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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1. Background to Positive Behaviour Support 

Positive Behaviour Support (PBS) is a scientific, evidence-based and best practice 
approach to systemic change for supporting people with disability through improving 
their quality of life. It builds on and integrates many previous initiatives in the disability 
field. PBS is particularly effective in dealing with complex, “challenging” or 
“concerning” behaviours. PBS adopts a person-centred lens in meeting people’s 
needs through systemic change, mindset shifts and the collaboration of stakeholders. 
In addressing complex behaviours, PBS challenges the assumption that the person 
with disability needs to change and opens up new opportunities for services to respond 
in innovative ways. PBS proposes that designing flexible and supportive environments 
and quality services will result in: i) improved opportunities and outcomes, ii) reduced 
incidents of behaviour that challenge and, consequently, iii) reduced reliance on 
restrictive practices. There is much evidence in the disability literature that supports 
PBS as an effective approach to addressing complex needs and improving the quality 
of life of people when effectively implemented.  
 
2.  Research Purpose 
The purpose of this research project was to explore the conditions that support and/or 
impede the service level implementation of PBS in Western Australian disability sector 
organisations (DSOs). Service outcomes rather than service user outcomes were the 
focus of the study. As PBS is essentially about transformation change, special 
attention was paid to how service culture and operational practices co-influence each 
other to create real change in how service users are supported. 
 
3. Research Approach 

The research explored the implementation of PBS by disability sector organisations 
(DSOs) and the organisational and service level capacities that impact on the 
implementation process. Eighteen DSOs (14 metropolitan and 4 regional) volunteered 
to be involved in the project. This participation is an indication of the sector interest in 
PBS and, more generally, the desire to look at new approaches to improving the lives 
of people with disability who sometimes experience challenging behaviour. Two 
research approaches were employed to investigate PBS implementation. One was a 
detailed qualitative study using extensive interview material with staff from various 
levels of the 18 DSOs including staff from CEO/executive level, behaviour support 
consultants and direct service provision staff The other was a configurational analysis 
of DSO performance using the interview data and the Quality Management Framework 
reports. The two approaches resulted in complementary findings that confirmed the 
importance of top-down aspects of culture change such as leadership commitment 
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and resourcing (such as training) and bottom-up aspects of culture change such as 
stakeholder engagement, supportive work environments and the routinisation of 
innovative practices. The key findings are summarised in sections 4, 5 and 6 below. 
 
4. Successful Implementation of PBS  

Figure 1 identifies the key factors found across both the qualitative and comparative 
studies involved in the successful implementation of PBS. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 5: Key organisational factors involved in successful PBS implementation 

 

Organisational and  
systems level 

• design PBS-based services 
•management commitment to 

understand/resource PBS 
• address staff turnover issues 
• develop learning culture, 

invest in staff development  
• support mindset shifts 
• invest in information and 

knowledge management 
• develop innovation culture 
• upscale PBS to whole-of-

agency approach 
•develop interagency 

collaborations 
   

Operational and service 
delivery level 

• support psychological safety 
• build collegial confidence 
• provide respectful feedback 
• collaborate and empower 

colleagues 
• provide time and space for 

innovation, collaboration and 
problem solving 

• develop and use expertise:  
•make use of training and 

development opportunities 
• support/engage new staff 
• celebrate successes and 

reward high performing 
 

Stakeholder  
engagement level 

• support family involvement 
• support extended stakeholder 

engagement, e.g. neighbours 
• staff engagement with staff of 

other agencies 
• encourage the voice of clients  
• support families’ sense of 

safety, security and value 
• develop families’ use and 

understanding of PBS:  
• include family expertise  
• identify and address barriers 

to engagement 
• share information 

 

What can DSO’s do to 
develop such cultures? 

 

What do these factors do? 
 

Top-Down factors 
CEO/Senior Management commitment 
evidenced in ongoing communication, 

support and resourcing of PBS   
 

Bottom-Up factors 
An innovative organisational culture  
that supports values expression and 

stakeholder engagement 
 

Develop positive, “safe” and collaborative organisational cultures that are effective  
drivers of both person-centred services and responsive service systems to support  
people who experience challenging behaviour and the staff who work with them.  

 

What are the key factors in 
successful PBS implementation? 

 



Positive Stories 
 

Page 5 
 

These factors, which can be generalised into top-down factors and bottom-up factors, 
combine to support the development of positive, safe and creative organisational 
cultures that drive values-based approaches to service design and delivery. The 
building of these cultures depends on a multilevel approach to organisational change 
which includes management levels, operational levels, and the inclusion of other 
stakeholders. 
 
5. Enablers of PBS implementation 

A number of enablers for systemic change that supports PBS implementation were 
identified and these include: 
 
Applying PBS across the whole organisation 
The main purpose of PBS is to improve quality of life and it has been most frequently 
applied in addressing challenging behaviours. Its application is intended to assist a 
whole-of-system shift in values, capacities and behaviours and therefore it is best 
implemented across all organisational units. Some DSOs considered PBS fitted well 
with its core values and ethical commitments and viewed it as a support for long-term 
planning and general goal setting across all services resulting in broad application. 
Other DSOs viewed PBS as a project under trial for a specific period and/or relevant 
to only certain groups of services resulting in piecemeal and sporadic application of 
PBS practices.  
 
Focusing on organisational, group and individual level change 
While all participant DSOs had made strong efforts and gained progress in 
implementing some core elements of PBS, these efforts tended to focus on the 
individual level of eliminating restrictive practices rather than a consideration of the 
opportunities afforded by PBS as a universal approach to human well-being and 
quality of life. Much PBS activity by DSOs has focused on strategies targeting 
individuals who display behaviours of concern. Whilst the benefit of this can be found 
in the use of individualised support plans and reduction in restrictive practices for 
individual service users, opportunities for introducing systemic changes in areas such 
as service design and organisational culture change were overlooked. Neglecting the 
areas of systemic application of PBS will result in very partial implementation and 
compromise the potential for long-term benefits of PBS.  
 
Supporting self-initiated change and internalising core values 
Evidence was found that in work environments that rely on compliance rather than 
self-initiated change, there was a tendency to move from more obvious, visible 
restrictive practices to less obvious and visible psychosocial (power and control) 
restrictive practices. Organisational cultures that support the internalisation of core 
values, such as those embodied in the PBS-based approach, were more likely to 
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generate values-based solutions that open opportunities and reduce reliance on both 
visible and invisible restrictive practices for dealing with challenging behaviours.  
 
Supporting the understanding and application of PBS principles  
Supporting a well-developed understanding and application of PBS principles  
aids collaboration and innovation among staff and other stakeholders. We found that 
successful innovations to reduce restrictive practices and improve opportunities were 
frequently associated with more comprehensive understandings of the various 
aspects of PBS. For example, staff who understood the central importance of 
considering situational factors in PBS were able to shift from individual service user 
attributions of cause to develop innovative solutions to complex behavioural issues 
that took account of contextual factors.  
  
Supporting innovation and psychological safety 
Strong evidence was found that, when supportive and inclusive work climates are in 
place, innovative practices and solutions to complex issues are voiced and acted on. 
Inclusive and supportive workplace practices include such things as staff involvement 
in decision making, opportunity for exercising choice, developing innovative solutions 
to removing restrictive practices and introducing system-level changes that include 
other stakeholders. PBS requires innovative collaboration for its successful 
implementation and this, in turn, raises the issues of psychological safety which was 
a recurring theme among staff. Where there was a culture of openness and support, 
staff felt confidence in speaking out and suggesting new ideas. Where staff who did 
not feel confident in speaking up because, for example, of perceived lack of supervisor 
support, or they felt unsafe to do so, their responses to challenging behaviours 
reinforced a sense of isolation, lack of trust and a reliance on traditional status quo 
practices in dealing with challenging behaviours. 
 
Staff development and a culture of learning 
Staff training and development opportunities are an important element in the building 
up the learning capacities of an organisation. Providing the time, space and resources 
for staff to attend training sessions and be actively involved in developing training 
programs and materials is vital for successful implementation of new initiatives like 
PBS. This includes opportunities for both formal and informal or “on the job” training. 
Training should also support the bottom-up development of learning cultures through, 
for example, i) creating spaces for discussing and evaluating new ideas; ii) providing 
support for team-based learning experiments to adopt and routinise new values-based 
initiatives; and iii) senior management attendance at training sessions and their 
expressed commitment for core organisational values, purposes and service quality 
expectations and how these relate to the values and practices inherent in PBS-based 
approaches to service design and delivery. 
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Challenges and opportunities for senior management. 
Figure 2 below presents the PBS implementation cycle for senior management. The “opportunity cycle” (right hand cycle) shows the PBS 
change journey as a multidimensional process of transformation in culture that impacts on all organisational departments, services and 
operations. The “status quo” cycle (left hand cycle) shows PBS as a useful technique and time-limited project for managing individual service 
users’ behaviours of concern. How PBS is perceived and resourced will have direct implications for the degree of fidelity in its implementation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: PBS Implementation cycle: Challenges and opportunities for senior management 
 

6: Piecemeal change                      
PBS is not integrated within 

organisational culture. Continues as 
a limited project and potential 
benefits go largely unrealised. 

 

2. Restricted understanding 
Basic mindset - PBS as a 
technique for managing 
behaviours of concern 

 

3: Narrow responsibility                    
PBS implementation as a limited 

project. Responsibility assigned to a 
specific staff members or team 

 

4: Limited resourcing                   
Regards the ongoing resourcing of 

PBS (as a ‘project’) as, at least, partly 
dependent on external resourcing 

 

5: Fragmented implementation           
PBS implementation is 

compartmentalised to certain 
areas with status quo 

maintained in other areas 

 

3: Broad responsibility                        
PBS implemented as open-ended 

initiative. Responsibility assigned to 
multiple levels and service points.        

   

4: Strategic resourcing                  
Looks to sustain and scale up 

implementation through strategic 
allocation of internal resources.  

 

5: Integrated implementation     
PBS implemented as cultural 

innovation enhancing values and 
practices across all activities. 

 

6: Systemic change                      
Systemic changes become 
routine practices with PBS 

contributing to ongoing learning 
and quality improvement. 

 

1: The PBS change journey 
PBS introduced as a response 
to sector wide challenges and 

opportunities 
 

2. Developing understanding        
Basic mindset - PBS as a 

multidimensional approach to 
culture change and service provision 

 

Opportunity Cycle:       
PBS as a culture change 

 

Status Quo Cycle:          
PBS as a trial project 

 

Micro-foundations of cultural change 
through implementation of PBS 
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Challenges and opportunities for operational staff: 
Figure 3 presents the PBS implementation cycle for operational staff. When behaviours of concern are encountered services responses will 
depend on the prevailing service culture practices. The “opportunity cycle” (the right hand cycle) presents a culture that develops when the 
mindset is one of PBS as a values-based culture change program. The “status quo” cycle (the left hand cycle) presents a prevailing culture 
where PBS is a technique for reactively managing individual level behaviours of concern.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 3: PBS Implementation cycle: Challenges and opportunities for operational staff 
 

6: Cynicism towards change         
Staff cynicism towards change 

grows, influences views on training 
and acts as a barrier to change; 

cycles of failure reinforce cynicism 

 

2. Restricted voice              
Staff concerns are silenced 

by themselves and/or others 

4: Static learning culture                                            
Status quo culture dominates 

attempts to innovate; good staff leave 
or silence their concerns and ideas for 
new approaches to dealing with BoC. 

 

5: Culture of risk avoidance        
Culture of avoidance of risk grows for 
dealing with BoC and is reinforced by 
lack of sense of psychological safety 

 

3: Trusted collaboration             
Staff collaborate and generate 
ideas and explore PBS-based 

innovations for support provision 

 

4: Open Learning culture            
Learning supported through 

training, leadership and 
empowerment, staff develop new 

skills and explore potentials 

 

5: Culture of confidence                  
Staff explore opportunities for 

innovation and new ways of 
improving quality of life of 

service users. Cultural buy-in to 
PBS approach grows. 

 

6: Adaptive systemic change        
Staff implement PBS-based systemic 

changes, enact core values and 
adapt emerging cultural practices 

when dealing with BoC  
 

1: Behaviours of concern 
Staff encounter behaviours of 

concern (BoC) and respond within 
the frame of the dominant practices 

 

2. Developing voice 
Staff feel safe to express 

concerns and ideas 

Opportunity Cycle:       
PBS as a culture change 

 

Status Quo Cycle:          
PBS as a trial project 

 

Micro-foundations of cultural change 
Through supported expression of values 

 
3: Limited collaboration               

Staff do not collaborate and share 
experiences – no opportunity to 

explore PBS-based strategies. 
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Challenges and opportunities for families, carers and other stakeholders: 
Figure 4 presents the PBS implementation cycle for families and carers. When behaviours of concern occur and families require support 
services and these will respond from a prevailing service culture perspective. The “opportunity cycle” (the right hand cycle) presents a culture 
that supports engagement with families and other stakeholders and family members feel safe to express concerns and ideas for new options. 
The “status quo” cycle (the left hand cycle) presents a prevailing culture where families are not fully included and where PBS is seen as a 
temporary technique for managing individuals and their behaviours. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: PBS Implementation cycle: Challenges and opportunities for family and carer stakeholders 
 

6: Systemic change                      
Systemic changes become 
routine practices with PBS 

contributing to ongoing 
exploration of opportunities. 

 

1: Behaviours of concern 
Families and carers 

experience difficulties with 
behaviours of concern 

 

2. Developing voice 
Family and carers feel safe to 

express concerns and ideas for 
new options and change. 

 

Opportunity Cycle:         
PBS as a long-term 

transformation of culture 
 

Status Quo Cycle:           
PBS as a service fad that will 

eventually be replaced  
 

Micro-foundations of stakeholder 
engagement through PBS implementation 

 

3: Established routines 
Families cope by continuing to use 
established practices and routines 

 

4: Lack of trust 
Families experience multiple waves 

of change and find it difficult to trust 
organisations and their assurances 

about new initiatives.  
 

5: Disengagement 
Families become disengaged from 

PBS activities and reluctant to 
explore new opportunities. 

 

6: Cycles of concern 
Isolation grows and the reliance on 
standard practices and restrictions 
leads to ongoing cycles of concern 

and challenging behaviour. 
 

4: Trusted working relationship 
Family members are reassured about the 

organisation’s capacity to plan and 
implement interventions that are safe for 

their loved ones and themselves. 
 

5: Engagement 
Family stakeholders are engaged 
through inclusion in planning and 

decision making, are provided with 
feedback and voicing concerns. 

 

3: Innovative opportunities                   
Family members are involved as part 

of the team to design support and 
explore new opportunities.         

 

2: Restricted Voice 
Families not effectively 
engaged and concerns 
remain unexpressed. 
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6. PBS implementation Cycles 

It is a well-known finding in organisational change research that change initiatives 
often fail. In this study we identified a number of basic steps in PBS implementation 
pathways that either support or hinder the change process. These pathways, or 
“implementation cycles”, are applied to three different stakeholders - CEOs/senior 
executives, staff members and family members/carers (See figures 2, 3, and 4). These 
cycles provide clear and practical explanations for the ways that different factors such 
as core values, PBS knowledge, organisational culture, information use, innovation, 
psychological safety and stakeholder engagement interact to support or hinder PBS 
implementation. When implementation is successful the cycles show how 
organisational factors interact to change cultures and practices and so result in new 
opportunities for services users and the elimination of restrictive practices. 
Alternatively, when implementation is not successful the cycles show what barriers 
come into play and how they interact to hinder the implementation of the PBS initiative.   
 
Conclusion 
 
The successful implementation of PBS in a disability service organisation is dependent 
on two key factors. These are: i) top-down senior leadership commitment to set the 
direction for, and enactment of, organisational and service goals and the subsequent 
allocation of resources and ii) the bottom-up creation and maintenance of service 
cultures that support innovative solutions to complex issues and engagement with key 
stakeholders. As the implementation cycle figures indicate above, PBS 
implementation and culture change are interdependent and iterative processes. From 
the PBS side, there are a number of key factors that are required for PBS to be a driver 
of cultural change in DSOs. These include: i) an understanding that PBS is primarily 
a values-based approach for universal intervention to improve people’s quality of life, 
ii) the capacity of services to innovate when faced with opportunities and challenges, 
and iii) the long-term perspective on developing person-centred and values-based 
service cultures.  
 
This research has found that DSOs are achieving good results in implementing PBS 
at the individual level where the person-centred focus of PBS is most clearly seen in 
such activities as developing personal plans and supporting individuals who display 
challenging behaviours. However, the targeted and universal levels of PBS 
implementation have not received as much attention and the beneficial outcomes 
these more systemic applications aim for are not likely to emerge without that 
investment. The whole-of-system organisational application of PBS will be an 
important and ongoing task for DSOs into the future and further evaluations would be 
needed to examine how DSOs perform in this regard.  
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