
 

 

In Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) and Positive Behavior Support (PBS), many meaningful life 

skills are not single, isolated responses but sequences of actions linked together. Whether 

making a cup of tea, brushing teeth, or navigating an online portal, these tasks are best 

understood and taught as behavior chains. 

A behavior chain is a connected sequence of responses where each response produces a 

change in the environment that serves two functions: it reinforces the previous response and 

acts as a discriminative stimulus (SD) for the next response. The chain starts with a natural SD 

and culminates in access to a terminal reinforcer. 

To systematically teach these chains, we first conduct a task analysis, breaking the complex 

behavior into smaller, teachable steps that are arranged in the natural performance order. 

 

The Four-Term Contingency and Chaining 

 

Every step in a behavior chain can be mapped onto the four-term contingency:  

 Motivating Operation (MO): The condition that makes the terminal reinforcer desirable.  

 Antecedent (SD): The cue to perform the current step, which is often the result of the 

previous step.  

 Behavior: The specific response or action.  

 Consequence: The completion of the step, which functions as both reinforcement for 

the current step and the SD for the next. 

By understanding this contingency, practitioners can ensure that each link in the chain is 

supported by effective prompting, reinforcement, and gradual fading. 



 
 

Task Analysis: The Foundation of Effective Teaching 

 

A task analysis is more than just a list of steps. It is a detailed breakdown that accounts for the 

learner’s starting skills, the specific environmental context, and the observable behaviors 

needed at each step. 

 

For example, a task analysis for making tea might include:  

 

1. Fill kettle with water.  

2. Switch kettle on.  

3. Place teabag in cup.  

4. Pour hot water into cup.  

5. Stir tea.  

6. Remove teabag.  

7. Add milk. 

8. Stir again.  

9. Drink tea. 

 

The contextual fit of the task analysis is critical. Overly broad steps may mean that learners 

struggle, while steps that are too granular may slow down teaching unnecessarily. 



 
 

Chaining Procedures 

There are three main methods of teaching behavior chains: 

 Forward Chaining: Teaching begins with the first step. Once mastered, the learner 

progresses to the next step, always starting from the beginning. 

 Backward Chaining: Teaching begins with the last step. The instructor completes all prior 

steps, allowing the learner to perform the final action and contact the terminal 

reinforcer directly. 

 Total Task Chaining: The learner attempts every step in the sequence each session, with 

prompts and reinforcement provided where needed. 

The choice of chaining method depends on the learner’s skills, the complexity of the task, and 

the motivational value of the terminal reinforcer. 

 

Integrating Chaining with Prompting, Fading, and Shaping 

 

Chaining does not exist in isolation. It is intimately connected to other instructional strategies:  

 Prompting: Used to guide the learner through each step initially.  

 Fading: Gradually reducing the prompts to transfer control to the natural SD present at 

each link.  

 Shaping: Occasionally needed within a step if the required behavior is not in the 

learner’s repertoire. For example, if a learner cannot pour water without spilling,  

 



 
 

shaping may be used to gradually improve motor control within that single step before 

integrating it fully into the chain. 

 

Stimulus Control and the Goal of Instruction 

Chaining ensures that the learner does not just memorize isolated steps but responds 

appropriately to the SDs embedded within the chain. This aligns with the broader goal of 

instruction in ABA and PBS: to establish behaviors that are under natural stimulus control, 

influenced by appropriate motivating operations, and maintained by naturally occurring 

reinforcement. 

Vignettes: Teaching Life Skills and Academic Foundations 

The following examples illustrate how chaining and task analysis can be applied to teach diverse 

skills, combining prompting, fading, and shaping, and ensuring that stimulus control transfers to 

natural cues and motivating operations relevant to the learner.  

Learning to Write the Letter A 

A teacher uses a task analysis to teach a young child to write the uppercase letter A. The task 

analysis includes:  

1. Start at the top point.  

2. Draw a diagonal line down to the left.  

3. Return to the top point.  

4. Draw a diagonal line down to the right.  

5. Draw a horizontal line connecting the two diagonal lines. 



 
 

Using total task chaining, the teacher prompts the child through each step with hand-over-hand 

assistance initially. As the child gains proficiency, the teacher fades physical prompts to gestural 

and verbal cues. If the child struggles with the diagonal lines, the teacher applies shaping to 

gradually improve the angle and straightness before continuing with the full sequence. 

 

Brushing Teeth 

 In a supported living setting, Maria is learning to brush her teeth independently. A task analysis 

breaks down the steps:  

1. Pick up toothbrush.  

2. Apply toothpaste.  

3. Turn on water.  

4. Wet toothbrush.  

5. Brush upper teeth.  

6. Brush lower teeth.  

7. Spit into sink.  

8. Rinse mouth.  

9. Rinse toothbrush.  

10. Turn off water. 

 

 



 
 

Backward chaining is used because the terminal reinforcer - a clean mouth and praise from staff 

- is motivating. Staff complete all steps except rinsing the mouth, which Maria performs first. As 

she masters each subsequent step, the chain is built backwards until she completes the entire 

routine independently. 

Learning a Data Entry Task:  

Priya, a new administrative assistant, is learning to complete a data entry task accurately and 

efficiently. The task analysis includes: 

1. Open the data entry software. 

2. Log in with username and password. 

3. Select the correct data form. 

4. Read the source document. 

5. Input customer name. 

6. Input customer address. 

7. Input customer phone number. 

8. Verify all fields are correct. 

9. Save the entry. 

10. Log out of the system. 

Forward chaining is used, starting with opening the software and logging in. Priya receives 

visual and verbal prompts from a colleague for the initial steps. As her proficiency improves, 

prompts are faded and reinforcement shifts from immediate feedback to the natural reinforcer 

of job competence, efficiency, and positive feedback from supervisors. 



 
 

 

Making a Sandwich 

Sasha, a teenager with an intellectual disability, is learning to make a sandwich. The task 

analysis includes: 

1. Gather ingredients. 

2. Lay out two slices of bread. 

3. Spread butter. 

4. Add cheese. 

5. Add ham. 

6. Place bread slices together. 

7. Cut sandwich. 

Using total task chaining, Sasha attempts all steps with gestural prompts and verbal cues. Her 

support staff use total task chaining, because when they probed the task with Sasha, she could 

already carry out several steps independently. Prompt fading ensures she gains independence 

at each step. Shaping is used to help her spread butter evenly before integrating that skill 

smoothly into the full chain. 

Ethical and Practical Considerations 

It is also important to recognize that learners may develop their own ways of performing tasks 

that differ from the prescribed task analysis. As long as their method is functional and effective 

for them, rigid adherence to a set sequence may be unnecessary. Practitioners should remain 

flexible and prioritize the learner’s autonomy, preferences, and natural style of task 

completion. 



 
 

Chaining should always be tailored to the learner’s personal goals, preferences, and cultural 

context. The aim is not mere compliance or rigid performance but the acquisition of skills that 

increase independence, dignity, and quality of life. 

Additionally, some learners may benefit from prosthetic supports within a chain (e.g., visual 

aids, checklists). These supports should be faded if appropriate but may remain if they serve a 

functional purpose without reducing autonomy. 

Conclusion 

Chaining, supported by a thoughtful task analysis, allows practitioners to teach complex skills 

systematically and effectively. When combined with prompting, fading, shaping, and an 

understanding of stimulus control, chaining is a powerful tool for helping learners achieve 

greater autonomy, competence, and participation in their chosen communities and activities. 


