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Understanding Self-Harm

‘What is Self-Harm?

A behaviour when someone hurts or damages their body
It is not a mental illness

Not everyone who self-harms is suicidal

Often starts in the teenage years

Self-harm may include: ‘You may be trying to:

¢+ Cutting *  Getrelief from pain or distress
* Hitting or bruising. « Communicate pain or distress

* Overdosing * Cope with intense, or a lack of,
* Burning emotions

There are many reasons why someone may self-harm. You may feel
like you cannot put the reasons into words. It may be that you are
feeling strong emotions and are trying to relieve or express those
feelings. Many people say they self-harm because it gives them a
feeling of control and helps them cope with difficult emotions.

It is very normal to want to deal with these underlying reasons, but
self-harm can be an unhealthy and dangerous way to do it. Self-harm
behaviours can carry a risk of deliberate or accidental death.

How does Self-Harm develop?

Researchers N. Slee and colleagues have developed a useful map to see
how self-harm may develop:
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Safe Self-Harm

Itis possible that currently, you are not able to stop self-harming, With the

help of a mental health professional, try and think of ways to safely self-

harm. These may include:

+ Know your body - listen to your body as it tells you what self-harm
methods may cause further damage than you intended

+ Always clean self-harm equipment — cleaning with boiling water or
sterilising fluid reduces the risk of infection

+ Be aware that over-the-counter drugs are dangerous too

* Have a first aid kit nearby - make sure to look after your injuries

How do I cope with the feelings
that make me Self-Harm?

Making changes to the way we do things is very difficult, but we need to
do something to break out of the rut.

Changes will not happen overnight, but it is important to keep trying. This
is the first step to feeling better.

Self-harming might make you feel better immediately but the distressing
eemotions can build. To deal with self-harming behaviours, you might need
to talk about the thoughts, feelings and situations that make you want to
self-harm. Learning to cope with difficult feelings in less harmful ways
will only make you stronger.

&

A mental health professional may help you to:
« Find triggers for self-harming behaviours
Regulate and control emotions

Improve problem-solving skills

Change unhealthy thought processes
Communicate without self-harming

Talking to a psychologist can be helpful to figure out why you self-harm. It
can also help find other, possibly less harmful, ways to cope with the
distressing feelings you are trying to express, control or relieve.

What can I do at home?

struggle with a problem. Does it include certain thoughts, feclings or

' Spot Warning Signs: Try and notice any warning signs when you begin to
o« behaviours? Write them down and talk to someone about them.

‘mind off the problem you are facing? Try and weigh up the pros and cons.
of using coping skills. If you cannot think of any, here are some options:
Practice a hobby

Go for a walk or engage in a sport

Listen to your favourite music

Practice a new skill

Draw or paint

Write a journal

Practice relaxation

Find alternatives — hold an ice cube or practice distraction techniques

k Coping Skills: What alternatives do you do when you try and take your

Relaxation: breathing, meditation and mindfulness exercises are coping
strategies known to help with impulse self-harm behaviours. There are
many free apps available to guide relaxation exercises, such as Calm,
Headspace and HospiChill. Here are some examples:

1. Imagine your Favourite Place — think of a place that makes you feel
happy and calm. What can you see? Try and think of the smells and
sounds around you. Can you feel anything? Notice how good you feel
when you are there.

2. 5 Finger Breathing — open your hands wide and trace your fingers
with your other hand. When your finger goes up take a deep breath in.
When your finger goes down, take a deep breath out. Notice how
taking five deep breaths feels in your body.

Ask for help: if unable to cope with the distressing emotions alone, try and
talk to a family member or a trusted friend. They are there to support you.

Seck Help from Professionals: Sccking help from professionals is always
a good idea when struggling with self-harm. If unable to wait unil the
therapeutic sessions, contact emergency services.





