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What is self-harm? 
 
Self-harm is any behaviour where the intent is to cause harm to oneself.  Some people who self-harm have 
a strong desire to kill themselves but this is not always the case. There are other factors that motivate 
people to self-harm, including a desire to escape an unbearable situation or intolerable emotional pain, to 
reduce tension, to express hostility, to induce guilt or to increase caring from others. 
They may: 
• cut themselves 
• burn their body 
• bang their head 
• throw their body against something hard 
• punch/bite/scratch themselves or re-infect old wounds 
• stick things in their body 
• take too many tablets (an overdose) 
• under-medicate (e.g. insulin) 
• pull their hair or eye lashes out 
• swallow hazardous materials or substances 
• swallow inappropriate objects 
or they may behave in ways that suggest they do not care whether they live or whether they die.  These 
are  less obvious ways of self-harming: 
control eating patterns – anorexia, bulimia, over-eating 
indulge in risky behaviour  
indulge in risky sexual behaviour 
destructive use of drugs or alcohol 
 
Some young people plan to self-harm in advance, others do it suddenly. Some young people self-harm only 
once or twice, but others do it regularly where it can become an addiction. 



 

 

 
Other words that are used to describe self-harm 
Other words often used to describe self-harm are: 
deliberate self-harm, self-inflicted harm, self injury, deliberate self injury. 
Young people often refer to self-harm as cutting, slashing or burning. 
 
Who self-harms? 
About 1 in 10 young people will self-harm at some point and it can occur at any age.  
• It is more common in young women than young men. 
• Sometimes groups of young people self-harm together. 
• Having a friend who self-harms may increase a young person's chances of self- harming. 
• Self-harm is more common in some sub-cultures. 
• People who self-harm are more likely to have experienced physical, emotional or sexual abuse during 
childhood. 
 
What makes young people self-harm? 
A basic emotional need is not being met. If the act of self-harm becomes an addiction it is taking the 
place of the need/s that is/are not being met. 
 
Emotional distress - young people often struggle with difficulties for some time before they self-harm. 
These difficulties may include: 
• physical or sexual abuse 
• feeling depressed 
• feeling bad about themselves 
• relationship issues e.g. with friends and family members 
• stress due to school work 
• being bullied 
• flash backs to traumatic events in their lives 
• feeling pressure to conform 
• times of change; e.g. parental separation/divorce, illness/death of family member 
 
Young people may feel: 
• that no-one listens to them 
• hopeless 
• isolated, alone 
• out of control 
• powerless - it feels as though there's nothing they can do to change anything 
For many young people there is a combination of factors at work. 
 
 
Everyone who self-harms should be taken seriously and offered help. 
 
What can I do if I know that someone is self-harming? 
If you find a young person who has self-harmed, the most important is to listen to them without judging 
them or being critical.  
Try to following these guidelines: 
Don’t worry about saying the wrong thing. 
Show genuine concern. 
Take a non-judgemental approach towards them. 



 

 

Be open and make time to listen to them. 
Encourage them to make their own decisions. 
Be calm and patient with them. 
Give them a message of hope - things will get better. 
Discuss the importance of letting his or her parents know and any fears they may have about this. 
 
 
 
 
 
School Procedures 
 
Any incidents of self-harming at Mary Dean’s CE Primary School would be dealt with as a matter of urgency 
as part of the school’s Safeguarding procedures and in line with the school’s Safeguarding Policy.  Please 
refer to Safeguarding Policy for further information regarding the details of those procedures. 
If a child is suspected of self-harming, the Head Teacher, or Designated Safeguarding Lead in the Head 
Teacher’s absence, needs to be informed as soon as possible and the appropriate steps will be taken to 
safeguard the child in question. 
Designated Persons at the school would work with the child, parents and carers as part of the Safeguarding 
procedures. 
 
Useful Organisation Support: 
Young Minds: 0808 802 5544 www.youngminds.org.uk 
Samaritans: 08457 90 90 90 
Child Line: 0800 1111 www.childline.org.uk 
National Self-Harm network: 0800 622 6000 www.nshn.co.uk 
NYAS Young People’s Safety Net: 0800 61 61 01 www.nyas.net 
 


