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Evidence-Based Interventions for ASD 

Early intervention will give your child the best developmental outcomes. Quality 
evidence-based interventions will ensure your child receives appropriate support, and 
that the time and money you invest are well-spent.  

While there is no cure for autism, early intervention can support your child’s 
development. Evidence-based interventions are proven to be effective by rigorous 
peer-reviewed research. Outlined below are some evidence-based interventions with 
explanations of what they can involve and how to access them.  

 

Finding the right intervention for your child can be daunting. Children 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) have huge variations in their 
behaviours and their abilities, and the interventions available reflect 
that. The challenge for parents is not only to find quality evidence-
based interventions but also to find one that best supports their 
child’s individual needs and characteristics. 

 

Behavioural interventions come in various forms. The core purpose of behavioural 
interventions is to teach and encourage desirable behaviours while decreasing 
inappropriate behaviours. A range of structured and specialised techniques are used to 
achieve this.  

 Behavioural interventions can involve: 

• assessing the behaviour of your child, 
setting goals, then developing and 
implementing a program to teach the 
targeted skill.  

• incidental teaching where opportunities to 
learn new skills are embedded into a 
child’s play or routine. 

• breaking tasks into small steps which are 
then taught one at a time. These 
procedures are then practised until the 
child has learnt the behaviour. 

• the use of rewards and praise to 
encourage target behaviour while 
undesired behaviour is ignored. 

        
      

 

      
     

 

      

Behavioural Interventions  

 

• using ‘motivators’ (such as an interest 
or favourite toy) to teach the desired 
behaviour. 

• ensuring any triggers or accidental 
rewards for problem behaviours are 
removed. 

• reviewing your child’s progress and 
adapting interventions as necessary.  
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Different types of behavioural interventions may focus on one or two aspects listed 
above or encompass many of these.  

Different types of behavioural interventions can be accessed through Applied 
Behaviour Analysis (ABA) programs, psychologists, speech pathologists and 
occupational therapists. 

 

 

Developmental interventions are centred on interactions that the child has with their 
caregiver and others around them. The general focus is to teach children 
communication and social skills so they can form positive, meaningful relationships. 

Developmental Interventions 

 

Developmental interventions can involve: 

• scaffolding and supporting quality 
interactions between the child and 
their caregiver. 

• setting up the environment to 
encourage the child to interact. 

• child-directed interactive play. 

• rewarding all efforts a child makes to 
communicate. 
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Combined Interventions 

 Some interventions combine aspects of behavioural and developmental interventions. 
These interventions can sometimes be more effective because they bring together the 
best or most appropriate elements from both domains.  

The Early Start Denver Model (ESDM) is an example of combined intervention. EDSM is a 
play-based intervention that aims to increase children’s engagement in activities and 
people around them. Communication and self-expression skills are also embedded in 
this program. While initial evidence suggests that this intervention is effective, more 
research is still needed. 

 

• modelling developmentally 
appropriate communication to the 
child. 

• supporting the formation of quality 
relationships with those around a 
child by building social skills. 
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Medical Interventions 

 
In some cases, medication can help improve behaviours (such as anxiety symptoms, 
sleep disorders and behaviours associated with ADHD) to help children better access 
other non-medical interventions. These are sometimes used for extreme behaviours or 
when other interventions alone aren’t working effectively. 

Medications need to be managed carefully in terms of the effects on the child’s 
behaviour, and dosage needs to be regularly monitored by a medical professional. 
While research shows that prescribed medical interventions do have positive effects on 
some aspects of a child’s behaviour, more research is needed on the long-term side-
effects. 

If you are interested in any of the interventions listed above, a conversation with your 
general practitioner is a good place to start. Talk to your GP about whether medical 
intervention may be appropriate and for help locating services and specialised 
practitioners in your area.   
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Therapy-Based Interventions 

 Therapy programs target specific difficulties and are often used together or are 
embedded in other intervention programs. Practitioners such as occupational therapists 
or speech therapists will focus on specific skills such as communication, social, physical or 
daily living skills. They use evidence-based interventions based on your child’s abilities 
and needs. 

For more information, see the tip sheet, Health Specialists and Their Roles.  
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