Investigating self-harm in adolescents: A case study of a victim of rape 

Abstract 





Introduction

Since the late 20th century there has been a significant rise of adolescents partaking in self-harm behaviours, gaining particular attention from psychologists attempting to understand what factors contribute to this growing issue, and what can be done to reduce harm and provide beneficial treatment to the individual displaying these behaviours (Lewis et al., 2012). 
Research by Rasmussen et al., (2016) suggested several possible themes of why adolescents may engage in self-harm behaviours by using qualitative interviews to identify themes related to self-harm. The first is poor emotional regulation. Adolescents (in this scenario) may use this behaviour as a vice when confronted with an issue. The second theme is Communication of Distress. The person engaging in this behaviour may find it extremely difficult to articulate that they need help when dealing with inner turmoil thus leading to physically harming themselves for others to see in hopes of signalling to those around them that they are in distress. The third theme is Coping with Difficult Life Experiences. If an adolescent is unable to cope with the psychological effects of a traumatising event i.e. bullying, sexual and/or physical abuse or family conflict they may use self-harm as a way to feel in control of something or may give a sense of relief (Rasmussen et al., 2016). Paul Stallard et al., (2013) also published research investigating the prevalence of self-harm in young adolescents and factors associated with the onset and continuity over one year (Stallard et al.,2013) using participants aged 12-16 years from schools in Southwest England and the Midlands. The study looked at whether factors such as emotional/physical/sexual abuse and neglect are linked to self-harm behaviours prevalent during adolescence. Childhood trauma, with an emphasis on emotional abuse and neglect, was shown to be significantly linked to self-harm behaviours in adolescence (Stallard et al., 2013). The results found that 15% of the young adolescents had engaged in self-harming behaviours, and another 27% had thoughts of engaging in self-harming behaviours, with 18% of those that had self-harmed seeking treatment for anxiety and/or depression. In the study follow up 60% of those originally with thoughts of self-harm and 55% of those who engaged in acts of self-harm reported still engaging in these behaviours a year later. The research suggests that bullying increased the likelihood of engaging in these behaviours, with a higher prevalence in males than females, as well as low mood also being reported as an association for both genders (Stallard et al.,2013). 
A systemic review and meta-analysis of the literature published on Dialectical Behaviour Therapy for Adolescents aged 12 to 19 years on treating self-injury conducted by Oswald D Kothgassner et al., (2021) showed small to moderate effects of reducing self-harm and suicidal thoughts, with pre-post evaluations showing large effects for all outcomes including Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) symptoms (Kothgassner et al., 2021). This research reiterates the importance of DBT-A treatment in reducing self-harm and suicidal ideations. Another piece of research on adolescence and self-harm was published by Scoliers et al., (2008) titled ‘Reasons for adolescent deliberate self-harm: A cry of pain and/or a cry for help?’ aimed at understanding the motives behind adolescent deliberate self-harm using a cross-sectional survey across several continents. 30,477 school pupils participated, with ages between 14 and 17 years. The particpants were asked to complete an anonymous self-report questionnaire, with past year and lifetime deliberate self-harm being assessed, along with the self-reported reaons for this behaviour (Scoliers et al., 2008). The report found 2 possible significant motivators for this behaviour, the first being a cry for pain, and the second being a cry for help (Scoliers et al., 2008). The researchers detail how the majority of those engaging in self-harming behaviours reported ‘wanting to die’ ‘to punish myself’ and ‘to get relief from a terrible state of mind’, along with ‘to show how desperate I was feeling’ ‘to frighten someone’ ‘to get my own back on someone’ ‘to find out whether someone really loved me’ and ‘to get some attention’, 




The aim of this study is to fully comprehend the mind of adolescents that engage in self-harming behaviours by analysing a diary extract published online of a rape victim in the moments of engaging in self-harming behaviours.

Methodology 

Design 
A qualitative approach was used alongside a case study of an individuals diary extract which was posted online to be viewed by others (See appendix 1). A non-experimental, qualitative approach was taken. 

Participants 
The researcher was a level 5 Applied Psychology BSc student at the University of Wales Trinity St David, with this being their first Qualitative analysis. The online diary extract was accessed through the university thus anonymity and confidentiality is irrelevant to this study. 

Materials 
· Computer/Laptop
· Notepad/Paper
· Pen/Pencil
· The diary extract.
· Highlighting pens
· Consent form  

Procedure 
Thematic analysis was used to determine the effects of mental health and self-harm. To ensure the diary extract was fully comprehended, the researcher read it twice whilst taking notes of key points. The researcher then used highlighting pens to group particular words and sentences together to form codes. Themes were then created using these codes (See appendix *).

Ethical Considerations 
No physical interview took place between the researcher and the author of the diary extract meaning there were few ethical factors to consider, although one consideration the researcher had to determine was whether their mental state was fit to cope with reading the traumatic material within the diary extract due to the possible distress and psychological stress it may have brought them. This was considered and the researcher deemed themselves capable of conducting the research. 
Results and Discussion
Familiarisation stage
The author has suffered a traumatic ecent which has caused them psychological distress. When she recalls the rape she claims she does not recognise herself and made her feel ‘dirty’ and ‘uncomfortable’. The authors self harm began as inflicting pain on herself by piercing her ears in order to satisfy this intense need for pain although claims was not satisfied by this method of self harm and proceeded to cut her skin. She claims this this gave her relief and felt satisfied with the sensations it brought her. The author cut the words ‘LOVE’ into her knuckles indicating that this is what she is lacking? When her parents gave a negative reaction to the self-harm it left her wondering why which caused her to then start hiding it from them. The author feels she cant speak to her parents so hides her emotions when around them and appears to be ‘normal’ in herself. The author seems to self-harm when unable to mentally cope with the trauma. Rejection seems to be a big trigger, and the author states they feel rejected by their parents. The author believes her body is for attracting men, therefore did not want to cause serious harm and states that she wants to love her body. The author also suggests her parents' love is infrequent and seems to only be shown on special occasions, indicating that the rape she experienced further fuelled her feelings of being unloved. 
Codes
The diary extract codes can be found in Appendix 2. 

Summary Table
Table 1 shows themes created using codes formed from the diary extract.
	Theme
	Quote word
	Line number

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Psychological issues
	“…while undergoing therapy for depression “
	6

	Low self-worth
	“It was the one good thing that I had that men wanted.”
	106

	Needing to be loved
	“I wasn’t a virgin when Vinnie raped me, but I didn’t deserve that.” 
	11

	Gratification
	“A word will then be etched across my hand, and then I will be satisfied 
	67





Discussion and results 

Conclusion
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