Operational Definition Handout

An Operational Definition means identifying and defining a specific behavior so that it will be measured consistently from observer to observer.  An operational definition often includes active verbs describing specific behaviors that a person exhibits (observable); it is objective and unambiguous.

· Operational definitions are essential for assessing, changing, and evaluating interventions. 

· An operational definition should include a brief description the behavior, and information about what the behavior looks like (topography).  

· To add clarification, the definition should include information about what one instance of the behavior looks like, and may include information with respect to intensity, duration, frequency, times when behavior is likely to occur, etc.  

· Examples and non-examples can prove very useful in making distinctions among similar behaviors.  Please be careful when writing your definition.  For instance if you define hitting and state, in the definition, that in average hitting occurs 5 times this is ambiguous because one may not know if 5 hits would count as 1 instance of the behavior.  Furthermore, if what you are trying to say is that it is now occurring approximately 5 times, this would not be good information to include as part of the definition because this number is likely to change when you put in place your intervention.  Likewise, if you state that hitting occurs at school, with peers, it may not be clear if you are only collecting data at school or throughout the day, and it may not be clear if you are only looking at hitting peers or hitting anyone.

· A good definition identifies what should and should not be counted as one instance of the behavior, and provides a specific time frame for data collection. 

· The definition should also include how each instance of the behavior will be measured, in specific terms, for example “each time that Peter hits another individual place a tally mark on the data sheet, under the appropriate column’s time interval” (this provides consistency in measurement, so that everyone measures the behavior the same way).

The following chart may be useful when defining a behavior. 

	Criterion
	Definition
	Good Example
	Bad Example

	Objectivity
	Refers to observable characteristics of the behavior or to events in the environment that can be observed.
	The number of cigarettes smoked.
	The amount of time spent studying.

	Clarity
	The definition is so clear that another person unfamiliar with the behavior could measure it consistently.
	A tantrum is defined as screaming, shouting, whining, stomping feet, throwing things, or slamming doors.
	Count each time the person seems depressed.

	Completeness
	The boundaries of the behavior are clearly delineated so that responses can be easily included or excluded. This usually includes a time frame for measurement as well.
	A new episode of tantrums is counted if there is at least 10 minutes of calm between behaviors.
	Keep track of how often the person seems to be in a good or a bad mood.


