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SELF-
INJURY

WHAT DRIVES 

AND HOW TO TREAT IT

When kids intentionally hurt themselves, often by cutting 

or scratching their skin, as a way to manage difficult 

emotions, it is referred to as self-injury, self-harm or self- 

mutilation. It is very common, especially among girls. The 

most common form of self-injury is cutting or scratching the 

skin with anything that can draw blood, such as razors or 

even paperclips and pen caps, but people also self-injure 

by burning themselves, picking at skin and wounds, or hitting 

themselves. They often start around puberty. When a girl 

develops a habit of cutting her arms it is not suicidal 

behaviour. They are trying to alleviate some emotional 

distress they are feeling. But, the behaviour indicates a 

depth of psychic pain that could lead to a suicide attempt. 

The behaviour is also inherently dangerous because people 

who self-injure may hurt themselves more seriously than 

intended or develop infections or other medical 

complications. N O M A D I C   |   2 4



Mense wat hulle self beseer, sien dit as ‘n verligting of ‘n 
manier om die aandag af te trek van hulle emosionele pyn. 

Ander doen dit omdat hulle van binne “dood voel”, want dit 
waardeur hulle moet gaan, druk alle gevoelens dood. 

In sommige gevalle word dit ook gesien as ‘n manier 
waarop die persoon probeer kommunikeer. Wanneer ‘n 

meisie haarself sny, sal dit heel moontlik empatie en 
besorgdheid by ouers en ander volwassenes ontlok.   

Om dan net weer iéts te voel, 
is selfbesering die enigste antwoord.  



Sommige kinders is baie geheimsinnig 

oor die gewoonte, en is slegs daarop 

gefokus om hulle eie pyn te vererger, 

nie om dit te deel nie. Dis nie die 

oplossing nie, maar dit kan tydelike 

verligting bring.   

TYDELIKE 
VERLIGTING 

HIERDIE “VERLIGTING” 

VERSTERK NET DIE 

KINDERS SE GEDRAG 

VAN SELFBESERING, 

WANT LATER SIEN 

HULLE SELFBESERING 

AS DIE ENIGSTE 

UITWEG OM DIE PYN 

TE HANTEER. 



selfbesering
S N E L L E R S  V I R

Daar gebeur gewoonlik iets spesifieks wat tot selfbesering aanleiding gee. 

Die mees algemene sneller vir selfbesering by meisies is die verwerping deur 

‘n kêrel en goeie vriendinne. Ander na-aap hierdie gedrag as gevolg van 

YouTube video-insetsels.    
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Talking about self-injury 

Suspicious-looking scars 

Wounds that don’t heal or get worse 

Cuts on the same place 

Increased isolation 

Collecting sharp tools such as shards 

of glass, safety pins, nail scissors, etc. 

Wearing long-sleeved shirts in warm 

weather 

Avoiding social activities 

Wearing a lot of band aids 

Refusing to go into the locker room or 

change clothes in school 

RED flags for cutting



Kids might experiment
with self-injury 
especially if they have friends who are 
doing it, but it’s a serious and 
dangerous behaviour, and you don’t 
want to ignore what might be a real 
mental health issue.

Evaluation 
Have your daughter evaluated by an 
experienced mental health professional 
to find out what her reasons for hurting 
herself are and what emotional 
difficulties she’s experiencing.

Therapy
A psychologist teaches your child  
how to tolerate uncomfortable feelings,
anger, anxiety and rejection without
resorting to cutting and to challenge
negative, distressing thoughts, to
recognise the pattern and train herself
to think outside it.   
Family therapy is a good way to begin
treatment if there are things going on
at home e.g. fighting, job loss, a death
etc. that could be the source of your
daughter’s emotional troubles.

Medication
Often if there is another disorder 
involved, a doctor will prescribe 
medication to treat that condition. The 
combination of medication and 
psychotherapy is very successful at 
treating kids who self-harm.

Families
must try to be open and supportive. 
Self-injury is a behaviour that’s very 
hard for people to deal or have 
empathy with. But it isn’t something that 
a person can just stop; it’s something 
that needs to be understood.

help for 
self-harm 



Laura has been treated for depression with antidepressants and therapy. She had

been cutting but has stopped that.  She is home for the holidays but is miserable.  She

is working part time but has no friends. She is very creative and is a lovely person,

energetic and fun. However, lately she has just been argumentative and rude. She

was an extremely gifted athlete, but an injury 5 years ago caused her to stop

competing. Since then she has gained 18kg and does not want to even go for a walk.

We are at a loss as to what to do. Therapy and medication do not seem to be

working. I  feel l ike I  am walking on eggshells because anything I  say can be

misinterpreted. I  love her dearly and do not want to lose her.  What else can be done? 

MY DAUGHTER, LAURA, HAS BEEN TREATED FOR DEPRESSION, BUT

IT DOESN’T SEEM TO BE WORKING. WHAT CAN WE DO? 

CASE STUDY



‘n Mens kan nie sommer jou kind verander nie. Sy moet self wil verander. 

Ouers moet goeie luisteraars wees, maar probeer iets doen om jou kind te 

help. ‘n Paar moontlikhede kan die volgende insluit:   

Versterk jou verhouding met jou kind. 
Probeer empatie met haar hê en probeer 

jouself in haar posisie indink: Laura is 

moontlik ook ontmoedig omdat die terapie en 

medikasie nie werk nie. Sy dink heel moontlik 

om nog iets anders te probeer (bv. gaan 

stap), sal ook sinneloos wees. Sê vir Laura 

dat jy verstaan dat sy ontmoedig kan wees 

dat niks werk nie, maar probeer haar steeds 

aanmoedig om fisieke oefening te kry.   

Make an effort to listen without being 
judgmental even if you disagree with her 

choices. Don’t try to solve her problems 

unless she asks for your advice. 

Acknowledge that her injury was hard on her 

and that going through college with 

depression is tough. When you’re talking to 

her it might seem as though you’re 

highlighting the negative, but in fact you’re 

letting her know that you see her, you’re 

listening, and you’re trying to understand— 

not fix her. People don’t like to be fixed. 

Gee haar die ruimte om iets te doen sonder 

om krities te wees. Vervang “Jy moet ‘n slag 

opstaan en iets doen.”  eerder met “Ek gaan 

oor ‘n uur winkel toe. Sê as jy wil saamgaan.” 

Make sure you’re noticing the positive 
things she does. She’s working part-time, 

she completed a year of college, and she’s 

taking her medication. These are all great  

things. Parents sometimes don’t realise that

when they express concern, it can sound

critical rather than helpful. 

Moenie sê dat jy in haar teleurgesteld is
omdat sy nie wil oefen nie. Sy is sekerlik ook

teleurgesteld en hoef nie daaraan herinner te

word nie, want sy wil nie so voel nie.   

Young adults want independence,

and it’s important for you to respect

that. E.g. you could say, “I have some

ideas of what could help you feel

better. Let me know if you’d like to talk

about them.” 

Ask Laura why she thinks treatment isn’t
working. What wasn’t helpful or what didn’t

she like about therapy? What did she like?

Maybe it’s necessary to change therapists. If

so, make sure Laura has a voice in her own

treatment. It’s extremely important to find a

therapist who is a good fit. 

Ouers het ook ondersteuning nodig.  
Dit kan emosioneel en fisies uitputtend wees

om kinders wat depressie het te ondersteun.

Familie en vriende kan waardevolle

ondersteuning bied. Selfkennis oor die

onderwerp is belangrik. Dit sal ouers help om

hulle dogter se gedrag en die gepaardgaande

terapie beter te verstaan. 
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