Reinforcer Preference Assessments (RPAs)
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Two of the most commonly used RPAs are: the multiple-stimulus-without-replacement (MSWO) method (DeLeon & Iwata, 1996) and the paired stimulus method (Fisher et al., 1992).  With the multiple-stimulus format (MSWO), a number of items (e.g., seven) are presented simultaneously during the first trail, and the participant is instructed to select one.  The participant is then allowed to play with (for about 30 s) or eat the item, depending on what it is.  In subsequent trials, remaining items (that is, the items not selected in previous trials), are rotated one position to the left or right, presented and the individual is again asked to select one.  This is continued until all items are selected or until no item is selected within 30 seconds.  This entire procedure is repeated five times.   If a participant selects several items simultaneously, Roscoe, Fisher, Glover and Volkert (2006) suggest that the client not be permitted access to those items (i.e., block the selection response),  the stimuli then are rotated, and the trail started over.  Following completion of the assessments, the stimuli are ranked by calculating the mean percentage of times they were selected.  This is accomplished by calculating the percentage of times each item was selected  in each MSWO and then calculating the mean for each.  Percentage selected is calculated by dividing the number of times an item was selected (1) by the trial in which the participant selected the item.  For example, if cookies were selected in the first trial the percentage selected would be 1/1 = 100%.  If peas were selected on the third trial, the percentage selected would be 1/3 = 33%. 

The paired stimulus method involves presenting only two items simultaneously.  The client is instructed to select one of the two.  If the selection occurs within a pre-set brief time period (e.g., 30 s), the client is allowed a brief time to play with or consume it. Again, various pairs are used in counterbalanced order until all items have been paired with one another.  If no selection occurs, the client is encouraged to sample each, and the trail is repeated.  If the client selects both items, or each one in rapid succession, the items are removed and the trail is reinitiated with those items (Rosco et al., 2006).  Percentage selected is calculated by dividing the number of times the item was selected by the number of times it was presented. Hint: the denominator is always one less than the number of items being assessed).  For example, if seven items were included in the assessment and the participant selected cookies six times, the percentage selected would be 6/6 = 100%.  If peas were selected once, the perce  ntage selected would be 1/6 = 17%.  

The stimuli are ranked according to percentage of trials that each item was selected and are usually depicted from highest to lowest  in a bar graph. Those with the highest rankings are selected as potential reinforcers.  
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