Self-harm
Introduction
Self-harm is the term used to describe any deliberate act which causes harm to oneself. It is often
associated with adolescent young women cutting themselves but is a much broader phenomenon,
both in terms of who self-harms, what they do and why. In this support sheet we look at self-harm in
relation to men who have survived sexual abuse, how this is a way of coping, types of self-harm, selfharm and suicide and self-care and self-harm.
Self-harm and coping with sexual abuse
A large number of people who have been sexually abused self-harm to manage the impact of that
abuse. Self-harm is a way of coping. If we have experienced sexual abuse we can feel absolutely
overwhelmed, or flooded by feelings related to that experience and self-harming, by producing the
body’s natural opiates, can act as a natural pain killer for the overwhelmingly painful feelings.
Conversely, we can feel numb and dissociated as a result of the abuse we experienced and the pain
of self-harming can help us to feel alive.
Self-harm and shame
Self-harm can often be judged as ‘attention-seeking’ but most people who self-harm do iit in private
and feel significant shame about what they are doing. For those who are more public about their
behaviour, the desire to communicate is about communicating distress and pain – connectionseeking rather than attention seeking. We would say that there are other ways of building positive
connections and that there is no shame in self-harming – but there are more positive and self-caring
ways of managing your feelings.
Self-harm and suicide
Self-har is often seen on a ‘slippery slope’ to suicide but self-harm is usually an, albeit desperate,
desire to cope and to survive. Most people who self-harm don’t go on to kill themselves (it’s not a
slippery slope) but a lot of people who kill themselves have self-harmed in the past (ie they have
tried every way, even desperate ways, of coping but have not found a way through). Thus self-harm
is about trying to survive but also should be taken seriously.
Gender and self-harm
Self-harm is often associated with cutting in adolescent young women but in fact men and people of
all ages manage their feelings (or lack of feelings) by self-harming and it is particularly prevalent in
survivors of sexual abuse who both have to manage overwhelming feelings and who may have a
problematic relationship with their body.
Types of self-harm
Self-harm can involve inflicting harm to one’s body (cutting, burning, scratching, bruising etc) or
making self-harming choices regarding work, drugs, exercise, people we associate with etc. It can
involve making risky decisions or pushing ourselves right to the limit of endurance.
Self-care and self-harm
If you are using self-harm as a way of coping, have a think about what you might be able to do also
to self-care. This may involve tending wounds, limiting the self-harm in frequency or intensity, asking
a trusted other to help us to look after ourselves, creating a safety plan. It is also worth exploring

what the self-harming behaviour is doing which is helping you to cope and to think about other ways
in which you might be able to manage your feelings and emotions.
Ways to reduce self-harm
Reduce the self-harm gradually, both in intensity and frequency
Create a ‘delay’ window – when you want to self-harm, give yourself some time before you do so
and gradually increase the delay time. Notice what happens in that space
Create other ways of expressing emotional pain – drawing, writing, dancing, exercising, writing on
your body in ink
Create other ways of helping you feel when you are dissociated – exercise, gardening, cooking
Introduce ‘safer’ ways of creating intense physical sensations – suck on fishermen’s friends or on a
lemon; flick an elastic band against your forearm, eat or hold ice in your hand
It is hard to give up self-harm as it is a survival-based method of coping. Be compassionate with
yourself about how you might need to do this gradually and at the same time give yourself a gentle
challenge to develop other ways to cope and to manage.

If you have been sexually abused or assaulted and struggle with self-harm, please do get
in touch. You can chat in confidence to one of our helpliners on our webchat or textchat
via our website
www.survivorsuk.org

