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This guide was developed with the aim of supporting parents, carers
and other family members that are worried about a young person that
may be self-harming. It includes information on self-harm, the causes
and how to support a young person when facing this problem and
what support is available.

What is self-harm?

Self-harm is a behaviour that is done deliberately. Although some
people who self-harm may be suicidal, self-harm is often used as a
way to mange difficult emotions but this behaviour can often result in
accidental death. At least 10% of adolescents report having self-
harmed.

Self-harm can include:

1 Self-cutting

Taking an overdose

Hitting or bruising

Intentionally taking too much or even too little medication
Burning

Hanging
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Suffocation



Reasons for self-harm

There are no fixed reasons for why people self-harm, For some, self-
harm is linked to specific experiences and acts as a way of dealing
with something that's either happening at the moment or which
happened in the past. For others, the reasons are less clear and can
be harder to make sense of.

Self-harm can have different functions, some of them may be:

I To reduce tension

1 To manage extreme emotional upset

1 To provide a feeling of physical pain to distract from emotional
pain

1 To form an escape
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To express emotions such as anger, hurt and frustration
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To try to create an effort to regain control over feelings and
problems

To provoke care from others

As an attempt to punish themselves or others

Bullying abuse may be a trigger for self-harm
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Self-harm can also be a suicide attempt

What makes a young person vulnerable to self-
harm?

Individual factors: difficult feelings such as anxiety, depression and
low self-esteem. Bullying, poor problem solving, high impulsivity,
eating disorders, drug and alcohol abuse

Family Factors: Poor parental relationships, drug use within the
family, unreasonable expectations, conflict, excessive punishments,
family history of abuse, neglect and self-harm

Social factors: Media and internet influences, difficulties in
relationships, bullying, rejection, abuse, friends who self-harm



Discovering about self-harm

Finding out that your child self-harms is very upsetting and stressful.

It is normal to experience a strong range of emotions but it is

important to try to understand and accept them so that you don’t
risk misdirecting them towards the child. If you try to think of their
self-harm behaviour as an expression of deep emotions that they

can’t handle. If you react by getting angry and the child witnesses

this then you are only going to make the situation worse. That’s why

its very important to support your child as best as you can. Here are

some things to think about:
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Don’t bring up self-harm straight away but have a conversation
Try organising an activity, like a walk or drive

Do your best to let them know you are not judging them and
that you love them and that will not change

Ask if there is anything worrying them and how they are feeling
Show that you a prepared to listen to what they have to say

If you find that they don’t want to engage in conversation ask if
they’d prefer to write down their feelings on a note, email or
text

If the child is open about their self-harm, try to help them work
out what is triggering it

Help them to see solutions to their problems and encourage
them to think about long term effects and how things may
change in the future

Do not let self-harm |



