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Data collection is a fundamental part of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA). Prior to implementing strategies to increase appropriate 
behaviour, or decrease inappropriate behaviour, data will indicate the severity of a behavioural concern, as well as give some context to 
the behaviour. In addition, data collection can guide in how best to intervene with a behaviour, and indicate whether the interventions 
are effective (Miltenberger, 2008). 
 
The data collection system utilized is based upon what information is needed for the type of behaviour being exhibited, and what 
change is desired (Alberto and Troutman, 2009). For example, teaching new skills will require a different tracking system than a 
behaviour reduction program. Observational recording systems, outlined below, focus on recording information while a behaviour is 
occurring. An overview of permanent product will also be provided. Note that prior to collecting data using any of the following 
methods, the behaviour being targeted is clearly defined to ensure that any person observing can determine whether the behaviour is 
occurring. 
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Data Collection 

ABA in the Classroom 

“It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data“ 

    ~ Arthur Conan Doyle 

Data Collection Methods 

Frequency and Rate Recording methods are used to count the number of times a target behaviour occurs in a set observation 
period. To measure the frequency and/or rate, one counts each time the target behaviour is exhibited.  A behaviour being recorded 
using frequency and rate recording should have a clear beginning and end. 
 
Duration Recording documents the length of  time a target behaviour occurs. This can be done by noting the time when the target 
behaviour begins and ends.  
 
ABC (Antecedent-Behaviour-Consequence) data records environmental variables related to the target behaviour. In this data 
collection system, the observer notes what happened immediately prior to a behaviour (antecedent), the target behaviour, and the 
consequence(s) (what happened immediately after the behaviour). This data collection system lends information to identify triggers to 
a behaviour, as well as maintaining factors. 
 
Scatterplot Analysis is used to establish if there are patterns in the time of day when a target behaviour occurs, and can be used to 
determine an approximation of the frequency of a behaviour. As with interval recording, an observation period is divided into equal 
time intervals. As a behaviour is observed, the correlating interval box is coloured in to indicate the occurrence of the target 
behaviour.  
 
Per Opportunity Recording measures how often a target behaviour occurs when the student is given the opportunity to perform 
the target behaviour.  
 
Latency Recording documents the time it takes a student to begin performing the target behaviour following a instruction. 
 
Interval Recording provides an approximation of how often a target behaviour occurs, rather than counting each occurrence of the 
target behaviour. Interval recording involves dividing the observation period into equal time intervals. Intervals can vary in length; 
however, the shorter the interval, the more accurate the data.  
 
Time Sampling is a variation of interval recording. An observation period is divided into equal intervals (5, 10 or 15 minutes), in 
which the student is only observed for a short amount of time (e.g. 30 seconds) per interval to determine if the target behaviour 
occurs, and recorded based on the observation in that time. 
 
Permanent product recording uses tangible items, or environmental effects, to establish the outcome of a target behaviour.  
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Choosing a Data Collection System 

Various data collection systems exist, each for collecting a specific set of information. The following chart outlines information 

that an observer would seek, when to use each system (based on the occurrence of the behaviours), and correlates these with 

which data collection system(s) would be most appropriate.  

 
 

Information Being Sought Data Collection Method 

How many times does the behaviour occur? Frequency/Rate 
ABC 

How long does the behaviour last? Duration 

How long does it take the student to start engaging in a behaviour when 
given the opportunity? 

Latency 

How often does the student engage in a behaviour when given the 
opportunity? 

Per Opportunity 

What is happening when the behaviour occurs? ABC 

When in the day does the behaviour occur? Scatterplot 

Approximately how often does the behaviour occur? Interval 
Time Sampling 

When to Use Each System Data Collection Method 

Behaviour does not occur that often Frequency/Rate 
ABC 

Behaviour is easy to count and the length of the observation period is 
consistent day to day 

Frequency/Rate 
ABC 

The behaviour occurs for long periods of time, the beginning and end are 
easily observed, and it does not occur often 

Duration 

The behaviour occurs constantly Interval 
Scatterplot 
Time Sampling 

The behaviour occurs at a high frequency and is short in duration Interval 
Scatterplot 
Time sampling 

The observer needs to record multiple behaviours and/or multiple 
students at the same time 

Time sampling 

Documentation is needed for a specific intervention (e.g. token economy) Permanent product 

Extra data is needed to support the primary method of data collection Permanent product 
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