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Self harm and young people 

Self-harming behaviours are a complex and challenging 

problem. Typically commencing in adolescence, such 

behaviours are indicative of significant psychological distress. 

 

What is self-harm? 

Self-harm refers to behaviours in which a person deliberately 

hurts or mutilates their own body, but which are not directly 

intended to result in death (although death may still occur). 

Any action, which is deliberately intended to cause death, is 

best regarded as a suicide attempt. People who self-harm are 

also at greater risk of suicide. 
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What to look for 

There are many different types of behaviours that can be 

considered self-harming. These include: 

 

self-cutting e.g. cutting upper arms/wrists 

 

overdoses, ingesting excessive amounts of prescribed or 

illicit drugs 

 

self-burning, e.g. using cigarettes or lighters to burn the 

skin. 

 

There are other behaviours that are not formally considered to 

be self-harming behaviours but are risk taking behaviours that 

can and often will lead to personal harm. A behaviour can be 

considered ‘at risk’ if it places the person or others in danger. 

Such actions include; driving cars at high speed, elicit drug use, 

or repetitive unsafe sexual practices in spite of knowledge and 

availability of safe sex practices.  

 

A significant number of people who self-harm have 

experienced emotional, physical or sexual abuse, or an 

environment where they feel significantly undervalued. Such 

young people may experience a range of intense emotions, 

(rage, despair, panic), which they find hard to deal with. 
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In most instances self-harm behaviours are an attempt to 

contain or control these distressing feelings. For example, 

young people may self-harm in order to gain control over the 

anger they feel towards others who may have rejected or 

abused them. Directing this anger towards their body and 

finding a sense of release gives some young people a sense of 

control over the pain that they feel, or enables them to express 

it in some way. 
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What can be done? 

Many young people who self-harm have difficulty forming 

stable, trusting relationships with others and are therefore 

difficult to engage in treatment. Encouraging a young person 

who is self-harming to seek assistance is often a difficult 

process. Even when they agree to see a counsellor it may take 

some time for any substantial change to occur. 

 

Treatment involves dealing with any immediate medical 

complications of self-harm, if present. Specific treatment 

involves encouraging the young person into an on-going 

therapeutic process, which aims to address any underlying 

mental health difficulties, and help the person to cope with 

their distress in more adaptive ways. A here and now, problem 

solving approach can be helpful in achieving this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reference: Adapted from Factsheet by Orygen Youth Health  
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Notes 
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Oxford Health NHS Foundation Trust 

Trust Headquarters 

Warneford Hospital 

Warneford Lane 

Headington 

Oxford 

OX3 7JX 

 

Switchboard  01865 901 000 

Email   enquiries@oxfordhealth.nhs.uk 

Website   www.oxfordhealth.nhs.uk 
 

The Early Intervention Service is part of the Adult Directorate. AM 024.14  

Oxfordshire Early Intervention Service 

Telephone: 01865 902 724 
 

Buckinghamshire Early Intervention Service 

Telephone: 01865 901 517 
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