
multiple stimulus preference assessment

Multiple Stimulus Preference Assessment is a widely utilized technique in the field of behavior analysis,
particularly when identifying the preferences of individuals with developmental disabilities or other
behavioral challenges. This assessment method aims to discover which stimuli, such as toys, activities, or
food items, are most appealing to the individual. By understanding these preferences, practitioners can
develop effective interventions, enhance motivation, and promote positive behaviors. This article delves
into the definition, types, procedures, advantages, and implications of multiple stimulus preference
assessments.

Understanding Multiple Stimulus Preference Assessment

Multiple stimulus preference assessments are systematic procedures designed to evaluate an individual's
preferences among various stimuli. These assessments typically involve presenting several items
simultaneously and observing the individual’s selections. The results help inform decisions about which
items to incorporate into behavior interventions, reinforcement strategies, or educational programs.

Types of Multiple Stimulus Preference Assessments

There are two primary types of multiple stimulus preference assessments:

1. Multiple Stimulus Without Replacement (MSWO): In this method, multiple items are presented at once.
Once an individual selects an item, that item is removed from the array, and the remaining items are
presented again for selection. This process continues until all items have been chosen or the individual no
longer shows interest in the remaining items.

2. Multiple Stimulus With Replacement (MSW): This procedure is similar to MSWO but differs in that the
selected item is returned to the array after selection. This allows the individual to choose the same item
multiple times. This type of assessment can provide additional insight into the strength of preferences.

Procedure for Conducting Multiple Stimulus Preference
Assessments

Conducting a multiple stimulus preference assessment involves several key steps:

1. Selecting Stimuli: Choose a diverse array of items that are likely to be of interest to the individual. This



may include toys, food items, activities, or sensory objects. It is essential to ensure that the variety reflects
the individual's preferences and interests.

2. Preparing the Environment: Create a comfortable and distraction-free environment where the
assessment can take place. This setting should allow the individual to focus on the stimuli being presented.

3. Presenting Stimuli: For MSWO, present all selected items in a single array. For MSW, present the items
in the same manner but ensure that the selected item is returned to the array after each choice.

4. Observing Selections: Carefully observe the individual’s selections and record the order in which items
are chosen. This data will help determine the strength of the individual’s preferences.

5. Repeating the Assessment: To ensure reliability, repeat the assessment multiple times. This repetition
can help confirm the consistency of the results and provide a more accurate picture of preferences.

Advantages of Multiple Stimulus Preference Assessments

Multiple stimulus preference assessments offer several benefits:

1. Efficiency: These assessments can be conducted relatively quickly, allowing practitioners to gather data
on preferences in a short timeframe.

2. Comprehensive Data Collection: By presenting multiple items at once, practitioners can gather a broad
range of information about an individual's interests.

3. Flexibility: This method can be adapted to suit various populations and settings, making it a versatile tool
for behavior analysts and educators.

4. Enhanced Engagement: The interactive nature of the assessment can engage individuals more than other
preference assessment methods, potentially increasing motivation and participation.

5. Identification of Hierarchical Preferences: Multiple stimulus assessments can help identify not only
which items an individual prefers, but also the strength of that preference, allowing for better decisions
regarding reinforcement strategies.

Considerations and Challenges

While multiple stimulus preference assessments provide valuable insights, several considerations and
challenges should be acknowledged:



1. Individual Differences: Preferences can vary widely among individuals. Factors such as mood, context,
and recent experiences may influence choices. Therefore, it is crucial to consider these variables when
interpreting results.

2. Overstimulation: Presenting too many items at once may overwhelm some individuals, leading to
indecision or avoidance. It may be necessary to limit the number of items presented based on individual
needs.

3. Limited Scope: While multiple stimulus assessments can identify preferences among selected items, they
do not account for potential preferences outside the chosen stimuli. It is essential to supplement these
assessments with other methods to gain a comprehensive understanding of preferences.

4. Cultural Relevance: Items selected for assessment should be culturally appropriate and relevant to the
individual’s background. This consideration ensures that the assessment reflects genuine preferences rather
than imposed values.

Applications of Multiple Stimulus Preference Assessments

The findings from multiple stimulus preference assessments can be applied in various contexts:

1. Behavior Intervention Plans: Identifying preferred items can help practitioners develop effective
reinforcement strategies for behavior modification.

2. Educational Settings: Educators can utilize preferred activities or items to enhance engagement and
motivation in learning environments, particularly for students with special needs.

3. Caregiver and Staff Training: Training caregivers and staff on the importance of preferences can lead to
improved interactions and support for individuals in their care.

4. Therapeutic Settings: In therapeutic contexts, understanding preferences can inform the selection of
activities and interventions that resonate with individuals, promoting more effective treatment outcomes.

Conclusion

Multiple stimulus preference assessments are essential tools in the field of behavior analysis, providing
valuable insights into individual preferences. By systematically evaluating the choices individuals make
among various stimuli, practitioners can tailor interventions, enhance motivation, and improve overall
outcomes for individuals with diverse needs. While challenges and considerations exist, the advantages of
using this method are significant, ensuring its continued relevance in designing effective behavior support



strategies. Ultimately, understanding and respecting individual preferences is crucial in fostering positive
behavior change and enhancing the quality of life for those we serve.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a multiple stimulus preference assessment?
A multiple stimulus preference assessment is a behavioral assessment method used to identify an
individual's preferences for various stimuli, typically in the context of reinforcement and motivation. It
presents multiple items simultaneously and observes choices to determine preferred items.

How does a multiple stimulus preference assessment differ from a single
stimulus assessment?
Unlike a single stimulus assessment, which presents one item at a time to gauge a person's interest, a
multiple stimulus preference assessment allows for the presentation of several items at once. This approach
can provide a more comprehensive understanding of preferences and can be more time-efficient.

What are the key steps in conducting a multiple stimulus preference
assessment?
Key steps include selecting a range of stimuli that may be appealing to the individual, presenting them in
an array, allowing the individual to choose items, and recording the choices made to identify preferred
items based on frequency of selection.

What populations can benefit from a multiple stimulus preference
assessment?
Multiple stimulus preference assessments are beneficial for various populations, including individuals with
developmental disabilities, autism spectrum disorders, and those in therapeutic settings, as they help to
identify effective reinforcers for behavior modification.

Can the results of a multiple stimulus preference assessment change over
time?
Yes, the results can change over time as preferences may evolve due to factors such as age, experiences,
and environmental changes. It is recommended to conduct these assessments periodically to ensure the
identified preferences remain relevant and effective.
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