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The purpose of this framework
Positive behaviour support (PBS) is a person-centred framework for supporting children and adults who 
are, or may be at risk of, engaging in challenging behaviours (Positive Behaviour for Learning, 2023). It is 
an evidence-based, multi-component system of supports that aims to enhance a person’s quality of life, 
address environmental factors associated with challenging behaviour, and ensure sustainable systems of 
supports. PBS has an evidence base of effectiveness when supporting a) adults, children, and young people 
with intellectual or cognitive disabilities, b) typically developing children and young people with behavioural 
difficulties; and c) people with traumatic brain injury and behavioural difficulties (Gore et al., 2013).

The framework outlined in this document describes the NIISQ Agency’s approach to the provision of 
services to participants who engage in challenging behaviours. In this framework the NIISQ Agency adopts 
positive behaviour support (PBS) as an evidence-based, multi-tiered approach to supporting participants 
who engage, or are at risk of engaging, in challenging behaviours that cause physical harm to the person or 
others or have an adverse impact on the person’s quality of life and/or those around them. This framework 
also aims to eliminate the need for restrictive practices.

Central to the is:

•  a multi-tiered approach to the planning and provision of supports to all NIISQ participants who are at
risk of developing challenging behaviours that are proactive and preventative

•  specialised behaviour supports for a smaller number of individuals who are engaging in challenging
behaviours (see Diagram 1).

A multi-tiered framework of PBS recognises that prevention is effective for most people and specialised, 
intense, and planned PBS interventions are only required by a small fraction of the participant population.

Diagram 1: A multi-tiered framework for positive behaviour supports

Tier 3 (Tertiary) Supports
Specialised, individualised and assessment-based planned positive behaviour 

supports to address the function of challenging behaviours, improve quality of 
life and reduce and eliminate and any use of restrictive practices.

Tier 2 (Secondary) Supports
Targeted provision of supports for groups of people at risk of developing 

challenging behaviours (including parent training or trauma informed practices).

Tier 1 (Primary Prevention) Supports
Universal, all participants, all settings.

Systems of supports that value dignity, choice, participation, human righs, 
independence and equal opportunity.

Considers and addresses the person, their personal context and their needs, including 
physical and mental health needs.

Supports that create or sustain physical and social environments that are supportive 
and capable of meeting people’s needs.

Multi-disciplinary , multi-component evidence based approaches to planning and 
delivery of supports and services, in a manner that is person-centred and coordinated.
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The NIISQ Agency positive behaviour support framework describes the Agency’s approach to supporting 
participants through the provision of PBS. The framework also addresses any use of restrictive practices in 
response to behaviours that are a risk of harm to the participant and/or others.

The NIISQ Agency positive behaviour support framework is an integrated and coordinated approach to 
meeting the support needs of participants who engage in challenging behaviours. It addresses service 
systems as well as the individual participant’s own context and circumstances. Specifically, the framework 
sets out the principles, policies and practices that will apply to the Agency, service providers and behaviour 
support practitioners funded by the NIISQ. This framework sits within the breadth of treatment, care 
and supports services funded by the NIISQ for participants under the National Injury Insurance Scheme 
(Queensland) Act 2016.

The provision of PBS by the Agency is consistent with the NIISQ Agency quality and safeguards framework 
and the NIISQ Agency provider partnerships framework as well as national and state and territory 
approaches to PBS and restrictive practices. Illustrated in Diagram 2 is the relationship of the NIISQ 
Agency positive behaviour support framework with the overarching NIISQ Agency quality and safeguards 
framework and the NIISQ Agency provider partnerships framework and the provision of Tier 1 supports 
through NIISQ support planning and coordination.

Diagram 2: The NIISQ Agency positive behaviour support framework 

Policies and procedures that apply to all NIISQ participants

NIISQ Agency support coordination and planning to ensure 
participants have timely access to required rehabilitation and 

habilitation resources and services

NIISQ Agency quality and safeguards framework

Guidelines for NIISQ providers

Restrictive practice case conference

NIISQ Agency restrictive practices policy

A
dditional policies w

here required

PBS resources and tools

NIISQ Agency positive behaviour framework

NIISQ Agency provider partnership framework
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What are challenging behaviours?
Challenging behaviours are behaviours that present as a significant risk of harm to the person themselves 
and/or to others. The term can also refer to behaviours that result in severe limitations in participation in the 
activities and opportunities available to any person in the general community. A key understanding is that 
challenging behaviours are influenced by the environment of the person and challenge support systems to 
meet the needs of the person.

Challenging behaviour is defined by Emerson & Einfeld (‘Challenging Behaviour’, 2011, p.3) as:

  Culturally abnormal behaviour(s) of such intensity, frequency or duration that the physical safety of the 
person or others is likely to be placed in serious jeopardy, or behaviour which is likely to seriously limit 
use of, or result in a person being denied access to, ordinary community facilities.

In Australia there has been a trend to replace the term “challenging behaviour” with the term “behaviours 
of concern”. For the purpose of the framework and its associated policies, the Agency will use the current 
universally and internationally recognised definition first coined by Eric Emerson in 1995 and reiterated by 
Emerson and Einfeld (2011).

This understanding of challenging behaviour encompasses behaviours such as: physical or verbal 
aggression; property damage; inappropriate social or sexual behaviour; extreme withdrawal or lack of 
initiation; self-injurious behaviour; or repetitive/stereotypical or self-stimulatory behaviours that impact on 
the person’s ability to engage in day-to-day activities.

What is positive behaviour support?
Positive behaviour support has been defined as an applied science that uses educational methods to 
expand and individual’s behaviour repertoire and systems change methods to redesign and individuals 
living environment to enhance quality of life. PBS is the best evidence-based approach for responding to 
risk behaviours through a developmental approach and has been consistently shown to reduce or eliminate 
behaviours that cause harm. Central to PBS is the focus on fixing problem contexts, not problem behaviour 
(Carr et al., 2002).

Positive behaviour support is defined by Kincaid et al. (2016) as:

  An approach to behavior support that includes an ongoing process of research-based assessment, 
intervention, and data-based decision making focused on building social and other functional 
competencies, creating supportive contexts, and preventing the occurrence of problem behaviors. PBS 
relies on strategies that are respectful of a person’s dignity and overall well-being.

The focus of PBS is on understanding the function of challenging behaviours and supporting the person to 
develop alternative skills and strategies that will ensure their needs are met. Just as importantly, there is the 
identification of factors in the person’s environment that contribute to challenging behaviours and therefore 
need to be addressed. PBS incorporates the technical skills and techniques of Applied Behaviour Analysis 
within the context of human rights, personal autonomy, and quality of life.
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Gore et al. (2013) describes the multi-component framework for PBS as:

 a)  Developing an understanding of the challenging behaviour displayed by an individual, based on an 
assessment of the social and physical environment and broader context within which it occurs.

 b)  With the inclusion of stakeholder perspectives and involvement.

 c)   Using this understanding to develop, implement and evaluate the effectiveness of a personalised 
and enduring system of support; and

 d)  That enhances quality of life outcomes for the focal person and other stakeholders.

The key components of positive behaviour support

Values 1.  Prevention and reduction of challenging behaviour occurs within the context of 
increased quality of life, inclusion, participation, and the defence and support of 
valued social roles

2.  Constructional approaches to intervention design build stakeholder skills and 
opportunities and eschew aversive and restrictive practices

3.  Stakeholder participation informs, implements, and validates assessment and 
intervention practices

Theory and 
evidence base

4.   An understanding that challenging behaviour develops to serve important 
functions for people

5.   The primary use of applied behaviour analysis to assess and support behaviour 
change

6.  The secondary use of other complementary, evidence-based approaches to 
support behaviour change at multiple levels of a system

Process 7.  A data-driven approach to decision making at every stage

8.  Functional assessment to inform function-based intervention

9.  Multi-component interventions to change behaviour (proactively) and manage 
behaviour (reactively)

10.  Implementation support, monitoring and evaluation of interventions over the  
long term

Source: Gore et al., 2013
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Why are positive behaviour supports needed?
Challenging behaviours are associated with poor quality of life outcomes, including the imposition of 
significant limitations in participation in activities of daily life as well as increased risk of abuse, neglect, 
and inappropriate treatment. Challenging behaviours also contribute to unstable accommodation, unstable 
support arrangements and inappropriate placements. Challenging behaviour can affect community 
reintegration after hospitalisation or admission to specialist services. Challenging behaviour can be a 
significant factor in family or placement breakdown due to adverse effects on families and service providers.

With challenging behaviours also being a serious risk of harm to the person themselves, their families, staff, 
or the wider community, restrictive practices designed to restrict the person’s freedom of movement, may 
be used. There are potential human rights, physical and psychological costs associated with the use of 
restrictive practices as well as possible criminal or civil law implications for those who implement them. 

A PBS framework that focuses on improving the person’s quality of life, working within a human rights 
perspective and the application of evidence-based practices is essential for reducing challenging behaviour 
and reducing and eliminating any use of restrictive practices. 

PBS is not intended to replace the best evidence-based therapies and treatments for conditions such as 
specific mental health conditions, substance abuse or specific offending behaviours. However, PBS can 
be an important adjunct to these other therapeutic treatments and supports, and where PBS is identified 
as having potential benefit for the person, the PBS plan should reference other treatment plans, such as 
mental health treatment plans.

Further information about how PBS is provided as a funded treatment, care and support service is provided 
in the NIISQ Agency positive behaviour support policy.

Positive behaviour support for individuals with traumatic 
brain injury
Behavioural changes are common following an acquired or traumatic brain injury (TBI). These changes can 
range from apathy, irritableness, and reductions in social skills to severe aggression that causes harm to 
the person themselves or others. The occurrence of such behavioural changes can be short-term or persist 
into the longer term, with negative impacts on all aspects of a person’s life as well as their relationships with 
family and others.

There is an increasing evidence-base for the applicability and effectiveness of PBS with people with TBI. 
This growing body of work demonstrates that PBS are an effective intervention for challenging behaviours 
of people with TBI as well as providing support for families. PBS is also an essential strategy for assisting 
participants to move from dependency on the service system toward building competence and self-reliance.
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Restrictive practices
Restrictive practices are interventions that restrict the person in some way for the primary purpose of 
protecting the person or others from physical harm. Such practices are typically chemical restraint, 
environmental restraints (including containment), mechanical restraint, physical restraint, and seclusion.

There are well-established concerns about the use of restrictive practices. Restrictive practices have been 
demonstrated to be associated with physical and psychological harm, for both the person and the staff, as 
well as, in some instances, death. There are also concerns about overuse, misuse, and potential abuse in 
relation to restrictive practices. 

That the use of restrictive practices impacts on a person’s human rights must be considered. For people 
with disabilities there is the potential that the use of restrictive practices contravenes their rights under the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). The use of restrictive 
practices impacts on a person’s right to liberty or freedom of movement, their right to be treated with dignity, 
to live their lives free from abuse, neglect, or exploitation, and to receive services in a way that ensures 
minimal restriction of their rights and opportunities.

Restrictive practices are interventions that should only be used as a practice of last resort and their use 
should be eliminated as soon as it is safe to do so.

Critical to the reduction and elimination of restrictive practices is the implementation of PBS based on a 
functional behavioural assessment. As such, restrictive practices must only be used in conjunction with the 
implementation of a PBS plan. Although they are often documented in a PBS plan, restrictive practices are 
not a positive behaviour support strategy.

The NIISQ Agency has a strong commitment to the reduction and elimination of restrictive practices for 
participants and has developed this PBS policy and practice framework to enable high quality service 
delivery stratified on risk and preventative measures.
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Principles of the NIISQ Agency positive behaviour 
support framework
The underlying principles of this framework are based on the UNCRPD and the NIISQ Act, namely:

 1. The human rights of the NIISQ participants are upheld and respected. 

 2. Participants should:

  a. be assisted to set and achieve individual goals

  b. be supported to maximise their independence, participation in the community and employment

  c.  be encouraged, and given the opportunity, to take part in decision-making and exercise choice 
and control.

 3. The dignity of participants is to be respected.

 4.  Identifying effective treatment, care and support for a participant requires collaboration and open 
communication between the participant, the agency, the participant’s family and caregivers, and 
service providers.

 5. The level of treatment, care and support received by participants under the scheme is to be: 

  a. evidence-based

  b. reflect community expectations 

  c. value for money.

Further to these general principles, the specific principles that underpin the policies and practices of the 
NIISQ Agency positive behaviour support framework are:

 a)  There is a focus on how services and systems need to change, not on how the person needs to 
change. This includes the practice of universal design of services, supports and environments to 
ensure that they are accessible and user centred.

 b)  Supports and service delivery to people who engage in challenging behaviours are evidence-based 
and data driven.

 c)  There is a multi-tiered approach that emphasises a preventative approach and service responses in 
accordance with the needs of the participant (including all age cohorts).

 d)  There is a multicomponent approach to the delivery of PBS that incorporates applied behaviour 
analysis as well as other evidence-based practices.

 e)  There is consideration of, and action on, environmental factors that contribute to challenging 
behaviours.

  f)  The provision of PBS is integrated with addressing multiple and complex needs (such as trauma, 
mental health and health needs, communication supports, and housing) of the participant.

 g) There is an emphasis on building staff skills in best practices.

 h)  It complements the NIISQ Agency provider partnerships framework and NIISQ Agency quality and 
safeguarding framework (see diagram 3).

2  Particularly in relation to Article 15: Freedom from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; Article 16: 
Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse; Article 17: Protecting the integrity of the person; and Article 26: Habilitation and 
rehabilitation. https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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Consistency with the NIISQ Agency quality and 
safeguards framework and NIISQ Agency provider 
partnership framework
The NIISQ Agency positive behaviour support framework sits under the NIISQ Agency quality and 
safeguards framework and alongside the NIISQ Agency provider partnerships framework. The policies 
and practices contained in the NIISQ Agency positive behaviour support framework are consistent with the 
domains of:

• individual support planning

• service providers and quality service

• person-centred service delivery

• service and system improvement.

Diagram 3: The positive behaviour support framework within the quality and 
safeguards framework

Behaviour support - individual 
intervention
Functional behavioural assessment - challenging 
behaviour makes sense

Collaboration and consultation

Individualised quality of life and behavioural goals

Positive and proactive prevention,  
teaching and reinforcement strategies

Environmental change

Data-based decision making for 
assessment and review

Evidence-based practices

Plans that tell us what we need  
to do, not how the person needs 
to change

Service providers and  
quality of service

Skilled and experienced behaviour support 
practitioners

Positive behaviour support service providers

Quality standards for positive behaviour supports

Monitor and review progress quality of life  
and behavioural outcomes

Understanding and implementing  
evidence-based practices

Service and system 
improvement
Ensuring access across systems to meet  
multiple needs

Addressing service and system characteristics 
that result in challenging behaviours

Acknowledge and address problem contexts,  
not problem behaviour 

Person-centred behaviour 
support service delivery

Knowing the person and what is a  
good life for them

Human rights, dignity and respect

Safety and risk assessment

Least restrictive options for keeping the  
person and others safe

Engagement in actities and opportunities  
that are meaningful to the participant

Participant
Improved quality of life/ 

a good life

Reductions in  
challenging 
behaviour
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Positive behaviour supports in the context of multiple 
and/or complex needs
NIISQ participants who engage in challenging behaviours often have complex and interconnected needs 
for which a sole focus on PBS would be ineffective. 

The complexity of a person’s support needs can be associated with: co-occurring disabilities and conditions 
including mental health and substance abuse; the service system; and/or a background of trauma or abuse. As 
such, people with complex needs have needs that span agencies and sectors. Where the interconnectedness 
of a person’s needs is not recognised, they are at risk of falling through service and system gaps.

Diagram 4: The relationship between complex and interconnected supports

Person 
The individual and  

their support networks

System 
The funding,  
policy and 

administrative 
context for  

services

Service 
The management 

and delivery of 
organisations that 

provide funded 
services and  

supports 

Complex and 
interconnected supports
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The person – Aspects of the individual 
and their personal domains that influence 
the complexity and interconnectedness of 
their support needs

Services – Aspects of the management, 
operation and networks of service 
providers that influence whether an 
individual’s needs are complex and/or 
able to be met

The system – Aspects of the funding, 
policy and administrative arrangements 
for service systems that influence 
whether a person’s needs are complex 
and/or able to be met

•  The person and their family/caregivers’ 
level of understanding of service 
systems and how to navigate them

•  Intensive and pervasive support 
needs associated with the severity of 
a person’s impairment

• Challenging behaviours
•  High physical, health and/or medical 

needs
•  Multiple, co-occurring disabilities and 

conditions
• Mental health needs
•  Communication difficulties
•  Current and/or historical contact with 

the criminal justice system
•  Unstable or at-risk accommodation 

due to challenging behaviours
•  Availability and nature of informal 

supports
•  Level of social inclusion/isolation
•  Finances or resources available
• Times of life transitions

•  Access to services (e.g. health, 
housing, behaviour support)

•  Number, range and type of service 
providers

•  Availability of staff, services and 
supports

•  Extent of practitioner skills and 
supports to practitioners

•  Willingness and ability of providers to 
collaborate and integrate services

•  The availability of suitable 
accommodation options, including 
compatible co-tenancy arrangements

•  Extent to which the system facilitates 
appropriate services, funding, 
resources and expertise

•  Level of resources to enable early 
and proactive supports, including to 
prevent crisis-driven responses

•  Extent of collaboration between 
agencies/individuals providing 
services for the person

•  Regulatory considerations and 
oversight of services

•  Flexibility and inclusiveness of 
gatekeeping and service access 
criteria

•  Level of fragmentation or coordination 
and integration within service systems 
to ensure the meeting of a range of 
needs

 
This framework recognises that the principles and practices of PBS can benefit a wide range of NIISQ 
participants. However, it is also recognised that the process of conducting a functional behavioural 
assessment and the development and implementation of a PBS plan will only be necessary for a small 
number of participants. For instance, for some participants a mental health plan is the best support. For 
others a mental health plan will be developed and implemented along with a PBS plan. Therefore, the 
support needs and service provision for participants who engage in challenging behaviours must be 
considered across the breadth and depth of their support needs.

It is acknowledged that participants may have complex and interconnected support needs. NIISQ support 
plans may be embedded within the following processes (Nankervis & Vassos, 2019):

•  Understanding the needs of the person – who the person is, what is about their circumstances that 
makes their support needs complex, how does service and support planning and delivery need to be 
designed to best meet their needs and situation.

•  Access to information and advice - ensuring that the participant and their family/supports have easy 
access to accessible information to support their decision-making and understanding of options, as 
well as external to the NIISQ.

•  Participant and carer empowerment and co-design – supporting and ensuring that the participant 
and their families/caregivers are involved in the planning of supports. The strengths of the participant 
are recognised, and they are viewed as the expert about their own life.
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•  Clear point entry and access to NIISQ supports – individuals having the ability to easily identify and 
understand how to access the NIISQ supports and information. Additionally, other systems and 
services have the same ability.

•  Integrated systems – based on a holistic view of the participant, the NIISQ Support Planner will work 
within and wherever possible, facilitate a whole systems approach by working jointly with NIISQ 
providers and external agencies, to achieve participant goals.

•  A proactive and preventative approach – supports are planned, and needs are responded to early 
and proactively to prevent escalation and crisis. In relation to behaviour supports, a preventative 
approach is core. Timely responses to escalating needs are provided.

•  Monitoring and measuring outcomes – continuous monitoring of how services are being provided 
and the outcomes for the participant and their networks. Plans and services are reviewed and 
amended on an as need basis to ensure quality outcomes are achieved.

Complex, person-focused case reviews
In some cases, it will be in the participant’s best interests for their stakeholders to meet as a team. This 
process is useful in addressing unmet needs or access issues, but also to review and monitor complex 
situations. Where a complex case review is convened it will bring together key stakeholders, including the 
participant, their family or caregivers, services and supports, both funded by the Agency and outside of the 
Agency to ensure complex and interrelated needs are met through integrated service delivery. The NIISQ 
Agency may attend case reviews on invitation as part of their role to assess treatment, care and support 
needs, and to provide information about NIISQ’s functions relevant to the participant. 

Conversely, NIISQ will participate and collaborate in any complex case discussions initiated by external 
organisations.
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