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ABSTRACT


This paper presents findings from a survey in which self-harmers were asked to indicate who they had consulted for help in the past and their level of satisfaction with these various sources of professional help.  A total of 243 valid responses to an Internet-based survey were obtained from users of electronic mailing groups.  The survey included questions about who they had approached for help, how satisfied they were with that help and other information relating to the practice of self-harm.  Medical personnel were rated as providing the most unsatisfactory support, while self-harm specialists were rated as providing the most satisfactory support.  Respondents were more likely to self-harm at night, and the act of self-harm reduced anxiety, depression and confusion.  Suggestions for effective intervention are considered in relation to literature on attitudes and behaviours towards self-harmers by health professionals and the need for re-education is emphasised.  

INTRODUCTION


A number of studies have documented the views of health professionals who have been, or who are likely to be, involved in the treatment of people who self-harm.  However, there is a lack of literature addressing how self-harmers themselves perceive such professionals.  The data presented herein was collected as part of a larger survey conducted with self-harmers who use Internet newsgroups and bulletin boards to communicate with each other.  The respondents were asked to indicate whom they had approached for help and support in the past and how satisfied they were with the support they received.  In addition to respondent satisfaction with sources of support, this paper considers the availability of support at times when help is most needed.  This includes a consideration of the age at which people start self-harming, the time of day at which they self-harm, and their emotional state prior to, during, and following self-harming.  

BACKGROUND


In an average practice, a general practitioner will only see between five and seven patients following their self-harm each year (Prasad et al., 1999).  However, it is estimated that in 1996 there were 140,000 presentations to accident and emergency departments in England and Wales following self-harm (Evans, 2000).  Evans (2000) notes that offering effective interventions to those presenting themselves following self-harm will reduce the burden on general hospitals and psychiatric services.  The high number of young people leaving local authority care who engage in self-harm - some 35% as reported by Kenny (2001) – means that social services could also benefit from effective intervention.  However, to date, no single intervention has been shown to be effective in reducing repetition of self-harm (Hawton et al., 2001; NHSCRD, 1998).


While there is a growing literature on self-harm (NHSCRD, 1998), and, although guidance on how to manage deliberate self-harm has been offered (e.g.  UKRCP, 1998), it is still a practice that is often misunderstood by many clinical professionals.  As a consequence, many myths have evolved regarding the aetiology of self-harm and little is known about how best to respond to an individual who is engaging in self-harming behaviour.  A number of writers on self-harm (e.g.  Babiker & Arnold, 1997) have highlighted how various professionals respond in inappropriate and sometimes detrimental ways to people who present themselves for help.  The clinical profession, in particular nurses and doctors working in accident and emergency departments, are reported as being unsympathetic towards self-harmers (Patel, 1975; Ramon et al., 1975; cf.  Pierce, 1986 and Treloar & Pinfold, 1993).  


Self-harm is often perceived by such professionals as manipulative and attention-seeking (Feldman, 1988; Walsh & Rosen, 1988), but this is challenged by a number of authors (Arnold, 1994; Pembroke, 1994; Spandler, 1996).  Often, people who have deliberately injured themselves are ignored and made to wait on the basis that there are other 'genuine' cases that deserve priority.  The wounds of self-harmers are sometimes stitched without anaesthetic as a punishing tactic for their deviant behaviour (see Arnold, 1995).  Such treatment only serves to enhance the self-harmer's feelings of worthlessness.  An understanding of how self-harmers perceive their treatment in these contexts will, undoubtedly, be valuable for improving service provision.  

METHOD

Sampling Approach 


Respondents were recruited via postings to eight Internet discussion groups.  The selected groups fell into two broad categories: those that dealt primarily with self-harm; and other groups in which self-harm had been a topic of discussion.


Over a period of 5 weeks, 243 valid responses were obtained via a web-site (see materials section below for details).  From the data file all complete responses were included in the data set for analysis other than those deemed as multiple submissions.  Multiple submissions were identified as responses from the same Internet Protocol address in quick succession.  It should be noted that in such cases the second (accepted) submission contained more responses than the first.  Thus, in these cases, it seemed that the first submission had been made erroneously, rather than being an attempt to sabotage of the data set.

Materials


The questionnaire was presented in a single HTML file.  There were 12 sections to the questionnaire and responses were largely limited to forced-choice responses (exceptions to this included ‘other’ boxes for participants to indicate responses other than those provided).  Upon submission, responses were recorded into a data file by means of a Perl CGI-Script.  

The development of the questionnaire was guided by extant medical literature, as well as published research by service providers working with self-harmers.  This resulted in the 12 sections of the questionnaire: personal information (e.g.  age and gender); education and employment; details of the respondent’s family (e.g.  number of siblings); relationships with others; types of self harm; background information (i.e.  behavioural histories associated with self-harm); romantic relationships; circumstances surrounding self-harm; emotions in relation to self-harm; life events (i.e.  those which had triggered self-harm); consultations with others; and understanding of self-harm.  

Here we present the parts of the questionnaire that have been used for the respondent characteristics and data in this report.  Response options are provided in parentheses.  Under ‘Background Information:’ respondents were asked whether they had a history of any of the following; anorexia, bulimia, overdosing, alcoholism, drug addiction, attempted suicide, stealing (yes, no, and decline for each).

In the section ‘Relationships With Others’, respondents were asked whether they had been sexually abused (yes, no, decline), or physically abused (yes, no, decline).  Under ‘Types of self-harm’ respondents were requested to tell us about the types of self-harm they took part in the following practices; cutting, burning, scalding, hitting, scratching, and other (yes, no, decline for each).

Under ‘Circumstances surrounding self-harm’ respondents were asked at what time of day they tended to self-harm (morning, afternoon, evening, night, none specifically, and decline).  In this section they were also asked to indicate the age at which they began self-harming.

Under ‘Emotions in relation to self-harm’ respondents were presented with 3 bipolar dimensions (calm/anxious, elated/depressed, clearheaded/confused).  For each they were asked to express which (or neither) best described their emotions at each of three times; immediately before self-harming, during self-harming, and immediately after self-harming.  These dimensions are three bipolar opposite mood states taken from the Profile of Moods States Bi-polar Scale, a validated clinical tool developed by Lorr and McNair (1998).  
Under ‘Consultation with others’ respondents were asked whether they had consulted a professional about their self-harming (yes, no, decline), and if so to give their level of satisfaction (very satisfied, satisfied, no opinion, dissatisfied, very dissatisfied, decline) for the following groups; doctor, nurse, psychologist, psychiatrist, counsellor, social worker, self-harm specialist, self-harm volunteer support group, and other.  For the final aspect for the present study, they were asked to indicate whether they would like to stop self-harming (always, often, sometimes, rarely, never).
Respondents


Of the 243 respondents, 205 people specified their gender as female, 34 as male, and 4 did not specify their gender.  Mean ages were 21 and 23 years for females and males, respectively.  Respondents were asked their country of origin.  Over half the respondents were from the United States (n=133).  Other countries of origin included the United Kingdom (n=50), Australia (n=20), Canada (n=16), Germany (n=4), New Zealand (n=2), Sweden (n=2), Ireland (n=2), Finland (n=2), Japan (n=1), Singapore (n=1), Belgium (n=1), Israel (n=1), Dominican Republic (n=1), Denmark (n=1) and Norway (n=1).  Five respondents did not state their country of origin.


A variety of self-harming behaviours were reported by our respondents.  Cutting (96.7%) was the most prevalent form of self-harm, followed by scratching (76.1%), hitting (63.0%), burning (47.3%), and scalding (16.9%).  A history of overdosing was reported by 41.6% of respondents, and 54.7% reporting a prior suicide attempt.  However, 37.9% of the sample reported that they also used other methods of self-harm.  


Respondents were asked to indicate their history of a variety of behaviours or experiences that the available literature suggested were associated with self-harm.  High levels of sexual abuse (36.2%) and physical abuse (33.3%) were reported, along with eating disorders with 28.4% of the sample reporting a history of bulimia, and 27.6 % reporting a history of anorexia.  Nearly a third of the sample (31.3%) reported a history of stealing, 17.3 % alcoholism, and 15.2 % reported a history of drug addiction.

Our on-line sample then does not appear to differ greatly from the profile of the self-harmer reported previously.  For instance Conterio and Favazza (1986) compiled a “portrait” of the typical self-injurer as a female who is in her mid-20’s to early 30’s and who has been hurting herself since her teens.  She tends to have a middle, or upper-middle class background, to be intelligent and well educated, and may have been physically and or sexually abused.  In a relatively recent review of research on self-injury, Favazza (1998) maintains the same portrait of the typical self-injurer.

Ethical Considerations


Conducting research with people who self-harm requires a full consideration of ethical issues.  Such issues included making appropriate contact with potential participants, maintaining participants anonymity, and protecting them from harm.  These issues were first discussed with members of the researchers’ departmental ethics committee before agreeing ethical protocols.  We were concerned to reduce the possibility of any of the on-line materials providing ‘triggers’ for self-harming behaviour, and to reduce any anxiety that the study may cause.  To this end we chose not to post the questionnaire itself to our chosen Internet discussion groups, but rather, we posted a call for participants that explained the nature of the study and gave a web address at which the questionnaire could be located.  We also provided our personal, as well as a dedicated e-mail address (selfharm@hope.ac.uk), for respondents to make contact with us, should they wish to discuss any unresolved issues.  Some participants made use of these, and, where appropriate, sources of professional help were communicated to them.  

RESULTS

Satisfaction with professional help

Of 243 respondents, 178 (73.3%) reported that they had sought help/support in the past.  The questionnaire asked respondents to select from a list those people they had approached for help.  The list included eight sources of professional help commonly available to people who engage in self-harm, as well as two blank options for respondents to state other sources of support.  Table 1 provides frequencies of the number of respondents who had sought help from each type of professional and their degree of satisfaction.  

[INSERT TABLE ONE ABOUT HERE]


Respondents were asked to indicate from a list all those sources of professional help they had consulted, and to rate how satisfied they had been with the help they had received from each of them.  Psychiatrists, counsellors and psychologists were consulted most frequently.  However, satisfaction (the total of respondents who were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’) was lower for psychiatrists (27.0%) and nurses (23.1%) than for psychologists (35.6%) and counsellors (34.2%).  Dissatisfaction (the total of respondents who were ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’) was generally higher for psychiatrists (51.3%), nurses (49.2%), and doctors (48.9%) than other sources of help.  Voluntary organisations and self-harm specialists received the most favourable ratings, with 46.5% and 44.0% respectively being ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with the help that they had received.  It appears then, that when people who self-harm do seek help from medical professionals (doctors and nurses), most feel dissatisfied with the treatment or help they have been offered.  In addition, treatment by psychiatric services was often rated as unsatisfactory.  


It is worth noting that under the ‘other’ option 7 respondents mentioned bulletin boards on the Internet as alternative sources of support.  This figure probably underestimates the usefulness of such discussion forums for two reasons.  Firstly, the ‘other’ option asked respondents to list other sources of professional help and therefore, many respondents who received help from these bulletin boards may have thought it inappropriate to name them as alternative sources.  Secondly, the fact that respondents were recruited through Internet bulletin boards suggests that these boards function as a forum that enables self-harmers to receive and provide support.  

TIMES WHEN HELP IS MOST NEEDED

1) Age at which self-harming begins.


The age at which respondents started to self-harm ranged from 3 to 36 years.  However, the majority of the sample started to self-harm between the ages of 11 and 18 years.  Figure 1 shows the distribution of ages at which respondents started to self-harm.

[INSERT FIGURE ONE ABOUT HERE]

2) Age differences in consultation


A chi-square analysis was performed to see if the frequency with which respondents consulted professionals for help varied as a function of age.  Only those who started to self-harm before the age of 19 were included in this analysis.  This sub-sample was selected in order to examine whether help was more likely to occur in adulthood than immediately, or soon after, self-harming behaviour began.  Table 2 provides details of the frequency with which those who were 19 years and under (adolescent group) and above 19 years (adult group) reported having utilised at least one professional source for help.  

[INSERT TABLE TWO ABOUT HERE]


This analysis revealed that consultation with professionals about self-harming behaviour was less than expected amongst adolescents compared to adults who sought help more actively ((2=3.6, d.f=1, n=210, p=.06).  

FACTORS IMPACTING UPON THE AVAILABILITY OF SUPPORT
Timing of self-harm and its effect on mood

In response to the question ‘At what time of day do you tend to self-harm?’ 41.2% reported ‘no specific time’.  However 56.8% reported that they were more likely to harm themselves in the evening or at night.  

In response to the questions on bi-polar mood states at different times, 78.3% of respondents reported feeling anxious prior to self-harming.  However, this figure was reduced to 10.7% after self-harm.  Before self-harming 60.0% of respondents reported feeling confused, whereas only 23.4% did so following self-harm.  Of 86.6% respondents who reported feeling depressed proceeding self-harm, only 39.3% reported doing so afterwards.  Thus it is apparent that self-harm has an impact on relieving negative mood states.  

Do people want to stop self-harming?

Respondents were asked if they wanted to stop their self-harming behaviour.  As already mentioned, responses to this question were made on a five-point rating scale from ‘never’ to ‘always’.  In response to this question, 46.6% of respondents selected ‘often’ or ‘always’, 37.0% wanted to stop self-harming only ‘sometimes’, 11.1% wanted to stop harming ‘rarely’ and 2.9% ‘never’ wanted to stop self-harming.  Thus the majority of people had periods when they wanted to stop self-harming.  However, a small proportion of the sample did not want to stop self-harming most of the time.  

DISCUSSION


The study reported here aimed to identify the various sources of help currently available to self-harmers, and to assess the extent to which they feel satisfied with the help they receive from these various agencies.  The purpose of this was to identify implications for any intervention directed at self-harmers.  There are two aspects to this: the knowledge, attitudes and opinions of health professionals; and the actual intervention strategies aimed at self-harmers.  We discuss each of these below.

Educating Professionals


Respondents to our survey expressed dissatisfaction with the care they had received from a number of health professionals who are most commonly involved in the treatment of self-harmers.  The aftercare arrangements for self-harm patients discharged from an accident and emergency department is often predominantly medical (general practitioners or psychiatrists) with little multidisciplinary input (Currie & Blennerhasset, 1999).  It has been suggested that an effective approach to self-harm may involve other professionals, for example a social worker or a psychiatric nurse (O'Brien et al., 1987).  However, all of these professionals were generally rated as providing unsatisfactory aid by our respondents.  Given the often negative (Patel, 1975; Ramon et al., 1975) or misinformed understandings (Arnold, 1994; Pembroke, 1994) that these professionals have of self-harm, it is reasonable to suggest that these contribute to the dissatisfaction by self-harmers of their treatment.  


It would appear that these front-line specialists would be better equipped to provide appropriate services to self-harmers if they were more accurately informed about the phenomenon of self-harm.  Indeed, in relation to self-poisoning, a one-hour training session has been shown to improve service provision (Crawford et al., 1998).  As envisaged here, this would include an understanding that self-harm is more often not attention-seeking behaviour or attempted suicide, but is very distressing to the self-harmer, and is often in part a response to very stressful life events, including physical, emotional and sexual abuse (Arnold, 1995; Pembroke, 1994; Spandler, 1996).  However, we also acknowledge a possible limitation here with regards to how respondents may report their level of satisfaction with various professionals.  For instance, in relation to satisfaction with psychiatric care, Crowe et al. (1993) point out that the perceived helpfulness of nurses and consultants are strongly positively correlated, and ratings may therefore not be independent.

Intervention Strategies


Intervening with 'treatment' to try and reduce or eliminate self-harming behaviour is a controversial issue (see Arnold, 1995).  Those who have extensive experience of working with self-harmers take the view that it is likely to be unproductive and even detrimental to the self-harmer to impose any constraints on their self-harming behaviour (Arnold, 1995; Spandler, 1996).  Rather, a therapeutic environment should be created in which the individual is motivated to discuss, and consequently deal with, self-harm in their own way (Arnold, 1995; Spandler, 1996; Crowe & Bunclark, 2000).  This is in contrast to the treatment commonly offered through psychiatric services, which concentrates primarily on decreasing the self-harming behaviour as a priority (Tantam & Whittaker, 1992).  


However, the findings presented herein from our survey are worth noting in relation to preventative steps and medical intervention.  Firstly, the results of our questionnaire showed that the vast majority of our sample started to engage in self-harm between the ages of 11 and 18.  This result is indicative that amongst adolescents who self-harm there is either an unwillingness or inability to seek help from professionals.  Alternatively, they may not view themselves as being in need of help.  However, the majority of respondents reported wanting to stop self-harming which suggests that they would be receptive to intervention if available.  


Just as drugs prevention programmes are targeted at vulnerable groups, it may be valuable to initiate certain measures within school welfare systems that can respond in a meaningful way to people who are experiencing difficulties during adolescence and being motivated to self-harm.  Perhaps, providing some other form of communication (e.g., psychodrama) during this time will help people to deal with their feelings in alternative ways.  Certainly, most young people could benefit from the availability of a school counselling programme, not just people who are self-harming.  Counsellors adopting this role should have a raised awareness of self-harm and its close association with adolescence.


Another finding that carries implications for intervention is that 87.5% of respondents self-harmed in the evening or at night-time.  A cautious note should be struck here, namely it is possible that those who self-harm at night are more likely to use the Internet as a source of support, and hence this might present a biased sample.  However, if this finding can be shown for self-harm samples not recruited in this manner, then it is not surprising that the only source of immediate support may be a hospital, where generally the negative feelings and sense of worthlessness may be reinforced by the negative attitudes and behaviours of medical practitioners.  For self-harmers, being able to gain access to some form of professional support when they are thinking of harming themselves may be difficult given that the evening and night-time are particular times of vulnerability.  Furthermore, as negative emotions tend to dissipate following the act of self-harm, people may never actively seek support.  It would be beneficial for service providers to make themselves available in a supporting role at the times when self-harmers are feeling most vulnerable.  In hindsight, it would also have been beneficial to ascertain what particular days of the week (e.g. the weekend) self-harm was engaged in.  Future work should address this.  


One important manner in which caring professional could make themselves available at times of need is via the Internet.  Internet groups such as the ones used to collect the data for the current study, provide a forum in which self-harmers can discuss their feelings and issues with others who can empathise.  Seven participants stated Internet bulletin boards as alternative sources of support.  As mentioned earlier this is likely to be an underestimate, and therefore the utility of these groups should not be doubted.  Furthermore, in terms of providing 24-hour support, these groups tend to be consistently active because of the time difference between various countries.  

Certainly in the UK, self-harm specialists have no form of provision for on-going support.  Of course, limitations in terms of resources are likely to prevent such developments from being undertaken.  Perhaps, one option would be to provide specialised training to organisations (such as the Samaritans or NHS Direct) that currently run 24 hour or during night-time support services to enable them to work effectively with self-harmers.  However, not all individuals have access to the Internet.  Again this is an initiative for project developers within caring organisations to take on board.  The development of software and protocols for computer therapy is a possibility, such as NHS Direct on-line (http://www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk/).

Future research may like to focus upon the above issues.  In addition, such work could be expanded to consider other occupational groups who may come into regular contact with self-harmers, but were not included in the present survey.  Such professions include the paramedics in the ambulance services, as well as family therapists, occupational therapists, and art therapists.  

Moreover, researchers may also like to consider the manner in which respondents interpret occupational titles that are presented to them.  For instance, terms such as ‘social worker’ or ‘self-harm specialist’, as used in our research, may mean different things to people with different cultural backgrounds.  The extent to which this needs to be considered will depend upon the research methodology employed.  Such issues are of particular import when conducting cross-cultural research such as with the present study.  


In relation to the mood states, three bipolar opposite mood states (agreeable/hostile, energetic/tired and confident/unsure) from Lorr and McNair (1998) were not used in the present study.  Although these may be related to self-harm, as the questionnaire was lengthy, we considered including all of these would increase the likelihood of a fatigue effect, and so we left these out.  The three used were intended to act as provisional and exploratory measures of mood, and as such the authors recognise that they are insufficient by themselves to fully capture respondents’ mood.  In this instance we were more interested in examining aggregates of how mood changes throughout the act of self-harm, rather than to get a rich description of the respondent’s subjective state, although we believe that this can serve as a starting point for more detailed, qualitative, exploration.


In summary we would make the following recommendations.  Health professionals who are likely to come into contact with people who self-harm should receive training that will enable them to respond appropriately.  Crisis intervention should be available when most needed (i.e. at night and prior to self-harm).  Adolescents are a vulnerable group that should receive more targeted intervention.  Finally, the utility of Internet forums for providing professional support should be explored.  

AUTHORS’ NOTE

The authors would like to thank two anonymous reviewers for helpful comments on a previous draft of this paper.  The information presented in this report is from Liverpool Hope self-harm study 1.

Table 1: Frequency of consultation (out of 243) with professionals and the degree of satisfaction (in percentages).

	
	Frequency of consultation
	Very Satisfied
	Satisfied
	No Opinion
	Dissatisfied
	Very Dissatisfied

	Counsellor
	111
	14.4
	19.8
	23.4
	19.8
	22.5

	Doctor
	94
	9.6
	22.3
	19.1
	25.5
	23.4

	Nurse
	65
	4.6
	18.5
	27.7
	29.2
	20.0

	Psychiatrist
	115
	8.7
	18.3
	21.7
	26.1
	25.2

	Psychologist
	104
	13.5
	22.1
	20.2
	23.1
	21.2

	Social Worker
	53
	11.3
	24.5
	24.5
	20.8
	18.9

	Self-Harm Specialist
	18
	22.0
	22.0
	50.0
	5.6
	0.0

	Voluntary Organisation
	28
	17.9
	28.6
	39.3
	3.6
	7.1


Figure 1: Bar chart of frequencies to show age at which respondents started to self-harm.
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Table 2: Observed frequencies (and expected frequencies) for consultation rates amongst self-harmers as a function of age group.

	
	Consulted Professional
	

	
	Yes
	No
	Total

	Adolescents 
(19yrs and under)
	87 

(92.9)
	38

(32.1)
	125

(125.0)

	Adults
(Over 19 yrs)
	69

(63.1)
	16

(21.9)
	85

(85.0)

	Total
	156

(156.0)
	54

(54.0)
	210

(210.0)
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