Cutting and Other Types of Non-Suicidal
Self-Injury (NSSI)
WHAT IS CUTTING AND
NON-SUICIDAL
SELF-INJURY

WHY DO PEOPLE
CUT THEMSELVES?

Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) occurs when a person purposely harms his/her body in a significant way, causing injury but not intending to end life. The most common form of NSSI is “cutting”, often on the wrists, arms,
legs, or stomach, using knives, razors, or other sharp objects. Other types of NSSI include: scratching, burning,
hitting oneself, breaking bones and inhibiting wound healing. For anyone who is not a “cutter” or other type of
self-mutilator, these behaviors may seem extremely alarming. However, approaching a person who engages
in these behaviors without judgment is important in order to open the lines of communication that can help.
Understanding the reasons for NSSI and how it can be stopped is therefore a vital first step.
Adolescence can be a trying time. Pressures to succeed and fit in; interpersonal issues with friends, family
members, teachers, and other adults; insecurities and fears are all commonplace in the teen years. This is also
a time when mental health issues like depression or eating disorders may surface. Learning coping strategies
becomes crucial during this period of every person’s life. For 12-14% of adolescents, NSSI is used to cope with
emotional distress, despite its inherent dangers, social unacceptability, and ineffectiveness as a long-term
strategy.
Many cutters report feeling distress building up like a pressure cooker, with no apparent means of reducing that pressure. They say cutting creates an immediate feeling of relief. Perhaps self-harm has this effect of
bringing release of pressure because the pain it induces causes a surge of endorphins. In any case, cutters and
others involved in self-injurious behavior are usually attempting to regulate uncomfortable emotions. They
may find physical pain a distraction from emotional pain, or they may feel “empty” or “numb” and find the pain
of self-injury a welcome reminder that they actually can feel something, that they “exist”. Rather than deal
with the underlying causes of disturbing emotions, they soon learn that self-harm provides a quick-fix.

THE COMPULSION
TO CUT

Because relief, calm and feelings of self-control are soon associated with the act of self-injury, the behavior
has an addictive effect on many teens. NSSI becomes a compulsion, a go-to coping mechanism for uncomfortable emotions. As such, it can be very difficult for a self-injuring teen to stop, even if (as is often the case)
it leads to feelings of shame or guilt. In fact, most people who harm themselves intentionally go to great
lengths to keep it a secret, hiding wounds with clothing or injuring themselves in places that would be covered by clothing, isolating themselves, or pretending to be happy and secure despite internal pain.
Although NSSI usually begins in early adolescence, it can continue into adulthood if not addressed. It often
leads to permanent scarring, can interfere with relationships since it is usually kept secret, and it prevents a
person from learning essential coping strategies. Sadly, though its purpose is generally to feel better, it may
also lead to unintended death since it is difficult to judge the depth of a wound or the blood-loss that may
ensue. Wounds can also become infected, a potentially serious problem.

HOW TO STOP
HURTING YOURSELF OR
HELP SOMEONE WHO
SELF-INJURES

Help for self-injurious behavior requires a non-judgmental, caring approach by both the person engaging
in self-harm and the concerned people around him/her. Rather than focus entirely on the self-injury, it is
important to deal with the underlying emotional issues being coped with using NSSI. Although this may well
be “normal” adolescent distress, there may also be a traumatic event or psychological issue that needs to be
addressed. Learning more positive coping skills will take time, and might be better achieved with the help of
a professional therapist.
While new coping strategies are being learned, the compulsion to self-harm often continues. Some ways to
avoid injuring oneself during this time include talking through the uncomfortable feelings, playing relaxing
music, taking a cool shower, writing in a journal, exercising vigorously, holding ice to the skin or snapping a
rubber band placed around the wrist. With time and practice, more effective ways to deal with emotional issues can be learned, and self-injury will no longer seem the easiest way to handle distress and discomfort.
Immediate help is available through the SAFE Alternatives Program’s Self-Injury Hotline by calling

1-800-DONT CUT (1-800-366-8288).
For More Information, visit www.EastMountainHospital.com

