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Changing self-harming behaviours

Here are some simple ideas that can be used by people trying to reduce how much they
self-harm. Be realistic in your expectations and be sure to celebrate progress, no matter
how minimal. This information is designed to be used by an adult supporting a young
person through their self-harm, but you could use these ideas yourself if you’re trying to
stop self-harming. It’s always worth seeking the support of a trusted adult too though.

Time and Place

People who frequently self-harm will often do so in the same place and at similar times each day.
Talk to them about whether it’s possible to try to disrupt this routine. Can you work with them to
think of an alternative activity they might be able to do at their trigger time, or is there
somewhere different they could go?

As a minimum perhaps you can think with them about how to ensure they are not alone at the
times when they are most vulnerable from self-harm. If it’s not possible for them to be physically
accompanied, you might suggest they phone a helpline such as Childline or the Samaritans so
they feel less alone.

Means for Self-Harm

Some people will always use the same implement to self-harm with. If they’re ready, they might
think about throwing away this implement. Doing so prematurely may leave them feeling very
desperate and vulnerable so this needs to be carefully considered. If they’'re not yet ready to
dispose of their implement then they might consider locking it away, either in a safety deposit
box or even simply in a shoebox wrapped up with tape or ribbon. Making their preferred
implement less available will provide valuable thinking time and remove some of the impulsivity
from the act of self-harming, making it a little more likely they’ll be able to think of an
alternative coping mechanism.

Another helpful approach is to encourage them to reduce their easy access to items that might
be used for self-harming. This might mean locking away or removing things like blades, knives
and medicines where they cannot be so easily accessed.

Try to Break Rituals

Self-harming activities can become highly ritualised, adding a feeling of control to the process
and providing a sense of relief and release to the person harming. Trying to remove some of the
more ritualised or repeated parts of their self~harming behaviours can reduce the reinforcement
that young people feel from the activity. It also makes it harder for them to self-harm on
autopilot which reduces the likelihood of them going through with an act of self-harm.

If a young person feels comfortable enough to talk to you about their self-harm rituals, take a
real interest and try to understand their motivations behind each part of the process. Question
why they do each thing and where possible make suggestions for alternative behaviours.
Occasionally your words and questions will have an impact on the sufferer and play back to them
during a self-harm act and empower them to stop.
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Challenge Thoughts

A more general approach to challenging self-harming behaviours is to challenge the thoughts
and feelings that surround and trigger those behaviours. Often there are a whole host of negative
thoughts that surround each act of self-harm which the sufferer never thinks to challenge.
Explore these thoughts and actively challenge them, providing evidence to back up your
viewpoint where you can. For example you might challenge the thought ‘I’'m a complete failure’
with ‘Do you think perhaps that your standards are unrealistic? Other people would be happy to
get 60% on a test but you are upset because you got 80%. Why is 80% not good enough?’ Or
‘Would you consider your friend Daniel a failure if he’d scored 80% on that test? Why not...” Over
time, you can encourage the young person to challenge their thoughts this way themselves, but
it is likely to take quite some time.
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