Understanding and Addressing Self-Harm in Autism

Strategies to Support and Overcome Self-Injurious Behaviours

Introduction

Self-harm, also known as self-injurious behaviour (SIB), is a serious concern among children with
autism spectrum disorder (ASD). These behaviours can include hitting, biting, scratching, head-
banging, or other forms of self-inflicted injury. Understanding why self-harm occurs and
implementing effective strategies to address it are essential for caregivers, educators, and
healthcare professionals supporting autistic children.

Why Does Self-Harm Occur in Children with Autism?

Children with autism may engage in self-harm for a variety of reasons, including:

e Communication Difficulties: Many children with ASD have limited verbal skills, making it
challenging to express needs, frustrations, or pain.

e Sensory Processing Issues: Over- or under-sensitivity to sensory input (sound, light, touch)
can cause discomfort or distress, leading to self-harm as a coping mechanism.

e Emotional Regulation: Difficulty managing emotions such as anxiety, anger, or sadness
may result in self-injurious behaviours.

e Seeking Attention or Avoidance: Self-harm may be used to gain attention, escape demands,
or avoid unpleasant activities.

e Medical or Physical Causes: Sometimes, underlying medical issues (e.g., pain, seizures)
may trigger self-harming actions.

Recognizing Signs of Self-Harm

Early identification of self-harm is critical. Sighs may include unexplained injuries, repetitive
movements, withdrawal, sudden changes in behaviour, or increased agitation. Caregivers should
monitor for patterns, triggers, and frequency to better understand the behaviour.

Strategies to Overcome Self-Harm in Autistic Children

1. Behavioural Interventions

e Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA): ABA is widely used to identify triggers and reinforce
positive behaviours. Techniques include teaching alternative communication methods and
rewarding non-harmful responses.

e Functional Behaviour Assessment (FBA): FBA helps determine the underlying cause of self-
harm and guides targeted interventions.

e Positive Reinforcement: Consistently rewarding desired behaviours can help reduce self-
harm over time.
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2. Communication Supports

e Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC): Tools such as picture boards, tablets,
or sign language can help children express needs and emotions.

e Speech Therapy: Working with a speech-language pathologist may improve communication
skills and reduce frustration.

3. Sensory Strategies

e Sensory Integration Therapy: Occupational therapists can help address sensory
sensitivities through personalized therapy plans.

e Environmental Modifications: Adjusting lighting, noise levels, and textures in the child’s
environment may reduce sensory overload.

4. Emotional Regulation and Coping Skills

e Teaching Emotional Awareness: Help children identify and understand their emotions
through visual aids or social stories.

¢ Mindfulness and Relaxation Techniques: Simple breathing exercises, yoga, or guided
imagery can support emotional regulation.

5. Medical Assessment and Support

e (Consult Health Professionals: Rule out medical causes, such as pain or seizures, with your
family doctor or paediatrician.

e Medication: In some cases, medication may be prescribed to help manage underlying
conditions or severe behaviours.

6. Family and Community Involvement

e Parent and Caregiver Training: Learning behaviour management techniques and
communication strategies can be empowering.

e Support Groups: Connecting with other families and advocacy organizations in Canada can
offer emotional support and practical advice.

Prevention and Safety Considerations

Safety is paramount. Remove objects that could cause harm, monitor high-risk situations, and
create a safe, structured environment. If self-harm is severe or escalating, seek immediate
professional help.

When to Seek Help

If self-harm persists or worsens, contact your healthcare provider, school psychologist, or local
autism support organizations. In Canada, resources such as Autism Canada, provincial autism
societies, and local health authorities offer guidance and support.
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Conclusion

Self-harm in children with autism is complex and challenging. With understanding, patience, and
effective strategies, caregivers and professionals can help children learn safer, healthier ways to
cope with their emotions and environment. Early intervention and a supportive network are key to

positive outcomes.
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