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Question?

1. I have experience working 

with children who engage 

in self harm?

2. I have no experience 

working with children who 

engage in self harm?



Overview of 

Self Harm 



What is Self Harm?

 The intentional self-poisoning, self injury, or inflicting physical harm onto one’s 
body to ease emotional distress

 Non-suicidal self-injury (DSM-5). Deliberate and direct destruction of ones 
body without suicidal intent.

 Over the past year, the person has for at least 5 days engaged in self-injury, 
with the anticipation that the injury will result in some bodily harm. No 
suicidal intent.

 The act is not socially acceptable.

 The act can cause significant distress to the individual’s daily life.

 The act is not taking place during psychotic episodes. It cannot 
be explained by another medical condition.

 The individual engages in self-injury expecting to

 Get relief from a negative emotion

 To deal with a personal issue

 To create a positive feeling

Hawton, Saunders, & O'Connor, (2012); APA (2013).



What is Self 

Harm?

 Non-suicidal self-injury (continued)

 The self-injury is associated with one of the 

following:

 The individual experienced negative 

feelings right before committing the 

act.

 Right before self-injury, the individual 

was preoccupied with the planned act.

 The individual thinks a lot about self-

injury even if act does not take place.

APA (2013)





Self Harm vs Suicide 

Self Harm
 Non lethal Intent

 Higher frequency

 Lower severity

 Ways of coping with life

Suicide
 Lethal intent

 Lower frequency

 Higher severity

 Ways of escaping life



Who Self Harms?

Nixon, Cloutier & Jansson, (2008); Canadian Institute for Health Information. (2014).

Lifetime 
prevalence 

among youth of 
16.9%

Mean age of 
onset is 12 -15 

years.

77%female, 40% 
harming 

themselves 
repeatedly.

75% idea came 
from self, from 
friends (29%), 
family (2%) or 
the media (TV 
or movies, 15%; 

read 12%).

2,500 youth 
ages 10-15 

hospitlized in 
Canada from 
2013 – 2014. 



Why Self Harm?

Reasons for Self 
Harm

Affect 
Regulation

Self-
punishment 

Interpersonal 
reasons 

Sensation 
seeking

Anti-
dissociation 
mechanisms

Nixon, Cloutier & Jansson, (2008).



Why Self Harm?

 52.9% of adolescents engaged in self harm to:

 “To stop or release bad feelings”

 “To relocate pain from emotional to physical”

 Motivations related to self-hatred or self-directed anger, self-

criticism, and self-punishment, reducing feelings of numbness or 

dissociation, to generate a feeling when feeling emotionally empty, 

and averting suicidal impulses or urges.

Polk & Liss (2009).



Risk Factors 

De Riggi, Moumne, Heath, & Lewis, (2017).

Emotional Regulation 
Difficulties

• Anxiety

• Depression

• Substance abuse

• Eating disorders

• Post-traumatic stress 
disorder

• Suicide attempts

• Borderline Personality 
Disorder

Interpersonal Difficulties

• Deficits in social problem 
solving - Bullying

• Deficits in communication

• Parental criticism

• Self-criticism

• Personal invalidation

• Hopelessness

• Body dissatisfaction



Warning Signs 

 Disclosure from a peer to school professionals

 Unexplained cuts, bruises, burns, scratches or scars) 

 Wearing clothing that is inappropriate for the weather (e.g., long 
sleeves in heat)

 Reluctance to take part in activities requiring a change of clothes 

(e.g., gym, swimming)

 Frequent use of bandages or wrist coverings

 Expression of self-injurious ideas (e.g., in classwork, personal writing, 

or conversations)

 Frequent need for privacy or secretive behavior

Muehlenkamp, Walsh, & McDade, (2010).



Interventions

 Cognitive and behavioral interventions

 Skills training

 DBT skills: Emotion regulation, mindfulness skills, distress 

tolerance, problem-solving, interpersonal and 
communication skills for youth and family

 Contingency management strategies and relapse 
prevention plans

 Parent Inclusion

 Family skills training, parent education and training

Arbuthnott (2018).



Resources

 iPhone Apps - "I cope" & 
"MindShift" 

 Website: Self-Injury Outreach and 
Support: http://sioutreach.org

 Website: 
http://www.selfinjury.bctr.cornell.ed
u/

 Cutting Down: A CBT workbook for 
treating young people with who 
self-harm by Lucy Taylor, Mima
Simic, Ulrike Schmidt

 Self Harm Workbook

 Ketly Mental Health website: 
https://keltymentalhealth.ca/collect
ion/keltys-recommended-resources-
self-injury

http://Webhttp:/www.selfinjury.bctr.cornell.edu/
http:// 
https://keltymentalhealth.ca/collection/keltys-recommended-resources-self-injury


Resources

 Ottawa Self Injury Inventory

 Ottawa Self Injury Inventory –

Functions

 The Self Assessment Sheet 

(SAS)

Heath & Nixon, (2009).



Zoe's Story 

Share

https://youtu.be/0bGT9FAlarw

“Undergraduate student Zoe discusses her lived experience with self-

injury.”

Zoe's Story, Retrieved from http://sioutreach.org/

https://youtu.be/0bGT9FAlarw


Question?

Do you know of any protocols, 

policies, or procedures for 

managing self harm within the 

school systems?



Salient Issues



“
”

Somehow seeing the blood on the arm, 

the leg, the stomach, or wherever, 

allows these people to feel that they 

are human and not so isolated.

PROFESSOR MARTIN. AUTHOR OF ANESSI

Healey, 2014



Research

 Common amongst non-

clinical and clinical 

populations

 In research, how is it different 

than suicide?

 Symptoms

 Age of onset

 The most common type?

Rabi, Sulochana, & Pawan, 2017



Cross Cultural: Who?

 Conflicting research

 High school students

 Males versus females

 1% Beirut and Taiwan

 6% Peurto Rico

Healey, 2014; Mercado, Holland, Leemis, Stone, & Wang, 2017; Sim, Adrian, Zeman, Cassano, & 

Friedrich, 2009; Skegg, 2005

 High rates in Indigenous 

Communities

 Low rates in S. Europe

 Higher Rates in N. Europe

 Immigrants



Explaining the Trend

1. Economic Factors (cyclical)

1. The Great Depression

2. Economic Factors (non-

cyclical)

1. Income inequality

3. Homework/Extracurricular 

Activities

4. Drugs & Alcohol

5. Social Media

Twenge, 2017



Quantitative Research: The Causes

Causes

Regulate emotions?

Why do people feel better?

Learned response

DeAngelis, 2014; Hooley & Germain, 2013

Before this, research had been subjective and 

qualitatively based. This was an attempt to 

quantify the basis of understanding suicide.



So What?!



Why endure the pain?

 Endure pain longer

 Why?

 Self-perception

 They don't like themselves

 Lack aversion to tools used for 

self-harm

DeAngelis, 2014; Hooley & Germain, 2013



Socio-Cultural

 Western culture dominates 

research

 Prevelance extremely 

variable

 Age of onset: 13-15

 Gender Differences

Gholamrezaei, De Stefano, & Heath, 2015; Skegg, 2005



Socio-

Cultural

Lack of understanding in 
South East Asian countries

Difficulties:

Lack of treatment 
providers

Difficult to identify and 
manage

Rabi, Sulochana, & Pawan, 2017



Emotional Regulation & Self-Harm

 Role of family/parents

 Validating & 

expressing emotions

 Emotional regulation

 Correlation based on gender

Sim et al., 2014



Genetics & The Environment

 Genetic correlation

 Other familial correlations?

 Early onset nicotine 

dependence

 Demographic factors

 Age & marital status

 Stressful life events

 Abuse

 Social Support

Althoff, Hudziak, Willemsen, Hudziak, Bartels, & Boomsma, 2011



Question

 Based on the information 

presented today, would you 

consider self-harm a form of 

mental illness across all 
cultures? Why or why not?



Implications 



After Self Harm

• Relationship Management

• Trust

• Teamwork

• Support systems

• Crisis

• Treatment

Skegg, 2005



Do’s & Don’ts of Self-Harm 
Response

 Respond to the student in a calm, caring, and non-judgmental way

 Acknowledge the students’ feelings and experiences, and offer to 

listen to them.

 Accept the standpoint of the student even though you may not 

accept their behaviour

 Use a low-key dispassionate demeanour with the student, and show 

respectful curiosity.

 Reassure the student that they are cared about and help is 

available.

 Talk to the student away from other students.

 Use the student’s language for self-injury and show a respectful 

willingness to listen.

 Take a non-judgmental stance and show compassion for the 

student

 Provide first aid in the event that you are responding immediately 

after the self-harm occurrence.

 Contact guardians and offer an appropriate referral.

 Follow up!

 Be overly reactive.

 Show the student that you are anxious, shocked, horrified, 
fearful, or frustrated.

 Try to stop the student with threats or ultimatums. This will 
just lead the student to hide their behaviour in the future

 Assume that the student is suicidal or ‘just trying to get 
attention’.

 Show excessive interest in the self-injury or encourage the 
student to relive their self-injury.

 Talk about self-injury in front of the class and other 
students.

 Promise the student that you won’t tell anyone about 
their self-injury.

(Hasking & Melvin, 2018)



School-Based Prevention

➢ Supportive school environment
➢ Early skills building for self-esteem and emotional regulation

➢ Provide opportunities for children to develop their social and 
emotional coping skills

➢ Promote connectedness

➢ Encourage children to seek help

➢ Educate the educators

➢ Establish clear and consistent management policies and procedures

(Kids Matter: Australian Primary Schools Mental Health Initiative, 2014)



Where Do We Go From Here?

(Bubrick, Goodman, & Whitlock, 2010;

Gholamrezaei, De Stefano, & Heath, 2015; Kids 

Matter: Australian Primary Schools Mental Health 

Initiative, 2014; Skegg, 2005)

➢ Focus on subgroups

➢ Expanded population of research

➢ E.g. primary school students and 

non-western cultures

➢ Prevention

➢ Research the understudied 

phenomena of self-harm social 

contagion 

➢ Changing perception



How do we change the perception 

and stigma surrounding non-

suicidal self-injury?



THANKS FOR WATCHING
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