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Managing Self-Injurious Behavior
and Aggression at Home: Safety
Without Restraint
System-level crisis response gets written about constantly. What
actually happens in your living room, alone, at eleven at night, almost
never does. This is that guide.
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G U I D E  R E C O M M E N D S  C A R E G I V E R S
U S E

Environmental modification, de-escalation,
and functional assessment come first, every

time. Restraint carries real physical and
legal risk and belongs to trained

professionals, not a caregiver alone at
home.

How it works THREE STEPS

What to track in an ABC log

Antecedent What happened right before the behavior
started

Behavior Specifically what occurred, described
factually

Consequence What happened immediately afterward

Environment Time of day, setting, people present,
sensory conditions

Pattern over time Recurring triggers become visible after
several logged entries

T H E  PAT T E R N  T H E  L O G  F I N A L LY
R E V E A L E D

“Katherine had lived through months of
unpredictable aggression from her son that
felt completely random, arriving without
warning and leaving her constantly braced. A
behavioral consultant asked her to log
incidents for two weeks using a simple three-
column notebook. The pattern that emerged
was almost entirely tied to transitions between
activities announced with less than five
minutes of warning. A visual countdown timer,
introduced the following week, cut the
incidents by more than half.

M O N T H S  O F  F E E L I N G  L I K E  I T  WA S
R A N D O M  E N D E D  W I T H  A N O T E B O O K  A N D
T W O  W E E K S  O F  H O N E S T  T R A C K I N G .
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S T E P  1

A behavior escalates at home
Self-injury or aggression happens in real
time, often without warning, and always
without a crisis team already in the
room.

S T E P  2

Environmental and de-
escalation strategies come
first
Modifying the space, creating distance
or offering calm presence, and reducing
sensory load are the first real tools
available.

S T E P  3

Functional assessment finds
the pattern
Systematically identifying triggers and
what maintains the behavior over time
turns crisis management into actual
prevention.

→ →
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What matters, at a glance

Environmental modifications
Reducing sensory triggers, securing
hazards in advance, and creating a
predictable physical space all lower the
frequency of escalation.

De-escalation over confrontation
Sometimes distance calms a situation
faster than presence. Sometimes the
opposite is true. Knowing your family
member's specific pattern matters.

Restraint carries real risk
Physical restraint, even well-intentioned,
carries documented injury and legal risk,
and belongs to trained professionals, not
solo caregivers.

Functional assessment finds the
why
Systematically tracking triggers and what
follows the behavior reveals patterns that
guessing never will.

Rule out medical causes first
Pain, illness, or medication side effects
frequently underlie sudden behavioral
changes. Medical evaluation belongs
before, not after, a behavior plan.

Caregiver injury and trauma are
real too
Your own safety and psychological
wellbeing matter in this equation, not as an
afterthought.

B R I N G  T H E S E  ·  C H E C K  A S  Y O U  G O

A simple ABC log (Antecedent, Behavior, Consequence)
notebook or app

A list of known environmental triggers and modifications
already tried

Contact information for a Board Certified Behavior Analyst
(BCBA)

A plan for your own safety during an escalation

A record of any recent medical changes that could explain
new behavior

Y O U R  M O V E When behavior escalates at home, here is how to respond safely

1 Rule out pain or a medical cause before assuming a purely behavioral trigger.

2 Modify the immediate environment to reduce sensory or physical risk.

3 Choose distance or calm presence based on your family member's known pattern.

4 Start or continue an ABC log to track antecedents and consequences.

5 Seek a formal functional behavior assessment from a BCBA if patterns persist.

6 Address your own safety and emotional wellbeing as part of the plan, not separately.

Restraint is not a plan. A functional assessment, built from honest data, is. Start the log today, even before you have a professional to hand it to.

B E H AV I O R A L  S U P P O R T  R E S O U R C E S

A Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) provides formal functional behavior assessment and
evidence-based intervention planning for self-injurious behavior and aggression.

988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline remains available for situations that escalate beyond what home-
based strategies can safely manage.

Informational only. Not legal or medical advice. Verify current program rules before acting.

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

JP
Jim Palasty
Jim Palasty is the founder of OASIS for Autism and a
single father of an adult autistic daughter in Michigan.
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