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Quick Reference Guide: 

Task Analysis & Chaining 
 

Keywords: backward chaining, chaining, complex behavior, forward chaining, individualized teaching procedure, task analysis, total task presentation 

 
What is a Task Analysis? The task analysis provides a detailed description of behaviors within a particular behavioral 

chain. It is a written list of all steps that must be accomplished to perform a particular behavior. Each task analysis must be 
individualized to achieve maximum effectiveness for that particular learner (Newman, Heron, & Heward, 2003). 

What is a Chaining? A teaching procedure that sequentially links various simple responses together to make one, longer 
complex behavior (Newman, Heron, & Heward, 2003). The types of chaining are forward chaining, backward chaining, and total task 
presentation. Each link in the chain typically contains all three elements of a three-term contingency (Blair, Weiss, & Ahearn, 2018). 
 

 

 

How do I utilize Chaining and Task Analysis? 
- A task analysis should always be individualized to the target learner and skills in need of improvement. 

- Mayer et al. (2014) recommend focusing on the components of a behavior chain to influence how rapidly and accurately a behavior is acquired which include: length, complexity, 
difficulty, interdependence, task organization, discriminative features, intrinsic reinforcers, and the various ways in which these elements are organized. 

 

Sample of Task Analysis Backward 

Chaining 
(Bancroft et al., 

2011)  

Forward 

Chaining 
(Bancroft et al., 

2011) 

Total 

Task 

Chaining 

Validation of Task Analysis 
 (Mayer et al., 2014) 

 

Hand Washing (Parrot, Collins, & Gassaway, 2000) 

1. Walk to sink 

2. Turn on water 

3. Put hand under soap dispenser 

4. Push soap dispenser 1 time 

5. Put hands under running water 

6. Rub hands together to form a lather 

7. Spread soap on back and front hands 

and fingers 

8. Rub hands to rinse soap 

9. Turn water off 

10. Walk to towel dispenser 

11. Turn handle 3 times 

12. Pull off towel 

13. Wipe palms of hands 

14. Wipe back of hands 

15. Locate garbage can 

16. Put towel in garbage can 

-The final step is 

trained first.  

 

-After the student 

has demonstrated 

mastery on the 

final step, training 

is conducted on the 

second-to-last step 

and the student 

independently 

completes the final 

step.  

 

-This progression 

continues until all 

steps in the chain 

are performed 

independently.  

 

 

-Steps taught in a 

forward sequence 

starting with training 

on the first step.  

 

- Independence on 

first step = the 

second step becomes 

the training step.  

 

-The learner then 

independently 

completes each step 

and receives training 

on the following step 

within each trial.  

-This progression 

continues until the 

learner independently 

performs each step in 

the chain.  

-In total task 

chaining, 

training is 

provided on 

each step until 

all steps are 

completed 

independently 

(Bancroft, et 

al., 2011). 

 

1. Observe competent individuals performing 

the task. 

 

2. Consult with experts. 

 

3. Repeatedly perform the behavior yourself  

(if you are fully competent at the task). 

 

4. Consider the temporal order of the skills to be 

mastered. 

 

 
 

 

 

Why? Where?  Who? 
It Works! - Task-analytic methods have experienced 

widespread adoption by both practitioners and 

researchers (Harring & Kennedy, 1988). 

 

Teaching Complex Skills – Task analysis break complex 

skills into smaller, teachable units. Behavior chains are 

often used to break down and teach skills to learners 

with sophisticated verbal repertoires (e.g., safety 

checklists, vocational tasks, complex problem-solving 

strategies etc.) (Blair, Weiss, & Ahearn, 2018) 

 

Independence, acquisition, generalization, & 

maintenance of newly learned behaviors – A study by 

Cuvo et al. (1978) demonstrated the strength of teaching 

behavior chaining of vocational skills to mentally 

challenged individuals that the principal purpose of 

creating a behavior chain is for the learner to perform 

the task independently and for the skill to be maintained 

and generalized across multiple settings. 

 

 

Broad Application - Forward and 

backward chaining has been shown 

effective in teaching novel, 

complex behaviors. Behavior 

analysts have demonstrated the 

efficacy of both chaining methods 

in teaching skills ranging from 

corsage making to Olympic weight 

lifting, personal hygiene skills to 

operating a washing machine, along 

with bike assembly, vocational 

skills, social skills, and much more. 

(Cuvo, et al., 1978, Moore et al., 

2019;Stokes et al., 2004) 

 

 

 

 

 

Anybody! - Any person that needs to be taught 

novel complex behaviors or improve upon a 

current complex behavior: 

 

For example, Krukauskas, Miltenberger, & 

Gavoni, (2019) utilized a Mixed Martial Arts 

(MMA) coach to effectively implement a 20 step 

task analysis combined with auditory feedback 

prompting to teach participants how to throw a 

correct hand strike. Data indicated that all 

participants displayed significant improvements 

from baseline for that particular hand strike. 
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