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Abstract We evaluated research productivity of several grad-
uate programs that provide Behavior Analyst Certification
Board (BACB)-approved course sequences in behavior anal-
ysis. Considering the faculty of BACB training programs as a
unit, in only about 50 %, programs have faculty combined to
publish ten or more total articles in our field’s primary empir-
ical journals. Among individual faculty members, a sizeable
number have not published an article in any of the field’s top
journals. To recognize major scholarly contributors, we pro-
vide top 10 lists of training programs and individual faculty
members. We conclude by discussing the importance of re-
search in an increasingly practice-driven marketplace.
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Behavior Analyst Certification Board

Applied behavior analysis (ABA) has grown substantially as a
discipline over the past 10 years (Dorsey et al. 2009). In 2011,
the Behavior Analysis Certification Board (BACB) reported
that there were over 7419 certified behavior analysts provid-
ing ABA services (BRecent Developments,^ n.d.). By 2013,
this number had reached 13,026 (Behavior Analysis Certifi-
cation 2013). Not surprisingly, increased demand for behavior
analytic services has been accompanied by an increase in uni-

versity programs providing the requisite training for individ-
uals to practice as board certified behavior analysts (BCBAs).
Currently, over 200 colleges and universities worldwide offer
an approved BACB course sequence (BAbout the BACB,^
n.d.) that allows graduates to sit for the certification examina-
tion following the completion of sufficient supervised
practice.

As the quantity of programs increases, so too does the need
for indices of quality that can distinguish among programs.
Consumers, who include prospective graduate students and
those who hire them upon graduation, have a right to know
who is being trained well, but unfortunately, there is no uni-
versally accepted metric of training in behavior analysis. In
certain other disciplines, rankingmetrics for training programs
exist and are freely available to prospective students, em-
ployers, and individual consumers. For example, each year,
U.S. News and World Report provides a ranking of psycholo-
gy graduate programs in the USA based on surveys completed
by peer institutions. These rankings have come under criticism
because they usually include little information about teaching
and other elements of programs that matter to students (e.g.,
availability of financial aid) and because they are susceptible
to bias resulting from incorrect information that has been in-
tentionally or unintentionally provided by an institution
(Altbach 2010). Nevertheless, a prospective student, employ-
er, or consumer needs only access these rankings to know that
universities like Stanford and Harvard have a reputation for
offering quality training for psychologists. Another website,
TopUniversities.com, exists for to provide information
and rankings for academic and applied programs across
several fields of study. A search for the field of “biol-
ogy,” for example, yields a description of the field and
a list of top programs using a rating metric based on
academic reputation, employer reputation, and citations
per article published by program faculty.
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Importantly, U.S. News and World Report and
TopUniversities.com do not provide rankings of behavior
analysis programs, and only limited alternative information
is available to consumers who may wish to assess the quality
of training provided by various programs.

One key source of information is BACB, which was
established in 1998 (BAbout the BACB,^ n.d.). The BACB
seeks to Bprotect consumers of behavior analysis services
worldwide by systematically establishing, promoting, and dis-
seminating professional standards^ (BAbout the BACB,^ n.d.,
para. 5). It does this in part by approving course sequences that
are deemed to adequately inform about core behavior analytic
practices. In addition, the certification board requires that stu-
dents who go on to become BCBAs have some supervised
experience delivering behavior analytic services, and it makes
public the percentage of each academic program’s students
who pass a certification examination, which covers many of
the field’s traditional content areas. Passing the examination is
required to become board certified. According to the BACB
(2013), the average pass rate across programs was 58 % in
2013, with a range from under 25 to 100 %.

Another source of information about quality is program
accreditation through the Association for Behavior Analysis
International (ABAI), which was established in 1974. ABAI is
the world’s largest behavior analysis membership organiza-
tion and accredits programs that Bsupport exemplary training
of behavior scientists and scientist practitioners^ (ABAI,
BGuidelines for the Accreditation and Reaccreditation of Pro-
grams in Behavior Analysis^, 2015). Whereas the BACB
emphasizes quality control of clinical practice and com-
petence, ABAI is concerned with the Bgrowth and vital-
ity of the science of behavior analysis through research,
education, and practice^ (“Guidelines for the Accredita-
tion and Reaccreditation of Programs in Behavior Anal-
ysis”). Its accreditation process considers a broader
range of factors than that of the BACB, including cur-
riculum, student progress through the program, employ-
ment success of graduates, and faculty curriculum vitae.
Twenty-four graduate programs have been accredited by
ABAI (BGuidelines^).

Endorsement by BACB or ABAI is informative in
that it indicates that a graduate program has met mini-
mal standards established by those bodies, and con-
sumers presumably will prefer training programs that
have been approved by an external body over ones that
have not. Yet this is a limited form of guidance because
details of BACB’s course-sequence reviews and ABAI
program reviews are not made public and neither body
ranks or otherwise publicly compares training opportu-
nities (except through BACB’s list of passing rates on
the BACB examination). Consumers may, therefore,
profit from additional means of evaluating and compar-
ing training opportunities.

Research Productivity as a Metric of Program
Quality

One potentially informative metric is the research productivity
of academic programs and the professors who work in them.
ABA is an example of what has been called a knowledge-
based industry Bin which the primary concern is knowledge
creation^ (Williamson and Cable 2003, p. 25). Although the
proximal goals of ABA involve changing socially important
behavior, seminal descriptions of the field, such as that by
Baer et al. (1968), clearly emphasize ABA’s grounding within
a technological, analytic, and conceptually systematic frame-
work in which Bknowledge creation^ is defined by empirical
research. Across many disciplines, it is recognized that the
competitiveness, reputation, and progress of a knowledge-
based industry depend on the ability of its workers to create
and disseminate quality research (Williamson and Cable
2003).

It should be obvious, then, that research is critical to ABA
as a source of new ideas, with service delivery often advanced
through a process of translation in which scientific insights are
harnessed to create clinical innovations. This process has
fueled many past advances in ABA (Mace and Critchfield
2010), and studies in other disciplines suggest that it is in fact
the most prolific engine of clinical innovation (see Critchfield
et al. 2015). A field like ABA thus requires workers who can
create new research, and a longitudinal study by Williamson
and Cable (2003) suggests that a professional’s research pro-
ductivity is strongly predicted by his or her pre-appointment
research productivity and by the research productivity and
academic placement of his or her academic mentor.

In a practical field like ABA, not all professionals will
conduct research, but a training program’s capacity to train
its students in research should nevertheless be of interest to
prospective students who hope to someday advance clinical
practice, or to employers who hope to hire graduates to do the
same. Clinicians who are research savvy are not bound to the
state of knowledge that exists at the time they leave graduate
school, because they can assimilate others’ innovations in
clinical science throughout a career. Moreover, research-
savvy clinicians may themselves innovate clinically by grasp-
ing the practical implications of scientific advances that others
have not yet thought to extend to the clinical realm
(Critchfield, et al. 2015). At issue is the means by which
clinicians become research savvy, and it is reasonable to as-
sume that graduate program faculty who are skilled in the
research process can help students develop the needed
expertise.

Exposure to research during graduate training may also
have a direct impact on the subsequent routine delivery of
behavior analysis services. Behavior analytic research and ap-
plication are tightly intertwined (Sidman 2011) in a scientist-
practitioner model whereby the interventionist must be data
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driven and scientific in hypothesis formation and clinically
effective in implementation. The strategies for evaluating an
intervention in practice are largely the same as those used in
evaluating research effects (i.e., single-subject experiments
with repeated measured based on direct observation; Bailey
and Burch 2002).

Overall, a variety of reasons exist to believe that exposure
to research is beneficial to future ABA practitioners, and fac-
ulty who conduct research are well positioned to provide this
exposure. Faculty research productivity thus may constitute
an important measure of training program quality. A form of
convergent validity for this assumption comes by reference to
other fields. Faculty research productivity has, for example,
been shown to be a major predictor of the academic ranking of
traditional psychology programs, and according to
TopUniversities.com rankings, the highest publishing psy-
chology graduate programs also receive the highest rankings
of satisfaction among employers of their graduates. We pro-
pose, therefore, that research productivity ought to be consid-
ered in the comparison of academic program in ABA.

To provide a starting point for a disciplinary conversation
about relative program quality on this dimension, we sought to
evaluate where ABA training programs currently stand with
respect to faculty research productivity. We determined the
number of publications in major behavior analytic journals
that were authored by faculty in ABA training programs in
the USA that have achieved approval by the BACB. To be
clear about the purpose of our analyses, we recognize that
research productivity is only one metric among many that
consumers may wish to consider when comparing programs
(other metrics include affordability, quality of teaching, stu-
dent access to fieldwork opportunities with expert supervi-
sion, student graduation rates, and postgraduation career suc-
cess). Although intelligent people are likely to disagree about
the relative importance of various quality metrics, it would be
unwise to ignore the role of research in supporting our
knowledge-based industry and its scientist-practitioner model.

Methods

Selection of Programs and Faculty

Analyses focused on graduate-level behavior analysis univer-
sity training programs located in the USA that offer a BACB-
approved course sequence. To ensure that the assessed pro-
grams were behavior analytic, rather than primarily based in
some other discipline and also offering BACB-approved
courses, several selection criteria were used. First, all pro-
grams that listed Bbehavior analysis^ or Bapplied behavior
analysis^ as their academic department on the BACB-
Approved Course Sequence webpage (http://bacb.com/
index.php?page=100358) were included in the analysis. If a

program was identified using this method, then all faculty
from that program or department were included. Second,
because several prominent behavior analysis programs are
within other academic departments, programs that were
included in the BACB Pass Rate Analysis (2013) were also
included in the present study. These programs were included
because there exists a precedent for using these programs in a
quality assessment metric. Finally, programs that were
accredited by ABAI prior to January 2015 were also included.
Including these programs allowed for a comparison of pro-
grams that were and were not ABAI accredited in terms of
research productivity. If programs were included in the study
based on the latter two criteria, then only faculty involved in
teaching or researching in behavior analysis were included
from those programs. As an additional source of control, pro-
grams were not included if the program webpage did not in-
dicate which faculty were involved in teaching or researching
in behavior analysis. Several of the programs that met the
search criterion above were embedded within other depart-
ments (e.g., psychology and education), and inclusion in the
study required that the faculty that are specifically involved in
behavior analytic teaching and research were publically avail-
able via the program webpage. Indicating faculty could have
involved either having a separate page for behavior analysis
faculty, indicating behavior analysis as a primary faculty re-
search interest, or somehow indicating faculty members’
BACB status (e.g., John Smith, BCBA-D). The data obtained
in this way were entered into a Microsoft Excel® database by
behavior analysis graduate students, who also coded whether
each program offered BACB-supervised experience hours or
was jointly accredited by ABAI.

Quantification of Research Productivity

To quantify research productivity, we conducted computer-
ized searches using the Google Scholar search engine
(https://scholar.google.com), which was selected after pilot
analyses suggested that it produced more comprehensive
results than the alternative tools Web of Science and
PsycINFO. We counted publications that appeared in
journals published by two major behavior analysis
publishers. The first was the Society for the Experimental
Analysis of Behavior, which publishes Journal of the
Experimental Analysis of Behavior (JEAB) and Journal of
Applied Behavior Analysis (JABA). The second was ABAI,
which publishes Behavior Analysis in Practice (BAP), The
Behavior Analyst (TBA), The Psychological Record (TPR),
and The Analysis of Verbal Behavior (AVB).

The name of each relevant faculty member, as it appeared
on a program web page, was entered, within parentheses, into
Google Scholar’s BReturn articles authored by:^ search box.
This approach ensured that Google Scholar searched for the
entirety of the name. For faculty with hyphenated last names,
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we also searched separately using each of the individual
surnames.

Each faculty member was searched in combination with all
target journal names, where target journals were input (e.g.,
BBehavior Analysis in Practice^) into the BReturn articled
published in:^ search box. Finally, all searches included all
available years of publication up to and including 2013 using
the BReturn articled dated between:^ search box. The total
number of published articles found for each faculty member
in each journal was then entered into the Excel database. In
cases of multiple authorship, each contributing author was
credited with one published article.

Interobserver reliability (IOR) was calculated across
41.7 % of faculty publication counts using two approaches
(via two independent coders using the methods described
above). We first calculated the proportion of database cells
with perfect matches (equivalent to trial-by-trial IOR); each
cell contained one faculty member’s publication count for a
target journal. Thus, for each faculty member, we assessed
perfect agreement (a binary assessment of perfect or imperfect
agreement) in each of the six cells representing each target
journal. The proportion of cells with perfect agreement was
.90. We then assessed partial agreement-within-faculty counts
(equivalent to partial agreement-within-intervals IOR) by di-
viding each faculty’s lowest total count of publication (across
all target journals) by the highest count, and averaged these
proportions across all faculty. The partial-agreement-within
faculty IOR was .82. For every cell featuring imperfect agree-
ment, we redetermined the publication data search methods
described above and replaced the initial values prior to data
analysis.

Results

A total of 353 faculty from 74 behavioral programs were
included in the study. The number of programs was lower than
the number of BCBA-approved course sequences because
programs located outside the USAwere omitted, and because
some programs offer multiple approved course sequences.
Table 1 lists programs that were included. A comprehensive
list of all faculty included in the analyses is not provided here,
but interested readers may consult individual program
websites for this information.

Below, we present three analyses. First, we determined the
total number of publications in each of the target behavior
analysis journals that were authored by faculty in a given
program. The purpose of this analysis was to identify the
journals to which faculty in ABA programs tend to publish
and to highlight programs whose faculty collectively have
made noteworthy research contributions. Second, we deter-
mined the total number of publications authored by individual
faculty members. The purpose of this analysis was to identify T
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normative trends in research productivity by individuals and
highlight individuals who have made noteworthy research
contributions. Third, we examined two possible correlates of
program-level research productivity, whether a program was
also ABAI accredited and whether it offered supervised field
experience that contributes to graduates’ eligibility to sit for
the BACB certification examination

Publications by Program

The mean number of faculty at each program was 4.7
(Mdn=4.0, SD=3.7), and the mean number of publica-
tions from each program, for all faculty combined, was
34.4 (Mdn=11.5, SD=54.3). Figure 1 displays a frequen-
cy distribution of publications per program faculty in
intervals of ten articles (0, 1–10, 11–20, etc.). There
was considerable variability in program-level research
productivity. For example, in nine programs (12.1 % of
the total), faculty were collectively responsible for 100 or
more total articles in the target behavior analysis
journals, whereas in roughly half of the programs, facul-
ty collectively published fewer than ten papers (N=36,
48.6 %). In 14 programs (18.9 %), faculty had published
no articles in the target journals.

Table 2 lists programs contributing the most publica-
tions in each target journal. Across all journals, the ten
most prolific programs accounted for 60.4 % of the
total publications.

There was a tendency for different programs to produce
articles frequently in different journals, which may say some-
thing about the type of research being conducted within those
programs, but for present purposes, we did not attempt to
examine article content. Table 3 shows that there were also
some program-level synchronicities across journals. In partic-
ular, program faculty who published frequently in BAP also
published frequently in JABA and TBA. Program faculty pub-
lishing frequently in TBA also published frequently in JEAB
and TPR. Table 3 displays details of correlations among
journals.

Publications by Individual Faculty Members

The mean number of publications authored by individual fac-
ulty members was 7.2 (Mdn=1.0, SD=15.6). Figure 2 dis-
plays a frequency distribution of number of publications
authored by individual faculty members, in intervals of five
articles (0, 1–5, 6–10, etc.). There was considerable variability
in individual faculty member productivity. Eight faculty mem-
bers (2.3 % of the total) each had published over 50 articles in
the target behavior analysis journals, whereas more than two
thirds of individual faculty had published between 0 and 5
articles in the target behavior analysis journals (N=249,
70.5 %), with slightly less than half responsible for no articles
in any of the target journals (N=147, 41.6 %).

Table 4 lists the ten most prolific faculty members for each
of the target behavior analysis journals. Across all journals,
these individuals accounted for 29 % of the total articles, al-
though there was a tendency for individual faculty to special-
ize in specific journals rather than publish frequently in sev-
eral journals. Table 5 shows that there were some moderate
correlations in article counts across journals. For example, top
publishing faculty members in BAP also tended to be among
the top publishers in JABA; top publishers in TBA also were
among the top publishers in JEAB and TPR.

Accreditation and Publications

Figure 3 compares the mean number of publications in target
journals authored by the faculty of programs offering BACB-
supervised field experience hours and those that do not. Fac-
ulty of programs that offer BACB-supervised field experience
published fewer articles on average (N=52, M=29.2, Mdn=
11.5, SD=44.0) than faculty of programs that do not (N=22,
M=46.7, Mdn=11.0, SD=73.0); however, the difference
failed to show significance (t (72)=1.27, p=.20).

Figure 4 displays the mean number of publications by fac-
ulty of programs that are ABAI accredited and programs that
are not. Faculty of accredited programs published significant-
ly more articles (N=21, M=81.2, Mdn=60, SD=67.1) than

Fig. 1 Histogram showing the
distribution across behavior
analysis programs (X) in the
number of publications in major
behavior analytic journals (Y)
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faculty of nonaccredited programs (N=53, M=15.8, Mdn=5,
SD=34.2) according to an independent samples t test (t (59)=
5.53, p<.001).

Discussion

In comparing graduate training programs, a critical feature of
any proposed quality metric is that it distinguishes among
programs. Our analyses show that research productivity, mea-
sured via counts of articles published in selected behavior
analysis journals, clearly does this: There is a great deal of
variation in the productivity of program faculty collectively
and of individual program faculty members. For consumers
who wish to determine which training programs offer a strong
research culture, productivity measured in this way may be a
useful place to start.

Although we maintain that a program’s research culture
matters, the present analysis cannot speak to how much it
matters. We are aware of no objective means by which to
decide how much a program’s research culture should be val-
ued relative to other considerations such as cost, teaching
quality, and the success of graduate in obtaining desirable
employment. All that can be asserted based on the present

analyses is that the faculty of different programs appear to
be differentially engaged in the process of “knowledge crea-
tion” that sustains a knowledge-based industry like ABA. It is
reasonable to infer that the quality of research-related training
that a student can expect to receive covaries with faculty re-
search engagement. To the extent that this is true, programs
with high research productivity may be judged as Bbetter,^
along this one important dimension, than programs with lower
research productivity.

We hope that the data presented here will promote a
thoughtful discussion among behavior analysts about the
proper role of research training for future practitioners, as well
as about the best ways of quantifying the research culture in
training programs. In the latter case, it may well be possible to
improve upon our analyses. For example, we quantified the
productivity of individual faculty members in terms of cumu-
lative career publication records. This approach is suitable for
faculty members who spend all or most of their career at a
single institution, but possibly not for those who move be-
tween institutions. Imagine, for example, a faculty member
who has just begun working at University A after several
years of working at University B. In our analyses, this per-
son’s publication record while at University B would count
within University A’s data. Moreover, our data reflect career
accomplishments rather than snapshots of current research
productivity. A faculty member who was productive in early
career, but has recently ceased doing research, would be
portrayed favorably in our results (similarly, an individual
who has only recently become productive in research, perhaps
after moving to an academic position from a purely clinical
appointment, would be portrayed unfavorably). Such mea-
surement ambiguities will need to be resolved before research
productivity can be considered a reliable measure of program
quality.

The preliminary nature of our data limits the conclusions
that may be drawn from them, but we can illustrate some of
the types of issues that such data can bring into focus. For
example, once training programs are objectively distinguished
in terms of research productivity, it is possible to debate the

Table 3 Correlation matrix of publications by programs across major
behavior analytic journals

Total JABA JEAB TBA BAP TPR AVB

Total 1

JABA .892a 1

JEAB .631a .302a 1

TBA .716a .428a .592a 1

BAP .733a .666a .306a .696a 1

TPR .492a .210 .338a .534a .324b 1

AVB .459a .239b .360a .410a .193 .577a 1

a Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
b Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

Fig. 2 Histogram showing the
distribution across behavior
analysis faculty (X) in the number
of publications in major behavior
analytic journals (Y)
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degree to which this information should affect program ap-
proval by external bodies. Our data, combined with the BACB
and ABAI mission statements mentioned in the Introduction,
suggest that research productivity is weighted more heavily in
ABAI program accreditation than in BACB course-sequence
approval. Whether this is a desirable state of affairs can be the
topic of an interesting discussion.

The program-level variability in research productivity that
we described raises questions about how the culture of our
scientist-practitioner field may be affected by the inclusion
of individuals who graduated from programs that provide rel-
atively little research emphasis. Our data suggest that students
in many BACB-approved course sequences will not be taught
by faculty members who actively engage in behavior analytic
research. It is, however, a matter of possible contention wheth-
er it is necessary for each ABA professional to embody the
Bscientist^ in the scientist-practitioner model, and if so, to
what degree.
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Fig. 3 The mean number of publications across programs that offer
BACB experience hours and programs that do not. Error bars represent
a 95 % confidence interval

Table 5 Correlation matrix of publications by programs across major
behavior analytic journals

Total JABA JEAB TBA BAP TPR AVB

Total 1

JABA .810a 1

JEAB .521a .024 1

TBA .575a .163a .453a 1

BAP .391a .413a .017 .115b 1

TPR .442a .074 .286a .499a .093 1

AVB .324a .038 .305a .348a .065 .317a 1

a Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
b Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
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It is also possible, of course, to debate what is implied and
desired when discussing a program’s Bresearch emphasis.^ A
student may learn about developed skills for critically evalu-
ating research without necessarily conducting research, and
our analyses emphasized the amount of publishable research
that program faculty have been conducting, which can be
different from what students in a program can expect to learn
about research. Related to this concern is the reality that active
researchers are not necessarily the best teachers. From our
own experiences, we are aware of accomplished researchers
who devoted too little effort to the teaching process, or who
were unable to connect their specialized expertise to the edu-
cational needs of students. This raises the possibility that
tradeoffs could exist between program research emphasis
and other desirable features. Another example is that we found
possible evidence that faculty in programs offer supervised
practical experience to publish less than faculty in programs
that do not.Why this may be the case is impossible to deduce
from our data. Do the demands of supervision interfere with
conducting research? Do faculty who conduct research tend to
shy away from providing field supervision? The present anal-
yses cannot answer such questions, but they are important
questions to pose, because they begin an important process
of better defining the contributions to practitioner training that
active researchers are expected to make.

To summarize, the current data are presented not to serve as
the final word on research productivity and its disparity across
BACB training programs, but rather as a starting point for
critical discussions in our field. The landscape of behavior
analysis is dynamic, with increasing demand for qualified
practitioners and new training programs coming online every
year. Although the Bknowledge creation^mission of behavior
analysis continues to be met with new research, our data

suggest that a large proportion of new research is being pro-
duced by a relatively small number of faculty members, which
results in an unsettlingly large proportion of new practitioners
being trained by faculty with little or no research track record.
The conjunction of these factors raises thorny questions about
the path that lies ahead for our field. For now, we can only
identify a stark disconnect: To appreciate and understand re-
search, clinicians in training require immersion in a research
culture that many ABA graduate training programs currently
do not possess. Now is an appropriate time for the behavior
analysis community to begin a general dialog on the factors
that define high-quality training programs, and a specific dis-
cussion of the role of research training in the development of
future practitioners.
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