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few years which is concerning not only for those of us who work with

young people but for the friends, family and close acquaintances of that
person (Morgan et al., 2017). It is also important that we do not neglect the
impact that Covid-19 has had on the mental wellbeing of everyone around the
world, especially with the new challenges and barriers this has posed upon us.

Self—harm in young people has been drastically increasing over the last

So, What is self-harm? It is defined as the deliberate inflicting of harm upon
oneself without the intention to die (Martin et al., 2016). It is important to note
that just because an individual self-harms it does not mean they want commit
suicide. You may be thinking why this is? Well, being suicidal and self-harming
are two different phenomena - the difference is intention. Some people can
self-harm without the intention to die and so it is important we think about this
distinction.

If you are affected by this issue, please see the resources available below. It is okay to reach out
and speak to a healthcare professional if you have been affected by this article.
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Individuals who are suicidal are often experiencing severe life stressors and/or
mental ill health which render feelings of hopelessness and suicide being the
only way out (Rasmussen, Haavind & Dieserud, 2018). Self-harm is not classed
as a mental health problem. Indeed, individuals who engage in self-harm may
recruit this ‘tool’ to cope with stressors and unbearable emotion (Woodley et
al., 2021). Self-harming behaviours could include; cutting, burning, head
banging, hitting oneself and scratching skin (Clarke, Allerhand & Berk, 2019).
However, some methods of self-harm may not be as identifiable as you may
think. Some of these behaviour include; not eating/over eating, getting into
fights, over-exercising (even when injured), spending a significant time on
addictive behaviours e.g. social media and using drugs/alcohol to cope (Young
Minds, 2022).

This blog aims to provide a clearer image of self-harm, why it occurs through
the exploration of psychological theories and what to do when you notice
someone may be self-harming. There are also resources to find support at the
end of this blog.

Why do Young People Self-Harm?

This section will explore Psychological models and theories of self-harm which
may help you to better understand this phenomena. Indeed, there are many
theorists and researchers which suggest different things. However, it is
important to note that there is no right or wrong magic answer to self-harm.
Why? Well because humans don’t experience everything the same and what
may be the cause of distress for one person, this may not be the same for
another. This also applies to self-harm; finding a single cause is not
necessarily useful as everyone’s experience is different. So let’s delve into the
theories behind this phenomena.

Psychodynamic Philosophy

Modern debates as to whether self-harm are caused
by factors within the individual or society stem from m
work of early theorists such as Freud (1917) and —~

Durkheim (1897). Psychodynamic theory concerns :
itself with the symbolic meaning of behaviours. Early -
researchers suggest that self-harm is not intended to y
end in death, but it functions as a way of stopping the
individual from complete destruction (Menninger,
1938). This means that self-harm is stopping them

from complete suicide. Another interesting Sigmund Freud - A well-
psychodynamic theory is also known as Sexual known founder of
Impulse Theory (Daldin, 1988). This suggests that psychoanalysis.
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self-harm is a method of gaining control of sexual impulses/motives and is a
way of purifying the body. Other theories suggest that self-harm is a means of
carrying out aggressive impulses towards oneself as opposed to others
(Bennum, 1984; Erlich, 1978). There are several flaws to these theories; first of
all they lack evidence within the psychological literature and can often be
stigmatising. Secondly, some researchers would say that this thinking is
outdated and no longer relevant in today’s society due to the different
challenges and dynamics of the current world in which we live.

Social Learning Theory/Modelling

Social learning theories are concerned with the G

. . . . . . e o
importance of observing, modelling and imitating U
behaviours, attitudes and emotional reactions of
others. Such theories suggest that our environment

o
and cognitive factors interact to influence learning
and behaviour. How is this relevant for self-harm?
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Well, early theories suggest that when a child self-

harms and someone soothe’s them, they learn that

this behaviour initiates care from their caregivers,

they may also witness others receive care when they

engage in self-harming behaviours and so begin to mimic them
(Suyemoto,1998). Researchers have even suggested that self-harm behaviours
can become competitive, this is also known as ‘The Contagion

Effect’ (Marchant et al., 2017; Khasawneh et al., 2020). In adolescence self-
harm can be strongly affected by peer influence (Prinstein et al., 2009).
Research suggests that engaging in self-injurious behaviours can create bonds

and facilitate communication around shared experiences and could cause the
behaviour to be learnt by others (Rosen & Walsh, 1989).

Communication Theory & Regulating Emotions

This theory suggests that self-harm has a
communicative function; self-harm is a

Automatic Automatic . . .
Positive Negative behaviour which needs to be taken seriously
Reinforcement Reinforcement as it is seen as a ‘cry for help’ (Klonsky, 2007).
(APR) (ANR) Indeed, some young people self harm in

attempt to regain control or feel in control of
the situations around them (NHS, 2021).
Researchers, Nock and Prinstein (2004, 2005),
developed the 4-Function Model of Non-
Suicidal-Self-Injury, which describes functions
of self-harm (See figure 1). The first function
is that self-harm is recruited to generate
positive feelings or emotion (APR part of

Social Positive
Reinforcement

(SPR)

Figure 1. Nock & Prinstein (2004,
2005): Four-function model of
Non-suicidal-self-injury.
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model). Indeed, individuals who self-harm have described that it creates
similar feelings to that of drugs, which is also accompanied by feelings of
calmness (Stanicke, Haavind, Gullestad, 2018). The ANR part of the model
refers to the attempt to reduce negative emotions and therefore self-harm
could be seen as a coping method. SPR refers to self-harm as an attempt to
seek attention from others and access resources or promote help-seeking
behaviours (Bentley, Nock & Barlow, 2014). Although self-harm can be used to
illicit support from others, we need to remember that labelling someone as an
‘attention-seeker’ if they self-harm is counterproductive and stigmatising.
Finally, SNR refers to self-harm as a method of escape from social situations.
To summarise, this model suggests that not only does self-harm serve as a
method of communicating but it also suggests that individuals who self-harm
are using this as a method of coping. Other researchers have found that self-
harm is a way of coping with strong emotions, whereby individuals prefer
physical pain in comparison to the emotional turmoil they may be experiencing
(Gratz et al., 2011).

What to do if you Know Someone is
Self-Harming?

It might seem like a daunting thing to hear about or notice self-harm in
someone that you know - this is normal and it is okay to feel a little
unequipped with dealing with this situation. However, this part of the blog may
shed some light on this for you.

Recognising Self-Harm

According to guidance on the NHS website, it can be difficult to recognise
when someone has started self-harming as it is often done in secret and there
is a lot of shame and guilt associated with self-harm (Sheehy et al., 2019).
Below are some physical and emotional signs that may help you recognise that
someone may be self-harming.
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Physical Signs of Self-Harm Emotional Signs of Self-Harm

o Fully covered at all times even in o Becoming withdrawn and
hot weather. isolated from others.

o Cuts, bruises or cigarette burns o Signs of depression including
which are unexplained and low mood, lack of motivation or
located on wrists, arms, thighs interest in things or activities that
and chest. they used to find enjoyable.

o Unexplained blood stains on o Signs of low self-esteem for
clothing/tissues. example; thinking they're not

good enough.

o Patches of hair missing: this
could be a sign of hair pulling. o Talking about ending things or
not wanting to go on.

Adapted from: NHS, 2020. How to help someone else.

How can you help?

There are multiple things you can do that may help

someone feel they are supported and able to seek the

help that they may need (NHS, 2020). It can be a daunting

and scary experience to think about the possibility of

someone attempting to hurt themselves or even take their

life. However, it is useful to remember that, as discussed above, self-harm
does not necessarily mean someone wants to take their life.

What might be helpful?

1. Encourage them to speak to a GP, other healthcare professional or contact
free listening services that work with individuals who self-harm.

2. Speak to them and see if you can find out how they would like to be
supported.

3. Reassure them that you are a listening ear.
4. Talk to them about their positive qualities.

5. Try to understand their emotions and experiences while adopting a non-
judgemental approach rather than just focusing on their self-harm.
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6. Help individuals explore more healthy ways of coping with difficult feelings
to try to replace the need to self-harm.

7. Let them be in control of their decisions and seek medical attention if
needed.

8. Use Distraction techniques: the urge to self-harm can be short-lasting and
so having some distraction techniques in mind can help prevent the next
step. Strategies for anger/frustration could include hitting cushions/
shouting and dancing. Strategies for sadness/fear
could include massaging hands/letting yourself/the
individual cry. Strategies for regaining control could
include; tidying up/writing lists. The possibilities are
endless and some more ideas can be found on the
Mind website (www.mind.org.uk).

Should we let someone Self-harm?

As we discussed above, not everyone who self-harms has the intention to die,
and some people recruit self-harming behaviours as a means of coping which
could be preventing them from further harm/suicidality. Therefore, Should we
let someone Self-harm? This is a constant debate in the world of psychological
research and has some ethical issues, but the general consensus seems to be;
allowing individuals to self-harm as well as providing safety information and
access to psychological support so individuals can develop alternative coping
strategies (James et al., 2017). Young people are becoming more self-aware
and so it is important we begin to identify adaptive coping strategies as
opposed to self-harm and this is about exploring these options with young
people.

What might not be so helpful?

Sometimes we have the best of intentions but our attempts to support
someone could backfire and there are some pitfalls that are important to look
out for (Mind, 2020).

1. Attempting to force change can backfire and have the complete opposite
effect.

2. Being mindful of how we communicate is important. Communicating in a
way which seems that control is being taken away from the individual Is
maladaptive.

3. It is also important we try to find a balance between ignoring injuries or
fixating on them too much.
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4. Labelling someone as ‘attention-seeking’ for self-harming can be
stigmatising although this can be true in some cases, as discussed above.
It is important we begin to change the narrative to ‘attention-needing’

5. As parents and carers, it can be extremely difficult finding out that your
child is self-harming. Try not to react angrily towards themas this may
result in a young person becoming more secretive with their self-harm, or
contribute towards the self-harming behaviour by potentially increasing its
severity or frequency.

Extra Support

We have discussed a particularly sensitive topic. If you have been

\k‘ affected by any of the topics discussed above and want to speak

to someone, there are some crisis links on this website for you to
contact.

Extra Resources

(

\( Resource on this website: Having a Conversation with
m someone about Self-harm

oS

,}.1 : https://www.charlottelowepsychologicalservices.co.uk/files/
(G| ( CLPS-having-a-conversation.pdf

Mind: Helping yourself or someone with Self-harm

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-
problems/self-harm/helping-yourself-now/

Young Minds: Guide for parents and young people around Self-harm

https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/a-z-quide/self-harm/



https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/a-z-guide/self-harm/
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