
Dear Behavior Doctor,

My daughter (13) chews her fingernails.  I know it’s a nervous habit but I don’t know how to help her stop.  I’ve offered to pay for her to have acrylic nails put on or pay for manicures but her fingernails aren’t long enough to apply either of these rewards.

Signed, 

Biting away in Tupelo

Dear Biting,

My daughter had the same problem when she was a teenager.  She didn’t even realize she was chewing her fingernails.  Her friends gave her all kinds of aversive advice like lemon juice on her fingernails, bitter polish, thumb sucking solution on her fingernails etc. and none of that worked.  I too offered to pay for manicures and applied fingernails.  Here’s what finally worked:

· Week one:  tell yourself that you can chew all your fingernails except your little finger.  This will consciously start making you think about what you are doing.

· Week two:  Tell yourself you can chew all your fingernails except your little finger and your ring finger.

· Week three:  Tell yourself you can chew all your fingernails except your little finger, ring finger, and middle finger.

· Week four: Tell yourself you can chew all your fingernails except your little finger, ring finger, middle finger, and pointer finger.

· Week five: Tell yourself you can not chew any of your fingernails.
In 5 weeks a new habit will have formed- You won’t be chewing your fingernails.  

It has worked for several people that I know.

