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ABSTRACT – We sought to answer which procedures have been used to train parents within the mental health field, 
how often the behavior skills training (BST), as well as its components, is used, and how effective such procedures are. 
In order to do so, a systematic literature review, using the Education Collection ProQuest database, was conducted. The 
search terms used were “behavior skills training”, “parents”, and its correlates in Portuguese. Papers published between 
2010 and 2019 were analyzed, focusing on parent training procedures and their effects. Among the 28 analyzed papers, 4 
of them used BST. The remaining studies used some of its components. Twenty-four studies were effective on changing 
parent behavior. Issues that still require more empirical investigation are discussed.
KEYWORDS: parents, behavior skills training, BST, systematic literature review.

Procedimentos de Treino de Pais no Âmbito da Saúde Mental:  
Uma Revisão Sistemática da Literatura

RESUMO – Buscou-se responder quais procedimentos têm sido utilizados para treinar pais no âmbito da saúde mental, 
qual a frequência do uso do treinamento de habilidades comportamentais e seus componentes, e qual a efetividade de tais 
procedimentos. Foi conduzida uma revisão sistemática utilizando-se a base Education Collection ProQuest. Termos de 
busca foram “behavior skills training” (BST) e “parents” e seus correlatos em português. Artigos publicados entre 2010 e 
2019 foram analisados, com ênfase nos procedimentos de treino de pais e seus efeitos. Dentre os 28 artigos analisados, 4 
usaram o BST. Os outros estudos usaram algum de seus componentes. Vinte e quatro estudos foram efetivos para mudar 
o comportamento dos pais. Discutem-se questões que ainda necessitam mais investigação empírica.
PALAVRAS-CHAVE: pais, treinamento de habilidades comportamentais, BST, revisão sistemática da literatura.

Parents have an undeniable influence over several aspects 
of the development of their children, including emotional 
and motor ones, as well as cognition, socialization, language, 
self-care, and academic performance (e.g., Fabiano et al., 
2012). Research has shown that children who go through 
family instability and coercive parenting practices over their 
early years of life present an increased risk for emotional 
and behavioral difficulties (Bolsoni-Silva & Loureiro, 2020; 
Lobo et al., 2011). 

Despite the parental influence on the child development, 
in fact, many parents have not played their co-responsibility 
roles, due to different reasons (Wagner et al., 2005). An 
example of such reasons comes from the interaction between 
work and family: many hours or negative experiences at work 
reduce, both, the amount and quality of interactions between 
parents and their children (Hartung & Hahlweg, 2011). 
Another example, perhaps even originated in the first one, 
includes, but is not limited to, outsourcing the care service 
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to grandparents, school, or therapies (Wagner et al., 2017). 
The non-occupation of the parental role can cause issues 
that are commonly classified as psychological ones for the 
child, such as emotional, interpersonal and conduct issues, 
for instance (Fatori et al., 2018). In many cases, children’s 
behavior problems added to the distance between parents 
and children might evolve in a way that will require support 
of a mental health professional.

In the context of this study, Behavior Analysis was the 
theoretical framework, driving the analyses and discussions. 
Moreover, a comprehensive definition to mental health was 
used, according to the World Health Organization (2021): 
“mental health is a state of well-being in which an individual 
realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make 
a contribution to his or her community.” 

In Brazil, it is estimated that 13% of the population of 
children and teenagers presents some mental health issue; 
maybe the affected population is even larger, if we consider 
mental health beyond the diseases and disorders described in 
medical textbooks. This means that about 7 million children 
need specialized mental health services (UNICEF, 2020). 
Even though the difference between social classes has 
narrowed over the past few years and, along with it, access 
to health assistance has increased (Landmann-Szwarcwald 
& Macinko, 2016; Victora et al., 2011), there are still many 
barriers for this access (Oliveira et al., 2019). 

Parent training and/or guidance can help in the provision 
of mental health services and, at the same time, enhance the 
chance of generalization of treatment effects (Eshel et al., 
2006; Sanders & Glynn, 1981). Such generalizations may be 
seen towards cognitive and psychosocial development (Eshel 
et al., 2006), as well as specific effects, such as generalization 
to new people, behaviors and settings described as targets 
to this generalization (e.g., Sanders & James, 1983; Yuan 
et al., 2018). 

Parent training commonly has the goal to teach how to use 
positive parenting practices, which include, but are not limited 
to, being consistent in the way of raising the children; being 
attentive to and verbalizing positive aspects of the children; 
increasing sensitivity to the children’s communication; 
properly monitoring behaviors and troubleshooting (Letarte 
et al., 2010). As parents learn and apply new parenting skills, 
they use less severe discipline, such as physical punishment 
and yelling, and start to use more praise and encouragement, 
perform a strategic monitoring on what needs to be fixed and 
improve their perception over the child’s behavior (Letarte 
et al., 2010). 

According to Bearss, Burrell et al. (2015), parent 
training/guidance can be divided into four categories: care 
coordination, psychoeducation, parent-mediated interventions 
and mediated interventions for maladaptive behaviors. 
The two first ones comprise programs that aim to provide 
indirect benefit to the child, supporting parents as caregivers 
and increasing their knowledge. As for the parent-mediated 

interventions and mediated interventions for maladaptive 
behaviors, the parents become the main agents of change 
and the child gets a direct benefit out of the treatment. It 
is noteworthy that the differences between the outcomes 
of mediated interventions and of psychoeducation are not 
significant yet. Therefore, benefit-cost ratios must be studied 
carefully (Bearss, Johnson et al., 2015). 

Within a behavior-analytic approach, the behavior skills 
training (BST) has proven effective when the goal is to have 
the parents mediating the intervention (Schaefer & Andzik, 
2021). In this training, four teaching strategies are used: 
instruction, modeling, rehearsal (role play) and feedback 
(Loughrey et al., 2014). This training format has already 
been used to teach different skills to parents whose children 
had different diagnoses (Schaefer & Andzik, 2021). Despite 
the demonstrations of its effectiveness in teaching parents, 
there is little systematized evidence around BST in literature. 
Next, we describe two literature reviews that overlap with 
the present study. 

O’Neill (2020) performed a scoping review focused on 
different strategies of Applied Behavior Analysis to train 
parents of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 
who presented challenging behaviors. The author used the 
guidelines proposed by the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping 
Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) to define his parameters and report 
his findings. The studies analyzed by him involved parents of 
children with ASD, as well as interventions based in Applied 
Behavior Analysis (ABA) that had multiple components and 
whose ultimate goal was to reduce challenging behaviors 
in these children. The study presents general data regarding 
the scientific merit of the analyzed studies and points out 
that more studies are needed for empirical support to be 
demonstrated with respect to different parent trainings based 
in ABA for reducing challenging behaviors in children 
with ASD. In the context of this manuscript, in addition to 
not having been published in a peer-reviewed journal yet, 
the study of O’Neill is quite specific when it comes to the 
population and dependent variables of the analyzed sample, 
not enabling a direct generalization of the findings to parent 
training in general. 

Schaefer and Andzik (2021) performed the first systematic 
review published in a peer-reviewed journal regarding 
the BST as an evidence-based practice for parent training 
(author’s statement). The authors used criteria of What 
Works Clearinghouse (WWC). They claim that the BST 
has been used to train several skills for parents, and that 
the results are effective, with such demonstration coming 
from single-subject experimental designs. They also state 
that parents of children with ASD and intellectual disability 
make up great part of the studies sample. The authors did 
not investigate procedures that only used components of the 
BST for parent training. 

As for the Brazilian literature, Zalula and Haydu (2012) 
reviewed publications in the Journal of Applied Behavior 
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Analysis (JABA), heading from two very general criteria: 
the analyzed studies needed to be empirical (there was no 
greater definition on what “empirical” would be) and related 
to parent capacitation (there was no greater definition on 
“parent capacitation”). Thirty-one studies were selected 
and categorized according to several variables, such as 
experimental designs, population by diagnosis of parents and 
children, intervention setting and types of procedure. There 
was no mention to the BST (or correlates in Portuguese). 

Empirical studies and literature reviews have 
demonstrated that the parent training is a tool that 
might enhance the access and provide support for the 
generalization of outcomes of mental health treatments to 
different target behaviors and with different populations. 
The knowledge about parent training procedures that have 
been used, as well as about their effectiveness, has to be 
constantly updated and made available in many languages, 
in order to assure their dissemination. Literature reviews 
regarding the BST and its components are quite recent and 
result from very specific research questions and analysis 

criteria, as described above. More specification on how 
often to use BST and its components, as well as a more 
detailed analysis of the experimental designs used, with 
specific criteria to analyze effectiveness, was not found. 
Therefore, this type of study is still needed.

With this context in mind, this study aimed to check the 
procedures that have been used to train parents on issues 
related to mental health. Given the frequent discussions and 
the use of BST, we also sought to answer the question about 
the frequency of use of BST and its components among 
the studies found. Moreover, we examine the experimental 
designs that have been used to assess parent training and 
how effective this training is, heading from specific criteria 
to evaluate data. It is noteworthy that we chose to carry out 
the research in a database that included journals published 
in Portuguese in an attempt to map the national literature 
about the subject. Finally, it is important to say that this 
study did not intend to evaluate the effectiveness of parent 
training with respect to the behavior and mental health of 
the children. 

METHOD

This systematic literature review was divided into three 
phases, adapted from DiGennaro-Reed et al. (2012) and The 
Writing Center, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
(2018). The analyses were performed following a behavior-
analytic basis. Figure 1 provides the flowchart with the steps 

illustrated in a summarized format and the number of papers 
that were identified, included or excluded in each phase of 
the research process.

In Phase 1, the research question and the search terms 
were determined, as well as and in which parts of the papers 

Phase 1: definition of the research question, search terms, choice of 
database and period of publication.

Papers found 
n = 100

Phase 2: analysis of the webpage of the journal, as well as of the 
abstract and method of the papers, according to seven criteria (year of 

publication, peer-reviewed, gratuity, parents as target population, 
intervention studies, BST use, BST components).

Papers excluded after the revision of the webpage of the journals, 
abstract and method of the studies

n = 72

PPhhaassee  33:: full text analysis, heading from three categories of analysis: 
training procedures, experimental design and intervention effects.

Analyzed papers
n = 28

Figure 1. Illustrative flowchart regarding the steps of the review and the number of papers identified, included and excluded per research phase. 
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such terms would be searched. The database to be searched 
and the period of publication of the studies to be reviewed 
were also chosen. Due to its accessibility and coverage, it 
was decided to use Education Collection ProQuest, available 
in Periódicos CAPES. It was defined that the search would 
cover the years between 2010 and 2019. The search terms 
were “behavior skills training” and “parents”, and “treino de 
habilidades comportamentais” and “pais” (in Portuguese), 
always in the abstract tab. Such search was filtered so that 
only academic journals were included. As described in the 
results, 100 inputs were found in this search.

In Phase 2, the journal webpage, the abstract and the 
method of every paper were analyzed according to the 
following criteria: (a) year of original publication between 
2010 and 2019 (some papers are published online after 
their original publication); (b) published in peer-reviewed 
scientific journal; (c) paper made available online for free 
and in full; (d) at least one of the participants of the study 
being a parent; (e) empirical and intervention studies 
(independent variable manipulation to change parents’ 
behavior); (f) used the technical term BST; (g) used BST or 
its elements without using it as a specific technical term. The 
papers whose answer to items A, B, C, D and E was “no” 
were excluded. For the other two items (f, g), the answers 
could be “yes” or “no”, as long as one of them was “yes”. 
In order to increase data reliability, for the 10 first abstracts, 
the two reviewers performed the analysis independently and 
compared them (interobserver agreement – IOA). For the 
analyses that did not achieve an agreement of 100%, the 
criteria were reoperationalized and a new analysis was made, 
until 100% agreement was reached. Once this criterion was 
achieved, only one of the reviewers analyzed the other papers 
(N=90). The second reviewer analyzed about 20% of these 
papers to calculate agreement (N=21), chosen by sortition. 
For the items of the papers to which the main reviewer 
pointed out lack of information for the analysis, the second 
reviewer analyzed them and the items were discussed until 
an agreement regarding the analysis was achieved.

In Phase 3, the papers were analyzed again, heading from 
their full reading, looking at three categories. In order to 
increase data reliability when analyzing the three categories, 
for the first 5 papers, the two reviewers performed the analysis 
independently and compared them (IOA). For the analyses 
that did not get to 100%, the criteria were reoperationalized 
and a new analysis was made, until 100% agreement was 
reached. Once this criterion was achieved, only one of the 
reviewers analyzed the other papers (N=23). The second 
reviewer analyzed about 30% of these papers to calculate 
agreement (N=8), chosen by sortition. 

The analysis of Category 1 of Phase 3 was conducted 
based on teaching procedures, following the definitions of the 
Behavior Analyst Certification Board (BACB), Task List (4th 
ed.)(BACB, 2014). Despite the fact that its denominations 
might cause the reader to understand that some of these 
teaching procedures are basic principles, according to the 

task list, all of them are procedures. More specifically, 
in the context of this study, “reinforcers”, “schedules of 
reinforcement”, etc., were used as procedures, as described 
in the Section I of the task list, Basic Behavior-Analytic 
Skills, item D, Fundamental Elements of Behavior Change, 
in the BACB document. 

In an attempt to reduce the number of categories listed 
in the original document (BACB, 2014), the procedures 
that could be grouped into more general categories were 
clustered (e.g., procedures such as DRO, DRA, DRI, and 
fixed-interval schedules of reinforcement were grouped into 
“use of reinforcers” and “schedules of reinforcement”). We 
got to 29 analysis subcategories coming from the BACB 
document, and two others were created: the first one (Category 
30) to classify procedures that were not described in sufficient 
details to be analyzed; and the second one (Category 31) 
for procedures that did not fit into categories 1 to 29. The 
31 procedure subcategories were: 1) Use of reinforcers and 
schedules of reinforcement (also based in time and covering 
differential reinforcement); 2) Use of prompts and prompt 
fading; 3) Use of modeling and imitation training; 4) Use of 
shaping; 5) Use of chaining; 6) Use of discrete-trial training 
(DTT) and free-operant arrangements; 7) Use of verbal 
operant training; 8) Use of punishment and schedules of 
punishment; 9) Use of extinction; 10) Use of combinations 
of reinforcement, punishment and extinction; 11) Use of 
interventions based on manipulation of antecedents, such as 
motivating operations and discriminative stimuli; 12) Use 
of discrimination training; 13) Use of instructions and rules; 
14) Use of group contingencies; 15) Use of equivalence 
procedures; 16) Use of the matching law; 17) Use of high-
probability request sequences; 18) Use of the Premack 
principle; 19) Use of pairing procedures to establish new 
conditioned reinforcers and punishers; 20) Use of errorless 
learning procedures; 21) Use of matching-to-sample; 22) Use 
of self-management strategies; 23) Use of token economies 
and other conditioned reinforcement systems; 24) Use of 
direct instruction; 25) Use of precision teaching; 26) Use 
of personalized systems of instruction (PSI); 27) Use of 
incidental teaching; 28) Use of functional communication 
training (FCT); 29) Use of augmentative communication 
systems; 30) Procedures not described in sufficient details 
to be analyzed; and 31) Other procedures. 

More explicitly talking about the subcategories 30 and 
31: in the 30 one, study procedures that were not described 
in sufficient details to be clustered within the other categories 
were classified. In the subcategory 31, procedures that 
were described in sufficient details to be classified, but did 
not fit into the categories derived from the BACB Fourth 
Edition Task List, were classified. For instance, feedback; 
discussion; use of guidebooks; rehearsals (including role 
play with confederates); vignettes; questions to ensure that 
the handbook was read; feedback through video conference; 
videos; reminders; and brochures were not part of the 
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procedures described in the Fourth Edition Task List and so, 
were placed within Category 31. 

In Category 2 of Phase 3, the experimental design was 
described: the single-subject one (or intrasubject), the 
group one or a mixture of both (mixed method of research 
design). In order for it to be considered as a single-subject 
experimental design, the criteria were: (a) that the procedures 
were implemented based on the performance of each 
individual; (b) that the main tool to analyze results was the 
visual analysis; and (c) that the results were represented and 
described with respect to each participant. The criteria for 
classification as a group design were: (a) that the procedure 
was identically implemented to every participant of a certain 
group, regardless of their performance; (b) that statistical 
methods were the main form of analysis; and (c) that the 
results were presented with respect to the group. When 
the studies were composed of criteria belonging to both 
experimental designs, they were considered to be a mixture 
of the two types of design. 

In Category 3 of Phase 3, the effects of the interventions 
(training) over the parents’ target behaviors were analyzed. 
The responses to this category were: (a) yes, the target 
behavior was changed after the intervention was introduced, 
or (b) no, the target behavior did not change after the 
intervention was introduced. Specific criteria to the single-
subject and group designs were established. 

For single-subject designs, the following were analyzed: 
(a) overall stability in data; (b) the trend of the data at the 
baseline; (c) whether the baseline was at 0% or 100%; and (d) 
whether there were orthogonal changes in the level and trend 
after the intervention was reversed back to the baseline. More 
specifically about stability: a high variability demonstrates 
lack of control over the variables that influence the target 

behavior. Only the studies that fulfilled the following criteria 
were classified as having data stability: 85%, at least, of 
all data items at the baseline would have to be within 15% 
(up or down) of the median for all data items in that phase 
(Lobo et al., 2017). When there were even number of data 
points, the two ones that made up the median would be added 
and divided by 2. Although any percentage of zero is zero, 
when the median was zero, we would accept variations that 
represented up to 15% of change in performance. As for the 
trend, it was assessed only at the baseline, according to the 
following classifications: last point trending in the direction 
of the desired change (acceleration); last point trending in 
the opposite direction of the desired change (deceleration); 
last point creating a horizontal line with the previous one 
(zero acceleration). If the baseline trend was in the desired 
direction of behavior change, the target behavior would not 
be considered to have changed. 

Besides the 4 subcategories described above, for single-
subject experimental designs, two other questions were 
answered: Are results displayed in a graphical format that 
shows repeated measures for a single case over time (for 
instance, behavior or participant)?; Do the results manifest 
changes in the dependent variable when the independent 
variable is manipulated by the experimenter in three different 
points over time, or in three phase repetitions? For alternating 
treatments, there must be four repetitions of the alternating 
sequence. For a changing criterion design, the baseline should 
be added to three intervention phases (criteria adapted from 
Dueñas et al., 2018; Steinbrenner et al., 2020). 

As for the group experimental designs, the question 
that was answered was: Does the research report positive 
effects that are statistically significant for at least one of the 
dependent variables described in the results?

RESULTS

Phase 1

In Phase 1, 100 papers were found from the search terms 
“behavior skills training” and “parents”. No paper was found 
with the terms “treino em habilidades comportamentais” 
and “pais” (in Portuguese). It is noteworthy that only peer-
reviewed academic journals were included.

Phase 2

In Phase 2, the webpage of each one of the journals in 
which the studies were published was analyzed, and the 
abstract and methods adopted by the papers were read, 
according to the criteria described in the Method section. 
This analysis led to only 28 remaining studies, as presented 
in Table 1. The 28 papers were empirical and interventional, 

published from 2010 to 2019, and their abstracts contained 
the terms “behavior skills training” and “parents”. All of 
these papers are available online, for free and in full. 

Among the 28 papers, only 4 of them used the technical 
term “behavior skills training” or “BST”: Dogan et al. 
(2017), Loughrey et al. (2014), Seiverling et al. (2012) and 
Subramaniam et al. (2017). In spite of such results, the other 
24 papers used BST components. For instance, Elder et al. 
(2011) study used written and verbal instructions; Letarte 
et al. (2010) used role play and feedback; and Strauss et 
al. (2012) used modeling. Detailed results concerning the 
procedures used in each study are described next, in Phase 3. 

Still in Phase 2, after the training to evaluate agreement 
between the observers, described in the Method section, 
the IOA between them for the 20% of papers analyzed was 
calculated. The average for such measure was of 97.7% 
(variation between 88% and 100%).
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Table 1 
Results derived from the analysis of the three categories of Phase 3.

Authors and year 1 - Procedures
2 –Designs 3 – Effects

Single-subject Group Yes

Bagner and Graziano (2013) instructions, others X X

Coatsworth et al. (2015) instructions, others X X

Combes et al. (2012) modeling, instructions, others X

Dogan et al. (2017) modeling, instructions,  
self-management, others X X

Elder et al. (2011) modeling, instructions, others X X

Fabiano et al. (2012) instructions, others X X

Fava et al. (2011) modeling, instructions, others X X

Frankel et al. (2010) instructions, others X X

Gershy et al. (2017) instructions, others X X

Glazemakers and Deboutte (2013) modeling, instructions, others X X

Godwin et al. (2016) modeling, instructions, others X

Hamad et al. (2010) modeling, instructions, others X

Hartung and Hahlweg (2011) modeling X X

Landa et al. (2011) modeling, instructions, others X X

Lau et al. (2011) modeling, instructions, others X X

Leijten et al. (2012) modeling, instructions, others X X

Letarte et al. (2010) modeling, instructions, others X X

Loughrey et al. (2014) modeling, instructions, others X X

McGilloway et al. (2012) modeling, instructions, others X X

Oveisi et al. (2010) modeling, instructions, others X X

Pfiffner et al. (2013) modeling, instructions, others X X

Poslawsky et al. (2015) modeling, others X X

Ros et al. (2017) modeling, instructions X X

Seiverling et al. (2012) modeling, instructions, others X X

Stefan e Miclea (2014) instructions X X

Strauss et al. (2012) modeling, instructions, others X X

Subramaniam et al. (2017) modeling, instructions, others X X

Tonge et al. (2014) modeling, instructions, others X X

Note. Studies not mentioned in Category 3 (effects) are those whose data did not demonstrate effects over the target behavior, according to the criteria 
hereby described.

Phase 3

In Phase 3, the 28 papers were fully read, and the questions 
regarding the three categories described in the Method section 
were answered. Category 1 referred to the procedures used 
for parent training; Category 2 was about the experimental 
design of each study; and Category 3 covered the effects 
of the intervention over the target behavior(s) of the study. 

With respect to the analysis in Category 1, the following 
data were found concerning the procedures used to parent 
training: 26 papers used instructions and rules (subcategory 
13). Overall, for this procedure, the instructors described 
the target behavior(s) and how parents should act in each 
condition. Twenty-two papers used modeling and imitation 
training (subcategory 3). In this procedure, the instructor 

demonstrated the desired target behavior and then, the 
parents engaged in behaviors similar to the model. Such 
modeling could be done live or by video. One paper used 
self-management strategies (subcategory 22). In here, 
the parents were taught to identify events taking place in 
the environment, to display certain behaviors when such 
events took place and to assess whether they performed 
these behaviors correctly or not (Dogan et al., 2017). The 
parents checked the handbook and took notes on the steps 
they had performed accurately. If they made a mistake in 
the note-taking, the instructor guided them to do it right, 
and no other feedback was provided. Twenty-five studies 
used other procedures (subcategory 31). Among them, 12 
used feedback (Bagner & Graziano, 2013; Combes et al., 
2012; Dogan et al., 2017; Elder et al., 2011; Fabiano et 
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al., 2012; Glazemakers & Deboutte, 2013; Godwin et al., 
2016; Leijten et al., 2012; Oveisi et al., 2010; Poslawsky 
et al., 2015; Seiverling et al., 2012; Strauss et al., 2012); 5 
studies used discussion (Glazemakers & Deboutte, 2013; 
Lau et al., 2011; Leijten et al., 2012; Poslawsky et al., 2015; 
Strauss et al., 2012); 3 of them used handbooks (Coatsworth 
et al., 2015; Glazemakers & Deboutte, 2013; Lau et al., 
2011); 3 studies used rehearsals, including role plays with 
confederates (Dogan et al., 2017; Subramaniam et al., 
2017; Tonge et al., 2014); 1 study used vignettes (Dogan 
et al., 2017); 1 of them used questions to make sure the 
handbook was read (Subramaniam et al., 2017); 1 study 
used follow-up with video conference (Subramaniam et 
al., 2017); 1 study used videos (Fava et al., 2011); 1 paper 
used reminders (Fava et al., 2011); and 1 used brochures 
(Frankel et al., 2010).

As for the analysis in Category 2, the experimental 
design that was most found was the group one (23 papers 

in total). Five papers with single-subject experimental 
design were found, also known as intrasubject: Dogan et 
al. (2017), Loughrey et al. (2014), Seiverling et al. (2012) 
and Subramaniam et al. (2017). A paper gathering the two 
experimental designs (mixed method of research design) 
was found: Elder et al. (2011).

Finally, in Category 3, regarding the effects of the 
procedures over the parents’ target behavior(s), significant 
effects were observed, according to the criteria described 
in the Method section, in 24 of the 28 papers. In 4 papers 
(Combes et al., 2012; Elder et al., 2011; Godwin et al., 2016; 
Hamad et al., 2010), it was not possible to attest a significant 
change in behavior, due to the lack of data or to data that 
disclosed absence of significance. 

The 28 papers were published in 25 different journals 
(two papers in the Child Abuse & Neglect: The International 
Journal; two in JABA; and two in Behavior Modification). 
The other 19 papers were published in a dispersed format. 

DISCUSSION

The main goal of this study was to reveal which 
procedures have been used to train parents within the mental 
health field, and how often the behavior skills training (BST) 
and its components are used in such studies, as well as its 
effectiveness. 

With respect to the procedures used, among the papers 
classified as effective – according to Category 3 (Phase 
3) – only 4 studies used the term “behavior skills training” 
or “BST”. Six papers used all components of BST, even 
though such technical term was not used to describe their 
procedures(Elder et al., 2011; Glazemakers & Deboutte, 2013; 
Godwin et al., 2016; Leijten et al., 2012; McGilloway et al., 
2012; Oveisi et al., 2010; Strauss et al., 2012). Twenty-two 
studies, among the effective ones, used instructions and 
rules, and the instructions varied from written instructions 
to brochures and verbal ones. Modeling was used in 18 
effective papers. The rehearsal (or role play) was used in two 
of them and, the feedback, in 13 studies out of the effective 
ones. Nonetheless, instructions and modeling were part of 
the four studies that did not present effectiveness. 

These data suggest the need for further research to assess 
the effectiveness of each BST component, given that some 
of its components led to changes in parents’ behaviors, but 
literature does not yet describe precisely which components 
are the most effective ones and, even more important, 
under what conditions. For instance, the study presented by 
Ward-Horner and Sturmey (2012) described the components 
feedback and modeling as being effective. On the other hand, 
Feldman et al. (1989) claim that feedback and modeling are 
more effective than verbal instruction. Krumhus and Malott 
(1980) analyzed some components of BST and stated that 
verbal instructions presented little effect (from 2% to 12%), 
and that modeling and feedback were more effective (42% 

and 72%, respectively) towards the target behavior(s) of their 
study. Upcoming studies need to carry on the investigation 
on the role played by each instructional component, perhaps 
correlating pre-existing behavioral repertoires in the parents 
with each one of these components. 

Even though there is no space for a discussion on why 
instructions and modeling have been the components that 
appeared the most, in the study conducted by Zalula and 
Haydu (2012), instructions were part of 30 out of 36 analyzed 
studies. In addition to being easy to implement, the authors 
argue that one reason why this procedure might be widely 
used is that it enables for complex contingencies to be learned 
with no need of having direct contact with them. Modeling 
was not a procedure category in this study. O’Neill (2020) 
described instruction and modeling as “the nature of parent 
training” and, although they did not discuss the reason for 
it, the data show the prevalence of these two procedures: 
out of 26 studies, 24 used instructions and 19 of them 
used modeling. It is noteworthy that the use of instruction 
frequency and modeling in this study is similar to the ones 
found by Zalula and Haydu and O’Neill. 

Moreover, when it comes to the effects of the analyzed 
procedures, in 24 of the 28 papers that were selected, it was 
found an effect of the independent variable over the dependent 
variable. This is an interesting data, since it demonstrates 
the possible effectiveness of different procedures for parent 
training. These data endorse the ones found in literature that 
state that parent training is one path to expand the access to 
and/or the effects of psychoeducational and mental health 
interventions, in general (Eshel et al., 2006). Among the 
studies analyzed, many of them have looked at dependent 
variables as a change for parenting practices (Letarte et al., 
2010), parental depression (Duch & Rodriguez, 2011) and 

﻿



8 Psic.: Teor. e Pesq., Brasília, 2023, v. 39, e39311

MCH Dias & AC Sella

parental stress (Hartung & Hahlweg, 2011). Significant 
changes have been found in these measures, which stand 
for the possible benefits of parents’ active participation in 
the treatment of their children.

Such data also endorse, tangentially, the ones presented 
by Schaefer and Andzik (2021), that certify that BST is an 
effective tool for parent training that might be used to teach 
different parenting practices to different populations. We say 
“tangentially” since this study does not present an exclusive 
analysis of the studies that used BST explicitly, given that its 
goal was to look at procedures for parent training in general, 
different from Schaefer and Andzik (2021). 

A limitation of the study hereby presented is that we 
did not divide the analyzes by diagnosis, different from 
Schaefer and Andzik (2021) and Zalula and Haydu (2012). 
Further research might analyze, in a more detailed way, 
the relationship between the procedures used and their 
effectiveness for specific populations. In this case, the 
effect of parent training over children’s behavior should be 
a central variable of analysis. Mapping in more details the 
populations that benefit from different psychoeducational 
parent training and guidelines could guide study with different 
populations, enlarging the generality (external validation) 
of the interventions.

It is important to highlight that many factors can 
affect the success of parent training programs, no matter 
the goal for such training. Socioeconomic disadvantages 
(e.g. poverty, low educational level), family structure 
(families with just one of the parents, conflicts between 
the parents), maternal risk factors (being part of minority 
and stress) and parenting styles are some of the factors 
that have been investigated (Bagner & Graziano, 2013; 
Bolsoni-Silva & Loureiro, 2020) and described as relevant 
for the adherence and success of such trainings. Among 
them, maternal stress and other mental health issues, low 
socioeconomic level and harmful parenting practices are 
the variables that seem to be closely related to failure and 

low adherence in parent training (Bagner & Graziano, 
2013; Reyno & McGrath, 2006). 

According to our searches, no paper was published in 
Portuguese. This data points out the need for carrying out and 
publishing research for producing evidence, in Portuguese, 
about the use of BST with parents that have the goal to 
investigate cultural variables that might have influence over 
the success and adherence to trainings.

As described in the Results section, most of the papers 
were published in different journals, with no concentration 
of studies in a given journal. Such dispersion may make 
access to information difficult. Systematic reviews that gather 
information about the subject may help professionals and 
researchers (Sella et al., 2013). 

This study presents other limitations, such as not 
presenting a description and analysis of target behaviors in 
parent training. Perhaps upcoming studies may contribute 
to literature by analyzing what the target behaviors of each 
training are. 

As highlighted above, another limitation of this paper is 
that the studies were not separated by the specific diagnosis of 
children and/or parents. Although Behavior Analysis theorists 
consider the diagnosis of mental disorders and disabilities to 
be less important for the intervention process, given that the 
focus of this theoretical framework refers to initiating and 
sustaining conditions of target behaviors (Banaco et al., 2010), 
there are specific behavioral and biological symptoms in some 
syndromes and disorders that are usually important targets for 
interventions, especially in multi/interdisciplinary teams. In 
the future, an analysis of studies by diagnosis might support, 
more specifically, researches and the professional practice of 
people who work with certain populations. Specifically, when 
it comes to parent training, studies show that the presence of 
diagnoses of disabilities and developmental delays decrease 
the likelihood of adherence and success of parent training 
(Bagner & Grazziano, 2013). Therefore, such diagnoses 
may be relevant variables. 

CLOSING REMARKS

Overall, this study has contributed to literature by 
systematizing information about analysis variables 
concerning BST with parents. Furthermore, it does so both in 
English and in Portuguese, language in which review studies 
that bring up BST and its components for parent training 
were not found. It is noteworthy that all analyzed papers 
are available online, for free and in full, which enables the 
readers to have access to such studies. 

Several limitations of the study were presented in the 
Discussion section. Among them, we highlight the absence 
of an analysis (a) about target behaviors in parents and 
(b) the effects of interventions over children’s behavior. 
Moreover, it was discussed that tracing the relationship 

between the nosological diagnosis and each procedure could 
help professionals that work in specific areas. Such issues 
may be investigated in further studies.

It is important to highlight the need for intervention 
studies that analyze the effectiveness of each BST component, 
specifically for parent training, with special attention to 
instructions and modeling, given to frequency to which such 
components arise, both in effective and ineffective studies.

It is also noteworthy that, within a behavior-analytic 
approach, the research that heads from a refutation of 
hypotheses is not common. According to this theoretical-
methodological framework, statistical methods might lead to 
analysis bias. In addition, commonly, statistically significant 
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data do not present clinical significance to the participants 
involved (Baer, 1997; Holth, 2021; Sidman, 1960). Due 
to these issues, hypotheses are not discussed in this study. 

Despite the limitations of this study, systematic literature 
reviews are important for professionals and researchers of 

the field, by identifying studies, systematically analyzing 
them and summarizing data in a way that the readers can 
use such information to make decisions that increase the 
likelihood for results to be more and more significant for 
the populations served. 
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