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BEHAVIORAL INCIDENT

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Behavioral Psychology, Organizational Psychology, Clinical

Assessment

1. Core Definition and Conceptual Framework

The term behavioral incident refers to a single, discrete, and observable unit of behavior that

possesses a clearly defined beginning and end. This conceptual unit serves as the fundamental

building block for analyzing more complex behavioral patterns, sequences, or chains. In behavioral

science, precision is paramount; therefore, an incident must be described in operational terms,

ensuring that it is measurable and verifiable by independent observers. It is distinct from

generalized traits or states, focusing instead on a specific action occurring at a specific time and

location.

The significance of defining behavior in terms of discrete incidents stems from the methodological

requirements of experimental and applied behavior analysis. By segmenting continuous streams of

activity into manageable events, researchers and clinicians can apply objective measurement

techniques, such as frequency counts, duration recordings, or interval recording. This focus on the

specific incident allows for the identification of immediate antecedents (A) and consequences (C)

that maintain or modify the behavior (B), forming the basis of the functional assessment

framework.

Although an incident is inherently singular, it rarely occurs in isolation. It is typically understood as

one component within a larger behavioral sequence. For instance, the sequence of "preparing a

cup of tea" is composed of numerous individual incidents: picking up the kettle, filling it with water,

pressing the power switch, and so forth. Analyzing these incidents sequentially helps map the

entire behavioral chain, revealing points where intervention or training might be necessary,

particularly when addressing complex skills or routines.

2. Relationship to Behavioral Sequences and Chains

A behavioral sequence is a chronological series of related behavioral incidents that, when linked

together, accomplish a functional outcome. Understanding the structure and fluidity of these

sequences is central to behavioral intervention, especially in areas like skill acquisition and habit

formation. Unlike random occurrences, incidents within a sequence are often interdependent; the

successful completion of one incident serves as a cue (or discriminative stimulus) for the initiation

of the next incident in the chain.

The concept of behavioral chaining describes how these incidents are formally connected

through learning principles, particularly operant conditioning. In a behavioral chain, the
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consequence of completing the first step acts as the reinforcer for that step and simultaneously as

the antecedent for the next step. This continuous flow highlights why defining the clear boundaries

of a single behavioral incident is critical--it allows the analyst to pinpoint exactly where

reinforcement is occurring or where a breakdown in the sequence may be happening.

From a clinical perspective, analyzing sequences helps differentiate between isolated errors and

systemic issues. For example, in a person with developmental difficulties attempting a complex

task, a therapeutic intervention would not target the entire task but rather the specific behavioral

incident (e.g., forgetting to use the correct tool) that repeatedly causes the chain to fail. This

targeted approach is only possible because the incident has been clearly identified, delimited, and

separated from the surrounding, intact behaviors.

3. Application in the Critical Incident Technique (CIT)

One of the most powerful and structured applications of the behavioral incident concept is found

within the Critical Incident Technique (CIT). Developed by psychologist John C. Flanagan in the

1950s, CIT is a systematic procedure used to collect direct observations of human behavior that

have special significance and meet certain defined criteria. These criteria usually relate to whether

the behavior was particularly effective or notably ineffective in achieving a specific purpose.

In CIT, researchers or analysts gather detailed descriptions of specific critical incidents from

knowledgeable observers. The definition of a critical incident is fundamentally the same as a

behavioral incident--it must be an observable, specific action with clear start and end points--but

with the added layer of being "critical," meaning it significantly influenced the outcome (positive or

negative) of a situation. The rigorous collection of these incidents provides rich, qualitative data

that can be categorized and quantified.

The technique is extensively employed in organizational psychology and human factors

engineering. For instance, CIT is used to define job requirements, assess performance metrics,

identify training needs, or evaluate the usability of equipment. By focusing on verifiable, observed

behavioral incidents rather than subjective opinions, CIT provides a robust, evidence-based

foundation for making organizational decisions. The success of CIT underscores the utility of

treating discrete actions as meaningful data points.

4. Key Characteristics of a Valid Behavioral Incident

For an observation to be considered a valid behavioral incident in a research or clinical context, it

must exhibit several defining characteristics that ensure reliability and objectivity:

Observability: The behavior must be external and detectable by an independent observer.

Internal states (thoughts, feelings, motivations) are not incidents unless they are manifested
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through observable behaviors (e.g., "verbalizing anxiety" is observable; "feeling anxious" is not).

Specificity and Delimitation: The incident must be described in precise terms, avoiding

generalizations. Crucially, it must have clear temporal boundaries--a definite point where the

behavior began and a definite point where it ceased, allowing for accurate measurement of

duration and frequency.

Functionality: The incident must have a functional relationship to the environment or to the

subsequent steps in a behavioral sequence. It must serve a purpose, whether that purpose is

adaptive, maladaptive, or simply routine maintenance.

Context Dependence: A valid incident description includes the context (antecedent conditions)

under which it occurred. Knowing the setting, the preceding events, and the presence of others is

essential for accurately interpreting the function and meaning of the observed behavior.

5. Methodological Applications in Research and Assessment

The methodical capture of behavioral incidents is the cornerstone of various assessment and

intervention strategies. In clinical psychology, specifically within functional behavior assessment

(FBA), incident recording is mandatory. Clinicians utilize tools like ABC data sheets (Antecedent-

Behavior-Consequence) to systematically record when a specific incident occurs, what

immediately preceded it, and what occurred immediately afterward. This detailed, incident-based

data collection is far superior to anecdotal reports because it objectively reveals functional

relationships.

In organizational settings, the documentation of incidents forms the basis for legally defensible

performance appraisals. Instead of relying on vague ratings of "attitude" or "effort," performance

reviews built on documented behavioral incidents (both positive and negative) provide concrete

evidence of job proficiency or deficiency. This approach minimizes rater bias and increases the

fairness and transparency of evaluation processes.

Furthermore, technological advances in continuous monitoring and wearable sensors are

increasingly allowing for the automated collection of behavioral incidents, particularly concerning

movement, speech patterns, and physiological responses. While these technologies increase the

volume of data, the underlying analytical principle remains the same: segmenting the continuous

stream of activity into discrete, measurable incidents for meaningful analysis. This intersection of

behavioral science and big data relies fundamentally on the clarity of the initial behavioral unit

definition.

6. Implications of Valence and Connotation
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The term "incident" often carries a negative connotation in common usage, implying an error,

deviation, or problematic event (e.g., a traffic incident, a security incident, or a disciplinary

incident). This linguistic bias can sometimes obscure the neutral scientific definition of a

behavioral incident within academic discourse.

Scientifically, a behavioral incident is valence-neutral; it is merely an event that happens. A person

successfully tying their shoelaces is a behavioral incident, just as tripping and falling is. The critical

distinction lies in the outcome or consequence of that action. When using the Critical Incident

Technique, analysts deliberately seek incidents that demonstrate either highly effective (positive)

behavior or highly ineffective (negative) behavior, as both types are equally informative for

research purposes.

It is important for researchers and practitioners to maintain this strict, neutral definition. Focusing

exclusively on negative incidents can lead to an incomplete picture of an individual's repertoire or

an organization's performance. A comprehensive behavioral analysis must document routine and

successful behaviors (positive or neutral incidents) alongside problematic ones to establish a true

baseline of typical functioning and identify the environmental conditions that support adaptive

behavior.

7. Challenges in Observation and Reporting

Despite the emphasis on objectivity, the accurate identification and reporting of behavioral

incidents present several methodological challenges. A primary difficulty is observer drift, where

the criteria used by the observer to define the start or end of an incident gradually shift over time,

compromising the reliability of the data.

Another significant challenge involves recall bias, particularly when using retrospective methods

like interviews for the Critical Incident Technique. Individuals tend to remember highly salient,

emotionally charged, or recent incidents more readily, leading to potential distortion or

underrepresentation of routine, yet equally important, behaviors. To mitigate this, practitioners are

trained to probe for specific details--who, what, when, and where--to reconstruct the incident with

maximum fidelity.

Furthermore, defining the boundary between two related incidents can be difficult in behaviors that

flow seamlessly. For example, is "reaching for the cup" a separate incident from "grasping the

cup," or are they subcomponents of the larger incident "picking up the cup"? The precise

operational definition must be established a priori and trained consistently across all observers to

ensure high inter-rater reliability and maintain the integrity of the data collected.
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Further Reading

Critical Incident Technique (Wikipedia)

Functional Behavior Assessment and Incident Recording

The Critical Incident Technique: A Guide for Human Resource Management Applications
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