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Causes of self-injurious behaviour 

Self-injurious behaviour is where a person physically harms themselves. It's sometimes called

self-harm. This might be head banging on floors, walls or other surfaces, hand or arm biting,

hair pulling, eye gouging, face or head slapping, skin picking, scratching or pinching, forceful

head shaking. 

About half of autistic people engage in self-injurious behaviour at some point in their life, and it can

affect people of all ages. This guide includes the possible causes, things you can do when it

happens, and ways you can try to prevent it happening. In extreme circumstances or emergencies,

call 999.

 

Causes of self-injurious behaviour 
There might be a number of factors causing someone to self-injure. People with learning disabilities

told Self-Injury Support they self-injure when: 

they feel they are not listened to  

they have been told off 

they have little or no choice about things 

they have been bullied  

they are involved in arguments, or hear other people arguing  

https://www.autism.org.uk/
https://www.autism.org.uk/get-involved/donate
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/self-injurious-behaviour
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Communicating 
The person might have no other way of telling you their needs, wants and feelings. Head slapping, or

banging the head on a hard surface, may be a way of telling you they are frustrated, a way of

getting an object or activity they like, or a way of getting you to stop asking them to do something.

Hand biting might help them cope with anxiety or excitement. They might pick their skin because

they are bored. Ear slapping or head banging might be their way of coping with discomfort or

saying that something hurts.

 

Mental health issues 
Some self-injurious behaviour might indicate mental health issues such as depression or anxiety. 

Repetitive behaviour 

Some forms of self-injury might be part of a repetitive behaviour, an obsession or a routine. 

Developmental stages 

The person might still do some things that most people stop doing as young children, such as hand

mouthing - putting their fingers or hand into their mouth - causing injury. 

Learned behaviour 

The person might learn that self-injurious behaviour can be a very powerful way of controlling the

environment. A behaviour, eg head slapping, which they did at first because of physical pain, could

eventually become a way of avoiding or ending a situation they don't like, eg turning the television

off, or interrupting an argument taking place nearby.

 

What to do when self-injurious behaviour happens  
Here are some pointers on things you could do when the behaviour is happening. In extreme

circumstances or emergencies, call 999. You should also try to find ways to prevent the behaviour

happening. 

Respond quickly 

Respond quickly and consistently when the person self injures Even if you think what the person is

y g , p p g g

they are feeling unwell 

they have memories of a bereavement 

they have memories of abuse.
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Respond quickly and consistently when the person self-injures. Even if you think what the person is

doing is to get attention, it's never appropriate to ignore severe self-injurious behaviour. 

Keep responses low key 

Limit verbal comments, facial expressions and other displays of emotion. Try to speak calmly and

clearly, in a neutral and steady tone of voice. 

Reduce demands 

The person might be finding a task too difficult or overwhelming. If it's a task that needs doing, come

back to it later when the person is feeling calmer. 

Remove physical and sensory discomforts 

Smells, sounds or tastes might be causing the person distress. If there's a smell that's bothering

them, take the smelly thing away, or take the person to another room. If their clothes are

uncomfortable, prompt them to change. If it's noisy outside, close the window or offer ear defenders.

Provide relief for physical discomfort (eg pain killers) if a medical professional has advised this after

seeing the person.  

Redirect 

Tell them what they need to do instead of the self-injurious behaviour, eg "David, hands down".

Use visual cues such as picture symbols to back up instructions. Redirect to another activity that can't

be done at the same time as the self-injurious behaviour, eg an activity that needs both hands. Give

praise when they switch to the activity, eg "David, that's excellent playing with your toys”.  

Provide light physical guidance 

If the person is having difficulty stopping the behaviour, provide light physical guidance, eg gently

guide their hand away from their head, using as little force as possible. Immediately try to redirect

their attention to another activity and be prepared to provide physical guidance again. This

approach must be used with extreme caution as it may escalate the behaviour or cause the person

to target others. 

Use barriers 

Place a barrier between the person and the object that is causing harm. For head slapping, place a

pillow or cushion between the head and hand. For hand or arm biting, provide another object to bite

down on. For head banging on a hard surface, place a cushion or pillow between the surface and

the head. You can get removable padding that is placed temporarily on the floors or walls to

minimise injury.  

Consider physical restraints 

If there is risk of serious harm, a specialist might suggest using physical restraints such as arm
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restraints, gloves or helmets. These may also reduce the sensory experience and frequency of the

behaviour. Physical restraints are very restrictive and should always be used under the guidance of a

specialist to ensure they are used safely and appropriately, and with a plan to fade out their use

over time. 

Physical restraints do not address the cause of the behaviour, so they must never be used in

isolation without teaching the person new skills which address the reason for the behaviour.

 

Preventing self-injurious behaviour 
Ask a health professional for help with any self-injurious behaviour which is difficult to manage or

which places the person at risk of harm. 

Rule out medical and dental causes 

Visit the GP or dentist. Bring along notes about the behaviour - what time of day it happens, in which

situations, how often it happens, when it first started and how long it lasts. 

Think about the function of the behaviour 

Complete a behaviour diary, which records what is occurring before, during and after the behaviour.

This could to help you to understand the purpose of the behaviour. Make notes on the environment,

including who was there, any change in the environment and how you think the person was feeling.  

Increase structure and routine 

Create a clear daily routine. This will make things more predictable and could reduce anxiety. Put a

range of activities into the routine. This will reduce boredom and leave fewer opportunities for the

person to engage in self-injurious behaviour. Make plans for difficult times of the day, providing

more supervision and support at these times. People with a demand avoidant profile might need a

more flexible approach than other autistic people.. More about routine and transition times. 

Provide sensory alternatives 

Build alternative sensory experiences into the daily routine. Jumping on a trampoline or swinging on

a swing might provide a similar sensory experience to head shaking or slapping. Providing the

person with a bag of safe objects to chew on - gum, carrots, raw pasta or sultanas - might reduce

the need for hand or arm biting.  

Use communication tools 

Support the person to use other ways of communicating their wants, needs and physical pain or

discomfort. You could try visual supports, pictures of body parts or symbols for symptoms.  

Reward appropriate behaviours 

Give encouragement to the person forappropriate behaviour and for periods when they didn't
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Share guide:

Give encouragement to the person for appropriate behaviour and for periods when they didn t

engage in self-injurious behaviour. This will help them learn that other behaviours bring positive

outcomes. Rewards can be verbal praise and attention, a favourite activity, toys, tokens or

sometimes small amounts of favourite foods or drinks. Say clearly what it is that you are rewarding,

and give the reward straight away.  

Note that some autistic people don't enjoy social attention. Verbal praise could cause distress and

have the opposite effect to the one you wanted. 

Medication 

Medication is sometimes used where the behaviour is very severe or lasts a long time. Medication

should only be used under the direction of a suitable medical practitioner.  

More information 

Our Parent to Parent phone line 

Challenging Behaviour Foundation 

NICE Guidelines CG142: Autism in adults (interventions for challenging behaviour) 

NICE Guidelines CG170: Autism in under 19s (interventions for behaviour that challenges) 

SCIE Challenging behaviour guides for family carers 

Article sources

Last reviewed and updated on 14 August 2020
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http://www.challengingbehaviour.org.uk/
http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg142/chapter/1-Guidance#interventions-for-challenging-behaviour
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/CG170/chapter/1-Recommendations#interventions-for-behaviour-that-challenges
https://www.scie.org.uk/atoz/?f_az_subject_thesaurus_terms_s=challenging+behaviour&st=atoz
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Keep up to date with all the great things we're doing

Subscribe for updates

Submit

Related guides

Anger
management

Dealing with
change

Distressed
behaviour

Join the community
Our online community is a great way to talk to like-minded people

Visit our community page

Useful Links

https://www.autism.org.uk/what-we-do/newsletter-form
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/anger-management
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/dealing-with-change
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/distressed-behaviour
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/self-injurious-behaviour/www.autism.org.uk/community
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