
There are many different ways to treat self-injurious behaviour (SIB), depending on the 
cause. So it’s important to identify the situations or stimuli that are likely to trigger SIB, and to 
understand the reasons and motivations for the behaviour. What does your child need or want? 
What communication barriers do they face? In what environments does the SIB most often 
occur? One or more of these health care professionals may be able to help. 

Behaviour analyst
An experienced Board-Certified Behaviour Analyst can conduct a functional behavioural 
assessment (FBA). An FBA looks at what happens before the SIB occurs, the environment, and 
what happens afterward. 

It involves:

⏺ Defining the behaviour—clearly describing what the SIB looks like

⏺ Gathering and analyzing information—exploring when, where and how the behaviour is 
occurring, the consequences of the behaviour, and the people and situations that seem to 
be related

⏺ Identifying reasons or causes—using the information to identify the most likely cause of the 
behaviour or what your child is trying to communicate

⏺ Making a plan to address the situation—specifying strategies to help reduce triggers and 
finding alternative communication methods to improve your child’s ability to express what 
they want and how they feel
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Medical specialists
Other pediatric doctors, such as medical 
geneticists, neurologists, pain specialists 
and sleep specialists, can look for 
possible other factors in your child’s SIB.

Pediatrician
A pediatrician can rule out any 
medical triggers. This is particularly 
important if the SIB is new, begins 
suddenly or is constant.

Source: healthymindsbc.gov.bc.ca

Words that are highlighted in bold are defined in the Glossary.

https://healthymindsbc.gov.bc.ca/resources/neurodiverse-mental-health/
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Psychiatrist
A psychiatrist can look for any underlying mental health conditions. Anxiety and depression are 
both common in children and youth with neurodevelopmental disorders, and the psychiatrist 
may spot signs like changes in sleep, mood or energy.

Your pediatrician or psychiatrist may recommend treating your child with medication. Some 
medications have reduced SIB in children and youth with intellectual disabilities and/or autism. 
But most medications also have risks of side effects, so you and your doctor should discuss 
whether medication is a good option for your child.

Speech and language pathologist
In many cases, self-injury serves as a means of 
communication. Being unable to communicate 
wants and needs can lead to frustration, which 
may in turn lead to SIB. Often a child or youth is 
trying to convey a feeling or idea they may not  
be able to express in words. 

A speech and language pathologist can assess 
whether and how communication difficulties 
are causing or contributing to the SIB and 
recommend ways to improve your child’s 
communication skills. Recommendations 
may include the use of sign language, a 
Picture Exchange Communication System, 
or communication boards. Sticking with one 
communication system across settings will 
help reduce frustration, so it’s important that 
caregivers, therapists, teachers and others all 
learn to use the same system. It’s also important 
for the child or youth to always have access to  
the communication system in every environment.

Occupational therapist
Many children and youth with 
neurodevelopmental disorders may 
have sensory processing sensitivities. 
This can include hypersensitivity 
(over-responsiveness) and/
or hyposensitivity (under-
responsiveness). A child or youth may 
engage in SIB as a means of avoiding 
and/or seeking sensory stimulation.

An occupational therapist can assess 
your child’s interactions with their 
environment and activities of daily 
living in order to better understand 
how sensory input may be contributing 
to your child’s SIB. The occupational 
therapist can then recommend sensory 
support strategies specific to your 
child’s sensory needs and the role it 
plays in their SIB.
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