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SELF-HARM GUIDANCE AND ADVICE 

What is self-harm? Self-harm is when 
somebody intentionally damages or injures 
their body. It's usually a way of coping with 
or expressing overwhelming emotional 
distress. 

Why do people self-harm? It's estimated 
around 10% of young people self-harm at 
some point. In most cases, people who self-
harm do it to help them cope with 
overwhelming emotional issues, which may be 
caused by:  

•social problems – such as bullying, having 
difficulties at work or school, having difficult 
relationships with friends or family or coming 
to terms with their sexuality.  

•trauma – such as physical or sexual abuse, 
the death of a close family member or friend. 

•psychological causes – such as having 
repeated thoughts or voices telling them to 
self-harm, disassociating (losing touch with 
who they are and with their surroundings), or 
borderline personality disorder 

These issues can lead to a build-up of intense 
feelings of anger, guilt, hopelessness and self-
hatred. The person may not know who to turn 
to for help and self-harming may become a 
way to release these pent-up feelings. 

Self-harm can also occur alongside antisocial 
behaviour, such as misbehaving at school or 
getting into trouble with the police. 

Although some people who self-harm are at a 
high risk of suicide, it may help them cope with 
emotional distress so they don't feel the need 
to kill themselves. 

 

Useful Contacts: 
•Samaritans – call 116 123 (open 24 hours a day), email jo@samaritans.org, or visit your local 
Samaritans branch 
•Mind – call 0300 123 3393 or text 86463 (9am to 6pm on weekdays)  
•Harmless – email info@harmless.org.uk 
•National Self Harm Network forums - http://www.nshn.co.uk/ 
•YoungMinds Parents Helpline – call 0808 802 5544 (9.30am to 4pm on weekdays) 

Types of self-harm: There are many 
different ways people can harm 
themselves, such as: 
•cutting or burning their skin  
•punching or hitting themselves  
•poisoning themselves with tablets, 
liquids, or similar 

Signs of self-harm:  
•unexplained cuts, bruises or cigarette 
burns, usually on wrists, arms, thighs and 
chest  
•keeping themselves fully covered at all 
times, even in hot weather  
•signs of depression, such as low mood, 
tearfulness or a lack of motivation or 
interest in anything  
•self-loathing and expressing a wish to 
punish themselves  
•not wanting to go on and wishing to end 
it all  
•becoming very withdrawn and not 

speaking to others  

•signs of low self-esteem, such as blaming 

themselves or thinking they're not good 

enough for something  

•signs they have been pulling out their hair 
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SELF-HARM GUIDANCE AND ADVICE 

Getting help 

If you're self-harming, you should see your GP for 
help. They can refer you to healthcare 
professionals at a local community mental health 
service for further assessment.  

This assessment will result in your care team 
working out a treatment plan with you to help with 
your distress. 

Treatment for people who self-harm usually 
involves seeing a therapist to discuss your thoughts 
and feelings, and how these affect your behaviour 
and wellbeing.  

They can also teach you coping strategies to help 
prevent further episodes of self-harm. 

Getting help: It’s important for anyone who self-harms to see their GP. They 

can treat any physical injury and recommend further assessment, if necessary. 

Your GP is likely to ask you about your feelings in some detail. They'll want to 
establish why you self-harm, what triggers it, and how you feel afterwards. 

Your GP may ask you some questions to see if you have an underlying 
condition, such as depression, anxiety or borderline personality disorder.  

If the way you self-harm follows a particular pattern of behaviour, such as an 
eating disorder, you may be asked additional questions about this. 

Your height, weight and blood pressure may also be checked, and you may be 
asked about any drinking or drug-taking habits. 

It's important to be honest with your GP about your symptoms and your 
feelings. If you don't know why you self-harm, tell your GP this. 

Seek immediate help if: 
•you or somebody else have taken an overdose of drugs, 
alcohol or prescription medication  
•somebody is unconscious  
•you or somebody else are in a lot of pain  
•you or somebody else are having difficulty breathing  
•you or somebody else are losing a lot of blood from a cut or 
wound  
•you or somebody else are in shock after a serious cut or burn  
 
If your injury isn't serious, you could be treated at a minor 
injuries unit.  
 
NHS walk-in centres, where a nurse can treat you without 
appointment, are also available for minor cuts and bruises.  

For family and friends: 
Whether someone tells you directly, or not, it can be difficult 
to know what to say and how best to approach the situation. 
 
You might feel shocked, angry, helpless, responsible or any 
number of other difficult emotions. 
•Try not to panic or overreact. The way you respond will have 
an impact on how much they open up to you and other 
people about their self-harm in the future. 
•Remember that self-harm is usually someone's way of 
managing very hard feelings or experiences, and that in the 
majority of cases it is different to suicidal feelings. 
What helps? 
 

What can you do? 
•Try to be non-judgemental. 
•Let the person know that you are there for them. 
•Relate to them as a whole person, not just their self-harm. 
•Try to have empathy and understanding about what they 
are doing. 
•Let them be in control of their decisions. 
•Offer to help them find support (see Useful contacts). 
•Remind them of their positive qualities and things they do 
well. 
•Try to have honest communication, where you take 
responsibility for any fears you have. 

http://www.nshn.co.uk/

