WHAT IS A STIM?

A guide for parents and caregivers
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This resource is intended for parent education and understanding.
It does not replace individualised professional assessment.

1. What does “stim’” mean?

A stim is short for self-stimulatory behaviour.
In simple terms, a stim is:
something the body does to help itself feel regulated.

Stimming involves repetitive movements, sounds, or actions that support the nervous system
in managing:

sensory input
emotions
stress
excitement
uncertainty

Stimming is not a diagnosis, and it is not limited to autism.
It is a human regulation behaviour.




2. Everyone stims — adults included

Most people associate stimming with children, especially autistic children, because their stims
are often more visible.

However, adults stim all the time, often without noticing.
Common adult stims include:

shaking or bouncing a leg

clicking a pen repeatedly

twisting a ring or bracelet

tapping fingers on a table

biting nails

pacing while thinking

scrolling on a phone when anxious

These behaviours help adults:

stay focused
release tension
cope with stress
regulate emotions

Children stim for the same reasons — their nervous systems simply rely on it more
openly and more frequently.

3. Why do children stim?

Children stim to support self-regulation.

Stimming may appear when a child is:

+ Overwhelmed

Too much noise, movement, touch, or demand

+ Anxious or unsure

New environments, transitions, social situations



+ Excited or happy

Strong positive emotions still need regulation

+ Under-stimulated

Seeking sensory input to stay alert or focused

+ Communicating without words

For children with limited speech, stimming can express internal states

A stim is often the body saying:

“I need help staying steady.”

4. Common types of stimming

I, Movement (motor) stims

& Oral stims

hand flapping
rocking
spinning
jumping
pacing

chewing on objects
mouthing

grinding teeth

making repetitive sounds

9 Auditory stims

e humming
e repeating words or phrases
e clicking or vocal sounds

¢+ Visual stims

e watching spinning objects
e focusing on patterns or lights
e lining up objects

Each child’s stims are individual and can change over time.




5. Is stimming bad behaviour?
No.
Stimming is:

e X not misbehaviour
e X not attention-seeking
e X not a “bad habit”

It is a self-regulation strategy.
Stopping a stim without understanding why it exists often leads to:

increased anxiety
meltdowns

shutdowns

loss of emotional safety

When a coping tool is removed without replacement, distress usually finds another
outlet.

6. When should a stim be supported or redirected?

Stimming generally does not need to be stopped unless it is:

e causing physical harm
e unsafe to the child or others
e significantly preventing daily functioning

Even in these cases, the goal is not elimination, but support and replacement.
Examples:

e replacing unsafe mouthing with safe chew tools
e replacing crashing into furniture with structured movement or deep pressure

The focus is always on:

meeting the underlying regulation need




7. How can adults respond supportively?

Instead of immediately saying:

“Stop that.”

Try:

pausing and observing

asking what the body might need
offering sensory support
allowing space for regulation

Helpful supports may include:

movement breaks
deep pressure
quiet spaces
predictable routines
visual supports

A child who feels safe in their body is more available for learning and connection.

8. A key reminder for caregivers

Regulation comes before learning.
Safety comes before compliance.
Understanding comes before correction.

Stimming is not something to fear or erase.
It is information — and often, it is resilience in action.

Closing note

If you have concerns about your child’s regulation, sensory needs, or behaviour
patterns, seek guidance from professionals who take a neurodiversity-affirming and
child-centred approach.
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