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Overview of Developmental Relationship Based Intervention for Autism 
 
Developmental relationship-based intervention (DRBI) is an evidence-based, parent-
mediated approach to autism intervention where caregivers use warm, meaningful 
interactions that build on a child’s strengths and interests to support the child’s 
developing function in communicating, emotional regulation, learning, and problem 
solving.  
 
The naturalistic interventions of DRBI have substantial evidence and the effect size of 
DRBI equals or exceeds other autism intervention approaches. In addition, DRBI meets 
the needs of advocacy groups such as the Autistic Self Advocacy Network (ASAN) by 
focusing on function and embracing neurodiversity.  
 
Research for DRBI includes a growing body of evidence with multiple papers covering 
key components of DRBI such as relationship-based and parent mediated, as well as 
whole program research and meta-analyses.  The following representative selection 
demonstrates the depth and breadth of this research: 
 

1. Sandbank 2020 - DRBI and NDBI have a moderate effect size on social 
communication  in children with autism, while ABA research is inadequate to 
calculate an effect size. This research won a 2021 award from the International 
Society for Autism Research (INSAR) 

2. Mahoney (RT) 2003, 2005, 2009 – Demonstrated that relationship focused 
interventions are effective for children with autism 

3. Green (PACT) -  2010, 2016 (Pickles) Showed that DRBI parent-mediated 
interventions help social communication in children with autism 

4. Solomon (PLAY Project) - 2014 DRBI reduces ADOS scores dramatically in 
children with autism.  

5. Casenhiser (MEHRIT) - 2011, 2014 DRBI helps social communication in children 
with autism 

6. Siller (FPI) 2013, 2014 - FPI  -DRBI  parent coaching improves parent 
responsiveness  in children with autism 

7. Binns 2019 meta-analysis - DRBIs help a range of functional goals in children with 
autism 

8. Steinbrenner 2020 - Developmental and Parent Implemented Interventions yield 
statistically significant outcomes. 

9. CHBRP 2018, 2019, 2021- three independent reviews by the University of 
California  conducted to advise the California Legislature found DRBI to be 
evidence based for treating  children with autism. 

 
 
 
 



A-2  Handout                    13th Annual Early Childhood Mental Health Conference – We Can’t Wait 

Annotated Bibliography 
 
Binns, A. V., & Oram Cardy, J. (2019). Developmental social pragmatic interventions for 
preschoolers with autism spectrum disorder: A systematic review. Autism & Developmental 
Language Impairments, 4, 2396941518824497. 
 
Green, J.; Charman, T.; McConachie, H.; Aldred, C.; Slonims, V.; Howlin, O.; Le Couteur, A.; 
Leadbitter, K.; Hudry, K.; Byford, S.; Barrett, B.; Temple, K.; MacDonald, W.; Pickles,A.; & the PACT 
Consortium (2010). Parent mediated communication-focused treatment in children with autism 
(PACT): A randomized controlled trial.   Lancet. 2010 Jun 19; 375(9732): 2152–2160. 
 
Mahoney, G., & Perales, F. (2003). Using relationship-focused intervention to enhance the 
social—emotional functioning of young children with autism spectrum disorders. Topics in Early 
Childhood Special Education, 23(2), 74-86. 
 
Mahoney, G., & Perales, F. (2005). Relationship-focused early intervention with children with 
pervasive developmental disorders and other disabilities: A comparative study. Journal of 
Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics, 26(2), 77-85. 
 
Mahoney, G. (2009). Relationship Focused Intervention (RFI): Enhancing the Role of Parents in 
Children's Developmental Intervention. International journal of early childhood special 
education, 1(1). 
 
Pickles, A., Le Couteur, A., Leadbitter, K., Salomone, E., Cole-Fletcher, R., Tobin, H., ... & Aldred, C. 
(2016). Parent-mediated social communication therapy for young children with autism (PACT): 
long-term follow-up of a randomised controlled trial. The Lancet, 388(10059), 2501-2509. 
 
Sandbank, M., Bottema-Beutel, K., Crowley, S., Cassidy, M., Dunham, K., Feldman, J. I., ... & 
Woynaroski, T. G. (2020). Project AIM: Autism intervention meta-analysis for studies of young 
children. Psychological Bulletin, 146(1), 1. 
 
Siller, M; Hutman, T & Sigman, M. (2013). A parent-mediated intervention to increase responsive 
parental behaviors and child communication in children with ASD: A randomized, clinical 
trial.  Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders. March. 43(3), 540-550. 
 
Siller, Michael; Swanson, Meghan; Gerber, Alan; Hutman, Ted; Sigman, Marian. A Parent-
Mediated Intervention that Targets Responsive Parental Behaviors Increases Attachment 
Behaviors in Children with ASD: Results from a Randomized Clinical Trial.  Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders, v44 n7 p1720-1732 Jul 2014 
Solomon R, Van Egeren L, Mahoney G, Quon-Huber M, Zimmerman P. (2014) PLAY Project 
Home Consultation Intervention Program for Young Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders: A 
Randomized Controlled Trial. J Dev Beh Pediatrics. 35(8): 475-485. 
 
Steinbrenner, J. R., Hume, K., Odom, S. L., Morin, K. L., Nowell, S. W., Tomaszewski, B., ... & 
Savage, M. N. (2020). Evidence-based practices for children, youth, and young adults with 
autism. The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Frank Porter Graham Child Development 
Institute, National Clearinghouse on Autism Evidence and Practice Review Team. 
 


