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What is self harm?

Self harm is when someone deliberately hurts themselves
as a way of coping with overwhelming emotional distress.
Some people might only self-harm once others might
regularly self harm over a period of weeks, months or
years. Most of the time when people self harm they don’t
intend to kill themselves, but are actually harming
themselves as a means to stay alive, to survive, to feel real,
and to release their pain.

There are times though when someone may feel unable
to cope with their pain or circumstances any longer and
may think about suicide as a way of escaping their feelings.
This may mean that they attempt suicide and this is
different from the majority of self harm because it is
intended to cause death.

In what ways do people self harm?

Self harm can be any kind of behaviour that directly causes
pain or injury to your own body. We consider some forms
of self harm to be ordinary and acceptable like smoking,
drinking to excess after a hard day. Other forms of self
harm like cutting, burning, or overdosing seem to be more
shocking but they provide an escape and release for
painful feelings in much the same way. The following list
is by no means exhaustive, but shows us how wide
ranging self harming behaviours can be.

What's the harm?

Telephone Helplines

The Samaritans: 0141-116-123 or
0845 7909192

ChildLine Scotland: 0800 1111

Breathing Space: 0800 838 587

Web-Sites

Self Harm: You are not the only one!

www.lifesigns.org.uk

National Self Harm Network: www.nshn.co.uk

Self Injury and Related Issues: www.siari.co.uk

There are too many useful web-sites, books and
phone numbers to list here, but these should get
you started.

What's the harm?
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Why do people self harm?

Self harming can be a way of coping with unbearable
emotional pain. It may be in relation to difficult things that
are happening in their lives right now, but often there are
underlying, longer-term reasons for what they feel and do
connected to painful events in the past. These painful
experiences will have been hard to cope with at the time
or are hard to cope with because they leave the person
feeling powerless, bad about themselves, (even if they
have done nothing wrong) alone, hurt and betrayed in
some way. This makes it very hard for the person to be
able to talk to people about how they feel, and for other
people to understand why they are behaving in this way.
The sorts of experiences which may underly self harm
could include:

e Child sexual abuse

* Violence at home

* Neglect

* Emotional abuse

* | oss and bereavement
e Bullying

* Isolation and lack of support

What's the harm?

* Value your own feelings — whatever they are they
deserve your attention.

* Know your limitations — and as far as possible
communicate them as this can avoid creating false
expectations.

* Create and maintain boundaries — having good
boundaries protects you and the person who is self
harming from what can become an unhealthy rescuing
relationship.

* Be aware of your needs and try not to confuse them
with the needs of the person you are caring for.

e Arm yourself with the facts — read relevant literature,
attend training days and support groups.

* Dont personalise it! The persons’ self harming
behaviours are about them, not you.

* Seek support, information and advice from people who
have had experience of working with or supporting
people who self harm.

What's the harm?
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Helpful Responses to Self Harm

When someone you know and care about, or are working
with in a caring capacity discloses self harm, or you
become aware of it for the first time it can be quite
frightening. Your first instinct may be to want to try and
stop the person from harming themselves, and although
this is understandable it is unlikely that they will find this
supportive and it may deter them from being open with
you in future.

The best response is a human response, and as far as
possible try to be as honest and open as you can.

Ask the person what they want and need don’t assume!

Accept that self-injury may be a way of coping and
surviving for them

Accept the person how they are and where they are now
at this point in time.

Listen — the most that someone may want is that you offer
a listening ear.

Tell them what you can and cannot do and if you work
. for an organisation that has a confidentiality policy
- explain it in full.

Give advice with regards to appropriate first aid and
medical treatment.

Encourage them to express their feelings and seek
appropriate help and support.

What's the harm?

Share any concerns you have in relation to the risk they
may be to themselves and talk them through.

Stay grounded! As far as possible try not to be reactionary,
and remember that by choosing to talk about their self-
harm the individual is making a positive choice for him or
herself.

Remind the person that they have choices and promote
autonomy.

It is important to remember this is written in
relation to self-injury that is not life threatening,
and where the individual has no intention to end
their life. If you are concerned that someone you
are working with or caring for may be suicidal then
you should take appropriate action which may
include referring them to a doctor or mental
health professional either with, or without their
permission to ensure their safety, and protect
yourself. If you are a professional refer to your

organisations policies and procedures with respect
to this.

What's the harm?




