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Why the change of name?

• Moving away from language 
that implies intent

• Reflects objective 
measurement, rather  than 
subjective interpretation of 
behaviour



Why do we need a new scale?

Lack of data across the sector about behavioural outburst 
incidents, their outcomes, and their correlates.

How do we evaluate impact of interventions and training  
without data?

Existing scales are often limited in their scope and use.

Most use a risk assessment model for the person with 
disability, rather than external factors. ( Dispositional rather 
than environmental focus.) 

Not always appropriate for intellectual disability – focus on 
intention rather than behaviour. (Conclusionary)



Data desert or data vault?

• Case notes = data

• No standard way of 
categorizing or analysing
the data



Purpose of the Scale of Severity 
(SOS)

1. Allow retrospective categorisation of case notes 
for externally and self-directed behaviours and 
injury outcomes

2. Categorisation links to severity rankings

3. Understanding what is happening within an 
incident and across time allows consideration of 
all contributing factors

4. Measure of Episodic Severity (LaVigna et al 2022) and 
Intensity (NDIS BSP Template)

5. A consistent measurement tool  to support 
research

LaVigna, G. W., Hughes, E. C., Potter, G., Spicer, M., Hume, L., Willis, T. J., & Huerta, E. (2022). Needed independent and dependent variables in 
multi-element behavior support plans addressing severe behavior problems. Perspectives on Behavior Science, 45(2), 421–444. 



What does the SOS do?

A behavioural outburst - an incident in which 
potentially dangerous or damaging behaviour was 
directed at self, others, or the environment/property.

The SOS 

• Captures what is happening within an incident.

• Allows consideration of endless other variables that 
may be associated with the incident.

• Is an objective measure, is applied retrospectively
to case notes, and can be used by lay-persons.

• Resulting data can be analysed across a single 
episode, or across multiple episodes or time frames.
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Crates and Spicer (2016) 
created a severity scale to 
evaluate the relationship 
between momentary 
effect and strategy use 
within an outburst 
incident.

International Journal of Positive Behaviour Support (2016)

Steps to a new scale



Steps to a new scale



Creating a New Scale



Creating a new scale: Phase 1

Kylie seemed sad and so I went 
to sit next to her on the sofa to 
see if she was OK. As I was 
beginning to sit, she tried to hit 
me with the back of her hand, 
but she missed. I moved away 
and told her I would check on 
her again shortly and that she 
could just tell me if she wanted 
me to leave. 2 - Attempted 
contact with self or others, 
Attempted contact or physical 
contact that leaves no marks



Creating a new scale: 
Phase 2

Developed three subscales instead of 
one overall scale (Phase 1)

• Externally-directed behaviours (people or 
property)

• Self-directed behaviours

• Injury outcomes



Creating a new scale: Phase 2

Externally-directed behaviour subscale



Creating a new scale: Phase 2

Self-directed behaviour subscale



Creating a new scale: Phase 2

Injury/Outcomes subscale



Phase 2 results

Participants (N=240) could accurately categorise items in:

• All examples of externally-directed behaviours.

• All examples of self-directed behaviours, except head-hitting/head 
banging which fell below the 80% accuracy threshold (63%)

• All injury outcomes, except any injury requiring first aid only (60%), 
and any injury that requires 2 or more treatment sessions (70%)

The three subscale items that fall below threshold will be retested with 
new instructions for clarity



Analysing case note data using SOS

1. Categorically

2. Severity

Externally-directed behaviours



SOS progress summary

Completed
• Phase 1 – Combined behaviours and 

outcomes (10 point scale). Tested on 
practitioners and non-practitioners.  
Accuracy did not meet threshold.  
Practitioners and non-practitioners 
performed similarly.

• Phase 2 – Split to create three subscales 
(externally- and self-directed behaviours, 
injury outcomes). Tested on non-
practitioners.

Next
• Phase 3 – Consensus on order of severity of 

the categories.



Applications
Uses for the  Scale of Severity:

• Retrospectively coding case notes for externally-
and self-directed behaviours and injuries

• Across a short timeline (assessment), and across 
longer timelines (monitoring).

• Consider the associations between this data and 
environmental factors.

• A measure of Episodic Severity

• Used in analysis of ‘intensity, duration, 
consequences’ for Functional Assessment and 
Support Plan Implementation. 

• Research

Caution needed:
• All relationships are to be treated as correlations

not causally. 

• Look for patterns of results.  



Questions or Comments?

Contact Dr Glenys Holt   

gholt@arcdw.com.au

Or Nicola Crates

ncrates@possability.com.au

mailto:gholt@arcdw.com.au

