
Understanding  
self-harm
– advice for children 
and young people

Self-harm is when someone 
deliberately injures themselves. 
There are many reasons why 
people self-harm and it can take 
many different forms.

This guide contains information 
about self-harm and ways to manage 
self-harming behaviours. It also 
includes a list of telephone helplines 
and helpful, online resources.



What is  
self-harm?
Self-harm is when someone deliberately 
injures themselves. A person may use 
physical pain as a way of distracting 
themselves from emotional pain, giving 
them temporary relief. 

One in 12 young people self-harm so you 
may be self-harming, or you may know 
someone who is.

Self-harm can be used as a way to:

• Cry for help

• Inflict self-punishment

• Relieve tension

• Express distress

Self-harm is NOT:

• Attention-seeking behaviour

• Something only girls do

• Something only teenagers do

 

Why do young 
people self-harm?
There’s no set reason why a person self-
harms, but common factors are:

• Being bullied

• Low self-esteem

• Arguments with peer groups

• Feeling isolated

• Money worries

• Feelings of anxiety, depression or anger

• Extra pressure at work or school

How do people 
self-harm?
There are many ways in which people self-
harm including:

• Cutting, scratching or burning the skin

• Punching or hitting themselves

• Self-poisoning with medications, drugs 
or alcohol



Signs and 
symptoms to  
look out for
If you’re worried that one of your friends is 
self-harming, there are things you can look 
out for including:

• Unexplained cuts, bruises or cigarette 
burns, usually on the wrists, arms, thighs 
and chest

• Keeping their body fully covered at all 
times, even on hot days

• Depression or low mood

• Talking about not liking themselves or 
wishing to punish themselves

• Becoming very withdrawn

• Pulling out their hair

How can self-
harming be 
reduced?
Ways that a person can reduce their 
harming include:

• Talking to someone

• Listening to music

• Relaxing and focusing their mind on 
something pleasant

• Squeezing ice cubes

• Drawing red lines on the skin

• Writing a diary or a letter 

• Exercising

People you can talk to
If you or someone you know if self-
harming talking to a trusted person may 
help, such as:

• A parent or carer

• A teacher

• A school nurse

• A GP

If you self-harm, you should have a safety 
plan detailing how you will seek out help if 
you need it in an emergency.



Web links =

Looking for more 
information?

   The Mix 
Essential support for under 25s. 
Call freephone: 0808 808 4994  
(13:00-23:00 daily)

   Samaritans 
We work to ensure there’s always someone 
there for anyone who needs someone. 
Call: 116 123 
UK email: jo@samaritans.org 
RoI email: jo@samaritans.ie

   LifeSIGNS Self-Injury Guidance  
& Network Support 
We provide fantastic information about self-
injury and while we never tell anyone to ‘stop’, 
we do support people as and when they 
choose to make changes in their lives. 

   Mental Health Foundation 
We’re dedicated to finding and addressing 
the sources of mental health problems. 

   National Self-Harm Network Forum 
The forum provides crisis support, 
information and resources, advice, 
discussions and distractions. 

   NHS: self-harm 
An overview of self-harm and a guide to 
getting help from the NHS. 

   Royal College of Psychiatrists:  
self-harm 
Information for anyone who wants to know 
more about self-harm, particularly anyone 
who is harming themselves, or feels that 
they might. We hope it will also be helpful for 
friends and families. 

This information was produced by  
EduCare and is provided online for 
EduCare customers as part of the  
EduSafe resources. 
 
Find out more –  
educare.co.uk/edusafe

   SelfharmUK 
We seek to meet the needs of young people 
who are impacted by self-harm across the 
UK, irrespective of gender, race, sexual 
orientation disability or religious identity. 

   YoungMinds 
We’re leading the fight for a future where 
all young minds are supported and 
empowered, whatever the challenges.
Young Minds Crisis Messenger 
24/7 crisis support across the UK. 
Text YM to 85258

   Childline 
Online, on the phone, anytime. 
Call: 0800 1111

https://www.themix.org.uk/
https://www.samaritans.org/
https://www.lifesigns.org.uk/
https://www.lifesigns.org.uk/
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/
http://www.nshn.co.uk/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/self-harm/
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mental-health/problems-disorders/self-harm
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mental-health/problems-disorders/self-harm
http://educare.co.uk/edusafe
https://www.selfharm.co.uk/
https://youngminds.org.uk/
https://www.childline.org.uk/

