
                                                             

 

What can I do if I know someone who self-harms? 

  

  

Try to create a calm space in which thoughts and feelings can be expressed freely and 

self-harm can be talked about in a non-judgemental atmosphere  

This may require some pretty challenging emotion control from your part. You might be angry or 

sad about what you’re hearing, but getting swept away by the force of those emotions into 

reacting strongly will not help the person who is opening up to you. So you need to be able to 

contain your own feelings sufficiently so that you can focus on them and their feelings.  

 

This isn’t the same as hiding or suppressing your feelings! It is perfectly natural to feel 

distress, disgust or anger when faced with self-harm. You can admit self-harm is emotionally 

difficult to face, and then show that you can cope with those emotions; that no permanent 

damage has occurred to you through the person confiding in you. This is only possible if you 

remember to look after yourself and your feelings! You too will need to be supported by 

someone. SANEline is there for friends and families as much as for those who self-harm, and 

there are local support groups you might want to access (see http://www.carersuk.org/ for 

organisations).  

  

Give the person some privacy!  

When a family member or a close friend is known to self-harm, there is a great temptation to 

keep a constant eye on them. It IS good to try and be aware of how they are feeling and what is 

going on in their lives. But it ISN’T good to forget that they are as entitled as anyone else to have 

secrets and time for themselves, during which they do things you don’t know anything about.  

  

Acknowledge self-harm, but don’t let it become a focal point  

It’s all too easy to start using self-harm as a measure of distress, substituting “have you harmed 

today?” for “how are you today?” That someone self-harms isn’t the most important thing to 

know about them, and although the topic shouldn’t be avoided, it shouldn’t become the centre of 

all conversations.    

  

Remember that self-harm has a function that is not easily fulfilled by other means, and for 

that reason, it is not reasonable to expect someone to stop harming overnight  

Making someone promise they’ll never harm again (“or else…”) or devising no-self-harm 

contracts may contribute to feelings of guilt and lead to an increase in harm and in hiding it.   

  

http://www.carersuk.org/


 

 

Help them to get help  

 

Negotiating the health system is not always an easy task. You could help with getting an appointment and 

offer a lift or just your company when they go and see health care professionals – but always keep in mind 

that seeking help is their choice. There is that fine line between encouraging and pressuring, try to stay on 

the good side of it!  

 

Get involved in a joint project of trying to understand self-harm  

 

Reading this report together might be a good start. Help them to question what they learn as well as 

absorb it: not all information applies to everyone. Debating, for example, research findings in the light of 

their own experience may be a good way to acknowledge their expertise and give them the confidence to 

begin healing themselves.  

 

Finally: learn about methods, anatomy and first aid  

 

Some self-harm is lethal and some can lead to permanent damage, so it is important to get an idea when 

it would be appropriate to go to A&E. Most cuts and burns can be dealt with at home, especially with help 

from another person.  

The more you know, the more you’ll be able to help to prevent scarring, infections and unwanted long-term 

painfulness. You might also be able to help the person to shift towards less dangerous methods. 
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