be useful for inform-
ing FCR selection strategies, because the FCR functions as 
a mand for the reinforcer that maintains problem behavior. 
Several studies have compared selection-based (picture 
touch) and topography-based (sign or vocal) responses. 
Adkins and Axelrod (2001) found that selection-based 
mands were acquired more quickly than topography-based 
mands. However, other researchers found that topography-
based mands were more successful and preferred by partici-
pants (Wraikat et al., 1991). Interestingly, one study found a 
change in efficacy during treatment. Chambers and Rehfeldt 
(2003) found that some participants learned a selection-
based mand more quickly but preferred a topography-based 
mand by the end of treatment. Taken together, these studies 
provide additional evidence that the form of the response, 
specifically whether the response is selection based or topog-
raphy based, should be considered when selecting FCRs to 
support long-term treatment effects during FCT.

In addition to these factors, in our review of the FCT 
literature since 2008, we found limited research specifically 
evaluating the long-term maintenance (assessed after more 
than 30 days). The lack of research evaluating the long-term 
maintenance of FCT and the differential effects of the use 
of FCRs noted in the mand literature and the FCR litera-
ture suggest that recommendations to help guide systematic 
FCR selection methods are needed. The available research 
on both FCT and mand training demonstrates that iden-
tifying the most effective FCR for an individual is likely 
dependent upon that individual and the contexts in which 
they live. If precisely replicating FCT conducted only in 
highly controlled settings is the primary factor considered 
in practitioner-application of FCT, we are likely to identify 
a wide range of “successful” options that may not be effec-
tive, in the long term, in less controlled, everyday settings. 
Taken together, when the everyday environment, generaliza-
tion, and maintenance are considered, we may find that some 
FCT methods and FCR-selection methods are more effec-
tive than others, more socially and ecologically valid (e.g., 

based on individual preference), or both (e.g., Chambers & 
Rehfeldt, 2003). Additionally, toward the end of mitigating 
resurgence during FCT, when resurgence is considered as a 
choice, individual preference in different settings is likely to 
be very important to the overall long-term success of FCT 
(e.g., Randall et al., 2021). In the remainder of this paper, we 
describe the assessment-based FCR selection methods cur-
rently available to practitioners and recommend additional 
considerations for selecting an FCR.

Functional Communication Response (FCR) 
Selection

FCR Assessments

Three assessments have been published that are specifi-
cally designed for FCR selection. These assessments are 
an extinction-induced variability assessment (Grow et al., 
2008), the Mand Topography Assessment (MTA; Ringdahl 
et al., 2009), and a topography-comparison assessment (Berg 
et al., 2015; Harding et al., 2009).

The first type of assessment used to select an FCR was 
reported by Grow et al. (2008). These researchers selected 
the FCR for each participant by observing behaviors emit-
ted when problem behavior was placed on extinction. The 
first socially acceptable behavior was reinforced in subse-
quent sessions as the FCR. This strategy has not been used 
by any subsequent studies. The MTA was first described 
by Ringdahl et al. (2009). It is conducted prior to FCT to 
evaluate an individual’s proficiency with a variety of mand 
topographies. For each of the potential FCRs, ten trials are 
conducted using least-to-most prompting. For each FCR, 
on each trial, one records the prompt level needed to emit 
the FCR. The level of prompting needed to evoke the FCR 
across the ten trials is then used to determine a rank order 
of low proficiency to high proficiency mands. Since 2009, 
four other studies reported using the MTA (Adami et al., 
2017; Falcomata et al., 2017, 2018; Muething et al., 2018). 
Two studies evaluated the tool with regard to whether or 
not the highest proficiency mands were the most successful 
and preferred topographies in subsequent FCT. Adami et al. 
demonstrated successful treatment using the topography that 
required the least intrusive prompt. However, in a compari-
son of high proficiency mands (i.e., mands that required the 
least intrusive prompt) and low proficiency mands, Falco-
mata et al. found that high proficiency alone did not pre-
dict the efficacy of FCT in every case. In some cases, the 
same participants showed similar results (levels of problem 
behavior and FCR use) with both the high and the low pro-
ficiency mands. They suggest that history with responses, 
individual preference, and effort needed for each response 
also influence the effectiveness of any FCR selected. The 
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last assessment described in the literature since 2008 is the 
topography-comparison assessment. This assessment was 
used in two FCT studies. In these studies, researchers com-
pared the effectiveness of two or more FCR topographies 
during FCT. Berg et al., demonstrated that the topography-
comparison assessment was a useful way to determine pref-
erence for a specific mand topography, with the specific 
topography varying on an individual basis. Harding et al. 
(2009) demonstrated that teaching multiple mand topogra-
phies was effective, and that over time a preference for vocal 
manding was displayed by all three participants.

Like the MTA, Valentino et al. (2018) described a pre-
requisite-skills assessment to inform the selection of com-
munication modalities for mand training. Their assessments 
included a motor-imitation assessment, an identity-matching 
assessment, and a vocal-imitation assessment. In mand train-
ing subsequent to the pre-requisite skills assessment, chil-
dren with stronger vocal imitation (echoic) skills did better 
with vocal requests. The relationship between pre-requisite 
skills in motor imitation and identity matching and suc-
cess with sign language or picture exchange was less clear. 
Their recommendations were children without vocal imita-
tion skills should be taught non-vocal mands and should be 
assessed across multiple possible modalities to determine 
which is best on an individual basis. Valentino et al.’s assess-
ment and similar assessments have been mostly used in early 
education environments in which many mands are very first 
taught. However, these types of approaches could also be 
useful for selecting FCRs, as a specific type of mands, pro-
vided practitioners are sensitive to the features of the modal-
ity relative to problem behavior (e.g., effort).

Taken together, each assessment is useful for identifying 
various features of FCRs. Grow et al.’s (2008) extinction-
based assessment may be most useful to practitioners for 
identifying FCRs that are already in the participant’s rep-
ertoire and may be part of the same response class as the 
problem behavior being replaced. The MTA and Valentino 
et al.’s assessments provide formal methods to determine 
ease of prompting and pre-requisite skills for each possible 
FCR (Ringdahl et al., 2009; Valentino et al., 2018). Finally, 
the topography-comparison assessment described by Harding 
et al. (2009) demonstrates an empirical method for deter-
mining the effectiveness of each FCR in reducing problem 
behavior. Although these assessments provide a starting 
point, they should be the starting point in a holistic approach 
to selecting an FCR. First, although the level of prompting 
necessary to teach a mand is important, it is possible that 
multiple responses require the same prompting level. There-
fore, it would be useful to consider other factors relevant to 
selecting which response form(s) to train as FCR(s). Second, 
the initial teaching conditions may be very different from 
other environments the individual regularly contacts. For 
example, a card-exchange may require limited prompting, 

resulting in rapid acquisition as an FCR. However, in a loud 
environment, a card-exchange may not sufficiently evoke a 
response by others. Finally, the initial treatment goals of 
FCT are focused on eliminating problem behavior. How-
ever, as treatment progresses, goals may change, such as 
responses better integrating into an individual’s typical com-
munication system or responses becoming more complex 
as an individual’s verbal repertoire becomes more complex. 
To these ends, in the remainder of the paper, we provide 
additional recommendations for selecting an FCR that can 
complement the outcomes from more formal assessments.

Recommendation 1 – Consider Starting 
with Multiple FCRs

Across the three assessments designed for FCT, one clear 
pattern emerges – the potential for more than one response 
as the FCR. Teaching multiple FCRs can include teaching 
multiple FCRs from the same modality (such as “Play with 
me” and “Look” to gain access to attention). Teaching mul-
tiple FCRs for individuals who have not yet shown a clear 
modality proficiency or preference can be accomplished by 
including simple combinations, such as providing a picture 
card that the participant could hand to the therapist and 
simultaneously teaching either a verbal request or teaching 
the use of an electronic device that produces a sound, such as 
the name of the reinforcer. Following initial training of the 
response forms, any of the three FCRs should be accepted 
indefinitely or until a preference for one FCR emerges. A 
second method would be to individually evaluate the teach-
ing of two to three FCRs, using methods such as the MTA 
(Ringdahl et al., 2009) or the topography-comparison assess-
ment (Harding et al., 2009). For example, if one conducted 
an extinction analysis, they might find multiple appropriate 
responses with varying dimensions. Alternatively, if one 
conducted a mand modality assessment, they might iden-
tify a hierarchy of modalities. Because the goal of FCT is to 
reduce or eliminate problem behavior, there may be a greater 
tolerance for “less than perfect” responses if they produce a 
reduction of problem behavior. Although our review found 
that most studies used a single FCR, there could be clinical 
benefits in starting with multiple FCRs. First, teaching mul-
tiple FCRs often does not require substantially more time but 
increases the likelihood of the occurrence of a response to 
reinforce (e.g., Adami et al., 2017; Dalmau et al., 2011; Der-
osa et al., 2015; Falcomata et al., 2017). Multiple FCRs, in 
turn, further reduce both the occurrence of problem behav-
ior during FCT and the probability of resurgence (see Berg 
et al., 2015; Randall et al., 2021). Specifically, by increasing 
the overall response class size using appropriate responses, 
the overall probability of a given response, including prob-
lem behavior, decreases. If a response class is comprised 
primarily of appropriate responses, all other variables being 
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equal, the probability of any appropriate response is greater 
than the probability of problem behavior. Additionally, from 
the standpoint of resurgence as choice, if the response class 
is comprised of many appropriate responses, if one appropri-
ate response undergoes extinction, there is a greater chance 
that the individual will choose to emit a different appro-
priate response rather than problem behavior (Berg et al., 
2015). One method of teaching multiple FCRS is teaching 
two or three FCRs simultaneously (Berg et al., 2015, Hard-
ing et al., 2009). Following initial training, any of the three 
FCRs should be reinforced or FCRs should be individually 
evaluated using methods such as the MTA (Ringdahl et al., 
2009) or the topography-comparison assessment (Harding 
et al., 2009).

A second benefit of training multiple FCRs is the estab-
lishment of a response-class hierarchy. For example, one 
could train one FCR under control of “low” levels of the 
establishing operation (EO), such as a brief period of depri-
vation. Next, one could train a second FCR under control of 
a “moderate” level of the EO. Finally, one could train a third 
FCR under control of a “high” level of the EO. By training 
specific FCRs under specific EO conditions, a progression 
of FCRs based on the level of the EO could be established. 
Training in this way could be considered a form of serial 
training, a procedure that has been found to be effective at 
reducing resurgence (e.g., Diaz-Salzat et al., 2020; Lambert 
et al., 2017). In serial training, multiple responses are taught, 
first by establishing a single response and then by placing 
that response on extinction while teaching a subsequent 
response. This training pattern could be conducted for as 
many responses as desired and could have multiple benefits. 
First, progression through multiple responses before emit-
ting problem behavior further delays the resurgence of prob-
lem behavior (e.g., Berg et al., 2015; Harding et al., 2009; 
Lieving et al., 2004). Second, serial training of FCRs pro-
vides the individual with a history of FCRs under different 
levels of the EO. Training distinct FCRs at different levels of 
the EO could prove beneficial in the everyday environment, 
in which individuals are likely to encounter varying levels 
of the EO. Finally, teaching distinct FCRs under different 
levels of the EO can signal to caregivers the likelihood of 
problem behavior. For example, the emission of an FCR that 
was trained under the “high” level of the EO could prompt 
caregivers to deliver reinforcement because it is likely that 
problem behavior may occur because the EO is strong. The 
emission of the FCR trained under the “low” level of the 
EO could signal to the caregiver a lower risk of problem 
behavior. A clear signal of the current level of the EO could 
be important for a caregiver to know, particularly if it is not 
possible to deliver reinforcement. As an analogy, one may 
consider how children indicate they need to go to the bath-
room. Many caregivers are familiar with the “potty dance.” 
However, before the “potty dance” occurs, a child may ask 

to go to the bathroom. If that does not produce access to the 
bathroom, the child may ask more loudly or may begin to 
hold themselves. As time passes, the child may then begin 
to move around in the “potty dance.” When a caregiver sees 
that “potty dance,” they may be very likely to stop whatever 
they are doing and take the child to the bathroom, because 
the “potty dance” signals a high likelihood of urination. By 
establishing this pattern with FCRs, caregivers would have 
specific behavior-based signals for the level of EO and could 
better determine when they can wait to provide a reinforcer 
and when they should immediately provide a reinforcer. 
Signals that allow caregivers and therapists to more appro-
priately match their responses to the current level of the EO 
could enhance the long-term effectiveness of FCT by further 
preventing resurgence of problem behavior.

Recommendation 2 – Consider Individual Factors

Individual factors that should be considered include physical 
abilities that may make certain FCRs more or less effortful 
(e.g., Dracobly & Smith, 2012), the individual’s total com-
munication system (e.g., Najdowski et al., 2008), and ease 
of prompting (Falcomata et al., 2017; Fisher et al., 2018). 
The importance of considering physical abilities is obvious 
in some cases, such as eliminating picture exchange options 
for a person who is visually impaired. Other, more subtle 
individual abilities (such as discrimination abilities) should 
also be considered. Individuals who have difficulty discrimi-
nating between pictures should not be limited by communi-
cation systems that require these discriminations. If teaching 
one idiosyncratic sign, one picture exchange, and one vocal 
response allows a person to master requests for three dif-
ferent items, this person should be given that opportunity, 
rather than requiring mastery of picture discriminations 
before teaching vocal responses. Practitioners will, at times, 
need to be more creative in identifying behaviors to use as 
FCRs to promote successful communication. For example, 
Dracobly and Smith (2012) used a precursor behavior (head 
raising) as the FCR to access attention, the reinforcer that 
maintained the individual’s self-injury. Because the indi-
vidual spent much of the day with his head down due to 
a physical condition with his neck, providing a picture to 
exchange may not have been effective, because the individ-
ual was not regularly looking up to see if caregivers were 
present. Likewise, for a person for whom pictures or signs 
have not been effective, using a small referent object could 
be beneficial. For example, lifting a clean soda can or water 
bottle to the mouth could be used to indicate a request for 
drinks and an empty, clean snack bag could be used to indi-
cate a request for food. Utilizing all possible features of the 
FCR to increase the likelihood of success, particularly with 
individuals with communication difficulties, could greatly 
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improve quality of life for people who otherwise have mini-
mal control over their environments.

Ease of prompting is another characteristic of FCRs that 
should be considered on an individual basis. Specifically, 
ease of prompting can directly affect EO exposure during 
FCT, as responses that can be more quickly prompted allow 
the therapist to manipulate the duration of the EO more 
precisely (e.g., Falcomata et al., 2017; Fisher et al., 2018). 
Additionally, certain FCR topographies may be contraindi-
cated, based on available prompting strategies. For example, 
manual signs may be contraindicated as FCRs for individu-
als who find physical prompting aversive. Fortunately, ease 
of prompting can be evaluated using the MTA (Ringdahl 
et al., 2009).

Finally, the individual’s likely communication system 
across the lifespan should be considered. Some FCRs will 
only be appropriate for a period of time in specific con-
texts. For example, teaching a person to raise their hand or 
raise a communication card above their head to gain another 
person’s attention in a classroom may be acceptable during 
initial stages of FCT in a school setting (e.g., Najdowski 
et al., 2008). However, the occurrence of hand raising in a 
restaurant or with a small group of friends could be socially 
stigmatizing and disruptive. Likewise, if a person already 
uses an electronic communication device, adding a card-
touch FCR may make the individual’s total communication 
system unnecessarily difficult to maintain. The unavailabil-
ity of FCR materials could also increase the probability of 
resurgence of problem behavior (see Randall et al., 2021).

Recommendation 3 – Consider Everyday 
Environments

Practitioners should also consider the everyday environ-
ment in which the client and caregivers want the FCR to 
occur, specifically with respect to the environments in which 
problem behavior has regularly occurred, environments in 
which the FCR is likely to be reinforced, or both. Tiger et al. 
(2008) recommended considering the social recognizability 
– that is, the likelihood that the chosen FCR will be rein-
forced by untrained people. Consideration of the everyday 
environment should also include consideration of materials 
necessary for the FCR to occur, including the associated 
costs (e.g., Franco et al., 2009). FCRs that require additional 
materials that may get lost (e.g., picture exchange) or the use 
of equipment that could break or be expensive to replace 
may limit the long-term maintenance and effectiveness of 
the FCR. Likewise, for certain individuals, an over-emphasis 
on developing “socially recognizable” responses may pre-
sent an unnecessary hurdle to the initial efficacy of FCT. For 
example, individuals with severe or profound intellectual 
disability may rarely, if ever, be in settings without a known 
caregiver. In those cases, an individual may be better served 

by an FCR that is simple for a caregiver to reinforce even if 
that FCR is not easily understood by the general public (see 
Dracobly & Smith, 2012). Once the simple FCR is acquired 
and problem behavior is reduced, additional FCRs that are 
more recognizable by the general public should be taught 
when applicable. Choosing an initial FCR of a card touch, 
object touch, or a unique manual sign may allow for more 
rapid efficacy of FCT without sacrificing long-term main-
tenance and effectiveness. For a discussion of some of the 
more conceptual considerations, we would also recommend 
Valentino et al.’s (2018) study on assessing for prerequisite 
skills, which provided a clear and concise overview of how 
communication response modalities may be differentially 
supported in the everyday environment.

Practitioners should also consider staff resources and rel-
evant policies. In congregate living environments, such as 
residential facilities, group homes, or schools, there may be 
high client-to-staff ratios. In settings with high client-to-staff 
ratios, caregivers may not be able to deliver reinforcement at 
the same rate as occurs during FCT. For example, it is com-
mon to use a continuous schedule of reinforcement during 
FCT and then alternate between periods of continuous (or 
high-rate) reinforcement and no reinforcement during sched-
ule thinning (e.g., Fisher et al., 2014, 2015; Fuhrman et al., 
2016; Greer et al., 2016). In settings with high client-to-
staff ratios, however, these dense schedules of reinforcement 
may not be possible. To address constraints of staff time 
and resources specific to each individual’s environments, 
practitioners should determine feasible rates of reinforce-
ment in the everyday environment. Then, when conducting 
FCT, after the FCR is acquired, practitioners should estab-
lish response patterns that are maintained under the rates of 
reinforcement that are feasible in the everyday environment 
(e.g., Austin & Bevan, 2011; Ghaemmaghami et al., 2016). 
There are several ways practitioners can transition response 
patterns towards rates that can be supported in everyday 
environments. One method involves practitioners analyz-
ing the relative frequency or inter-response times (IRTs) of 
problem behavior. Information on IRTs provides empirical 
data on the overall frequency of EOs and reinforcement. 
For example, if the mean IRT of problem behavior is 4 h, 
this suggests both the duration of time necessary for the EO 
to evoke problem behavior and the temporal availability of 
reinforcement. During the later stages of FCT, it is important 
to ensure FCRs are maintained at a rate that matches the 
temporal patterning of EOs and reinforcers. An alternative 
method is to record naturally occurring periods of putative 
reinforcement. For example, in preschool environments, 
teachers may deliver attention on a time-based schedule 
(e.g., Austin & Bevan) or may provide play, choice oppor-
tunities, and escape periods from demands (e.g., Ghaem-
maghami et al., 2016) on a regular schedule. During the 
later stages of FCT, practitioners should ensure the FCRs 
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occur at a rate that closely matches the time-based delivery 
of reinforcers.

Additionally, practitioners should consider whether cer-
tain policies limit the frequency or type of reinforcement 
used. For example, in certain environments (e.g., a library), 
the delivery of items that make noise or consumption of 
drinks may be problematic. In other environments, there may 
be a requirement that some time elapses between delivery 
of reinforcers (e.g., schools in which students must alternate 
activities). If the individual is likely to encounter these envi-
ronments, practitioners should incorporate these factors into 
FCT. One strategy would be to develop conditioned reinforc-
ers associated with the delivery of the terminal reinforcer 
once the FCR is established. Practitioners and caregivers can 
make conditioned reinforcers (e.g., tokens) available in envi-
ronments in which the functional reinforcer is not available, 
and then allow an exchange of the conditioned reinforcers 
for the functional reinforcer once the individual is outside 
that environment or once the time between deliveries has 
elapsed. Alternatively, practitioners can thin the schedule of 
reinforcement using delay-tolerance procedures or establish 
a lower rate of the FCR using differential reinforcement of 
low rates (e.g., Hanley et al., 2014; Ghaemmaghami et al., 
2016; Vollmer et al., 1999; see Hagopian et al., 2011, for a 
review of delay tolerance procedures). Delay-tolerance pro-
cedures allow for periods of time to elapse between rein-
forcer deliveries while requiring only one to two responses, 
thus reducing the likelihood of the FCR contacting extinc-
tion and producing resurgence of problem behavior. For 
example, practitioners should teach tolerance to a delay 
(e.g., Falcomata et al., 2010) greater than the time-elapsed 
requirement or increase the IRTs of the FCRs to greater than 
the time-elapsed requirement. In addition to better ensuring 
the FCR contacts reinforcement, a time-based delivery of the 
reinforcer before the FCR occurs could function as noncon-
tingent reinforcement (NCR). NCR (even if it is “inciden-
tal”) could further reduce the likelihood of problem behavior 
while maintaining the availability and delivery of reinforcers 
(e.g., Austin & Tiger, 2015; Doughty & Anderson, 2006).

Recommendation 4 – Consider FCR Features

There are several considerations regarding the features of the 
FCR. Using pre-existing responses as FCRs (e.g., Berg et al., 
2015; Grow et al., 2008; Winborn-Kemmerer et al., 2010), 
selecting FCRs that are incompatible with problem behavior 
(Falcomata et al., 2010), using FCRs that are always avail-
able to the user and may mitigate resurgence more effec-
tively (Randall et al., 2021), or FCR topographies that will 
allow for response restriction (Fisher et al., 2014) should 
be considered during FCR selection. Some features of the 

FCR may impact treatment outcomes only minimally while 
other aspects of the FCR may be critical for treating certain 
forms of problem behavior. For example, an FCR that is 
incompatible with the problem behavior being replaced may 
be critically important for treatment. Examples of incompat-
ible FCRs include touching a card held by a caregiver in the 
treatment of elopement (e.g., Falcomata et al., 2010) or an 
FCR that requires both hands (a manual sign) that could be 
incompatible with certain aggression topographies. Finally, 
when using an established response as an FCR, practition-
ers should consider the relationship between the established 
response and problem behavior. If the established response 
is a precursor, validated through either a precursor FA (e.g., 
Smith & Churchill, 2002) or a precursor assessment (e.g., 
Fritz et al., 2013), a strong treatment effect may be obtained 
much more quickly. However, there may also be an increased 
likelihood of resurgence because the individual has a history 
of choosing between the precursor and problem behavior 
(see Greer & Shahan, 2019, for a discussion of resurgence 
as choice). For example, if the established response occurs 
a few times but does not produce reinforcement, resurgence 
may occur quickly (e.g., Harding et al., 2009; Lieving et al., 
2004).

To begin evaluating these FCR properties, we recommend 
asking and answering the following questions:

1.	 Which FCRs are the easiest to prompt (effectively reduc-
ing exposure to the EO)?

2.	 Are any available FCR options incompatible with prob-
lem behavior in a way that might be helpful?

3.	 Do any of the available FCRs allow for response restric-
tion if this individual is likely to need response restric-
tion to successfully tolerate thinning of the schedule of 
reinforcement?

4.	 What future response(s) will need to be taught to ensure 
the request is specific enough to efficiently access rein-
forcement?

5.	 Which FCR will be the easiest for the individual to 
always carry with them?

By considering specific teaching strategies, practitioners 
can plan and prepare for both initial acquisition and fading 
prompts, to ensure the FCR occurs under control of natu-
rally occurring EOs. Likewise, by considering the historical 
relationship between the potential FCR and problem behav-
ior, one may alter the design of FCT to preclude problem 
behavior from occurring by using an incompatible response 
or reduce the likelihood of resurgence during reinforcement 
fading procedures by including alternative activities during 
delay periods. Finally, by considering whether the FCR will 
require training additional responses during maintenance or 
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whether the FCR will require materials, practitioners can 
begin preparing the everyday environment for supporting the 
FCR while FCT is initially being implemented. Forethought 
about the cost of the intervention to those in the environ-
ment provides the opportunity for caregivers to adapt as the 
FCR is being acquired and ensure adequate environmental 
arrangements are made to fully support maintenance and 
generalization of the FCR once practitioners have estab-
lished FCT as effective.

Recommendation 5 – Build Skills Towards More 
Specific, Differentiated FCRs

Specific FCRs (i.e., doll, talk to me, go away, etc.) should be 
the most common FCR type. By teaching a specific FCR, 
practitioners ensure caregivers know precisely what reinforcer 
to deliver, thus reducing treatment errors, such as delays to 
reinforcement (e.g., Franco et al., 2009; Olive et al., 2008). 
However, the most common FCRs are general FCRs that 
specify only the class of reinforcer (i.e., break, attention, food, 
my way, etc.). Although there is little evidence as to whether 
general or specific FCRs are most likely to be maintained 
in natural environments, practitioners should consider the 
potential long-term benefits of teaching specific, differentiated 
FCRs. First, initial treatment effects would likely be the 
greatest when a general FCR is used to access a variety of 
reinforcers, particularly if problem behavior is multiply 
controlled. For example, if the FCR is “I want me time,” a 
caregiver could deliver a break, preferred toys and activities, 
and high rates of attention. For any given occurrence, only 
one EO may be present and thus only one reinforcer may 
be necessary. Although simultaneous delivery of multiple 
potential reinforcers would mean irrelevant reinforcers are 
delivered, it is unlikely that their delivery would negatively 
impact the efficacy of the contextually relevant reinforcer. 
Further, the delivery of other reinforcers may enhance the 
efficacy of the contextually relevant reinforcer, such as 
access to preferred items enhancing the reinforcing efficacy 
of a break. Despite these benefits of teaching a general FCR, 
in many everyday environments, specific requests are more 
likely to efficiently access reinforcement. The problem with 
teaching a general FCR and delivering a variety of possible 
reinforcers for the general response is particularly salient 
when considering problem behavior maintained by multiple 
reinforcers. For example, in environments with multiple 
clients, requiring a single caregiver to deliver multiple, 
potentially mutually exclusive reinforcers simultaneously 
could present a major barrier to reliable, timely delivery of 
reinforcement (e.g., Austin & Bevan, 2011; Becraft et al., 
2017). Additionally, if a general FCR is taught, when a single 
EO is present but multiple reinforcers are delivered, it is 

possible that the reinforcer related to the EO is not delivered. 
Failure to deliver the matched reinforcer could lead to 
extinction of the FCR and resurgence of problem behavior. In 
this situation, it would be difficult to determine if the reduced 
efficacy is due to simply not delivering the relevant reinforcer 
or something more serious, such as missing a function or a 
mis-identified function.

Second, a lack of specificity may soon lead to frustration. 
For example, teaching a general FCR of “food please” but 
only providing a specific type of cookie may cause frus-
tration if the individual’s preference shifts throughout the 
day. Third, the propensity towards the use of general FCRs 
may jeopardize long-term treatment effects as it may not 
always be socially recognizable to an untrained communi-
cation partner. Although there have been studies demon-
strating movement from “simple” to “complex” FCRs, this 
change is often in utterance length (e.g., Ghaemmaghami 
et al., 2018) rather than increasing request specificity. As 
compared to simply increasing the utterance length (e.g., to 
“I want food please”), teaching more specific, differentiated 
FCRs (e.g., “cookie,”, “chip,” “soda”) would support more 
efficient access to reinforcers across settings (e.g., Franco 
et al., 2009).

Finally, using a single, general FCR may not lend itself 
towards the development of a more nuanced communication 
repertoire. Although “My way” interventions or teaching 
ominibus mands (e.g., Hanley et al., 2014) may not pre-
vent the development of more specific requests (e.g., Ward 
et al., 2021), they do not seem likely to facilitate the develop-
ment of repertoires with many different mand topographies. 
As discussed above, the inclusion of multiple FCRs may 
have important clinical benefits, both in increasing adap-
tive skills, including independence, and reducing problem 
behavior. For example, both Franco et al. (2009) and Olive 
et al. (2008) taught multiple mands within and across classes 
or reinforcers. They both demonstrated successful reduc-
tions in problem behavior. Further, Olive et al. presented 
data suggesting that FCT increased appropriate pronoun 
use for the participant, resulting in a more precise manding 
repertoire. Rather than teaching a general mand that results 
in access to a wide range of reinforcers, teaching specific 
mands could be more beneficial in assisting caregivers to 
provide relevant reinforcers as individuals grow and change. 
For example, at the end of treatment, Olive et al.’s partici-
pant could effectively communicate to gain the attention of 
the specific person from whom she desired attention and 
the type of attention she desired. Further, reinforcing spe-
cific mands resulted in Franco et al.’s participant using 32 
different mands that reduced problem behavior and were 
useful in a variety of settings. These are both critical pieces 
of information for caregivers as preferences shift over time. 

71Behavior Analysis in Practice (2023) 16:65–75



Given these discrepant results from the research literature, 
practitioners should consider structuring the teaching of 
multiple FCRs to capitalize on the strengths of both general 
and specific FCRs. For example, it may be beneficial to teach 
a general or omnibus FCR to obtain a rapid treatment effect 
and then transition to teaching multiple, specific FCRs to 
allow for the individual to have more precise influence over 
their environment.

Summary and Conclusions

Choosing an appropriate FCR is a critical but difficult 
component of effective FCT. Interestingly, we found that 
a clear FCR selection strategy was described in fewer than 
10% of FCT evaluations. Additionally, in their discussion 
of the effectiveness of FCT, Ghaemmaghami et al. (2021) 
reported on the paucity of literature available on the main-
tenance and generalization of FCT across settings. Despite 
the recommendations available from Tiger et al. (2008) 
and Ringdahl et al. (2009), there is limited evidence that 
their guidance is being systematically used to select FCRs. 
As Ringdahl et al. suggested, it may be that previous rec-
ommendations have not been described in a way that 
makes them easily applicable for individual practitioners. 
Alternatively, it may be that description of the selection 
process has not been prioritized by researchers or editors. 
However, it is clear that FCR selection impacts immedi-
ate and long-term effectiveness of FCT because certain 
FCRs are either more or less costly for caregivers to main-
tain and either more or less likely to be easily transferred 
across environments (Randall et al., 2021). In comparing 
the relative mitigation of resurgence between an unretract-
able and a retractable FCR, Randall et al. found that an 
unretractable FCR better mitigated resurgence. Although 
Randal et al., provided initial evidence of specific benefits 
of certain FCRs (unretractable) over other FCRs (retracta-
ble), further research on FCR selection methods is critical 
for ensuring the long-term maintenance and generalization 
of FCT in practice.

Taken together, there are patterns from the research 
literature that can inform how practitioners select an FCR and 
conduct FCT, especially when considering long-term change 
in their client’s everyday environment. To that end we have 
provided recommendations for FCR selection based on the 
currently available research. The appendix provides a checklist 
to guide FCR selection based on these recommendations (see 
Table 1). Although this checklist has not been validated as a 
formal assessment, it is derived from the recommendations 

discussed in this paper, based on the literature from 2008 to 
2021, and may be a useful tool in guiding practitioners.

Although researchers have not regularly evaluated spe-
cific procedures for selecting FCRs, there are patterns in 
the empirical literature that suggest effective practices 
for practitioners: considering multiple FCRs, considering 
individual factors, considering the everyday environment, 
considering FCR features on an individual basis, and build-
ing toward multiple, specific FCRs. For FCT to move from 
an efficacious to an effective intervention (as described by 
Ghammeghami et al., 2021), it is important that researchers 
and practitioners consider long-term goals of FCT in their 
FCR selection. It is also critical that researchers devote more 
systematic evaluation to identifying the best selection strate-
gies and important features of FCR topography to support 
long-term, generalizable treatment gains, a goal that can be 
facilitated by close collaboration with practitioners taking 
systematic approaches to selecting FCRs and implementing 
FCT.

Appendix

Checklist for Selecting Functional Communication 
Responses

To use the table, practitioners should add to the list of com-
mon FCRs in Row 2 any unique, client-specific FCR options 
where common FCRs are listed. Each subsequent row of the 
table asks a question or presents a consideration based on our 
recommendations, with exemplar references from the peer-
reviewed empirical literature. For each row, under each FCR 
topography, practitioners can place an “X” if the topography 
should be eliminated from the potential options due to that 
consideration. For the remaining FCRs, assign a rank order 
starting with a “1” for the best FCR in that consideration 
category and less optimal FCRs being given larger num-
bers. Multiple topographies could receive the same score if 
they are equally optimal based on that specific considera-
tion. Once all topographies have been scored, assign a total 
score for each non-eliminated topography by adding together 
all the scores from each row. The topography(ies) with the 
lowest score(s) are considered the most optimal topography, 
given all considerations. Finally, if several topographies 
are identified as optimal, consider these factors: the ease of 
prompting each topography; determining ways to best assess 
client preference throughout treatment; and creating a plan to 
teach both omnibus or general FCRs and more specific FCRs.
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