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

Abstract 
Psychologists in recent years have become increasingly concerned with the motivators for self-harming behaviours, with a special focus on adolescents. Using the diary extract of a female rape victim, a thematic analysis was conducted to create themes and to better comprehend the mind of a self-harming individual. Using previously published literature, the themes pulled from the extract were linked to the literature. Self-harming individuals tend to do this for gratification/satisfaction and psychological issues that may already be present before a significantly traumatic event. 

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. Scoliers et al., (2008) also published research on this, 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 participants were asked to complete an anonymous self-report questionnaire, with the past year and lifetime deliberate self-harm being assessed, along with the self-reported reasons 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’, with females reporting more reasons for this engagement than males. The findings of this study contribute massively to how society understands self-harming behaviour, however, the researchers point out that this study only garners more need for future research. This research should consider a measure of lethality (Scoliers et al., 2008) to determine the physical danger these behaviours present from those reporting ‘wanting to die’, as it is unknown whether the adolescents were aware that death was a possibility from this behaviour (Scoliers et al., 2008, Albert & Steinberg, 2011). 
This study aims 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 individual's 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 are 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 

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 event 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 author's self-harm began as inflicting pain on herself by piercing her ears to satisfy this intense need for pain although she claims was not satisfied by this method of self-harm and proceeded to cut her skin. She claims this this gave her relief and she 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. The author says her body is the only thing she has to attract a man, indicating low self-worth/psychological issues. 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 can't speak to her parents so she 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 does 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 
The findings showed significant importance for previous research and literature on the psychological reasons for self-harm in adolescents, with an emphasis on rape for the thematic analysis of the diary extract. Several themes were extracted, such as psychological issues, low self-worth, needing to be loved, and gratification. The statements made by the author indicate a cry for pain (Scolier et al., 2008) such as “Sharp, scratching, pain, self-inflicted relief, it gave me relief- the enjoyment I was looking for”. The diary extract author presented a theme of psychological distress when recalling self-harm in post-analysis of the extract, such as “When I was I therapy for depression” indicating that self-harm was used as a coping mechanism when unable to cope with thoughts of the traumatic event, providing further validity to previous research that adolescents may use self-harm as a coping mechanism, however, an implication of this study is that it is only specific to the author of the diary. Although it further fuels the need for the previously mentioned lethality scale (Scoliers, 2008). As beneficial as this thematic analysis was, the underlying reason for the self-harm was known to the author (rape), further research should investigate the link between rape victims that self-harm and those who don’t. Future research should also consider in-person interviews/cross-examination of interviews between psychiatrists/counsellors and victims to gauge an accurate insight into the symptoms the individual presents. 
Conclusion	
In conclusion, research into potential motivators for self-harm in adolescents is essential in understanding how we can better utilise prevention over cure, and how we can offer specialised treatment to those engaging in this behaviour. There is a pattern between self-harm and a cry for pain/cry for help, so more research in this area is needed, along with larger sample sizes than what was used specifically for this thematic analysis to add validity to results and apply this to future research. 

Appendix
Appendix 1
 Self-harm and cutting – an excerpt from my memoir ‘My Alien Self: My Journey Back to Me’ An excerpt from my memoir….
 It was a whole seventeen years later, in 2006, I rediscovered the rape as I searched through my diaries while undergoing therapy for my depression. I felt uneasy about myself when I read about this incident with Vinnie as if I were reading the diary of someone else, with her dirty little secrets and self-destructive behaviours, not a fifteen-year-old version of myself. I wasn’t a virgin when Vinnie raped me, but I didn’t deserve that. Not long after that, I cut myself. *** Christmas has always been a time for celebration and family. I remember Christmas 1989 very well, three months after I was raped but of course, it couldn’t hurt me then because I had pushed it to a place so deep I couldn’t retrieve it. Not yet. I guess that’s why I made the cuts. Of course, I was only an amateur at that form of self-harm: not a real cutter with my measly thirteen holes and a few knife or compass flesh wounds – unlucky for some? Thirteen holes in my ears. I never questioned why I did it. Or why I did any of the things I did. I suppose I just did it. But when I think of it now it must’ve been a reaction to what happened. The memory of Vinnie I had shut away. He couldn’t hurt me, but I could hurt myself. Every time I made another cut I liked the way it felt I got a small gold stud ready to put in the new hole in my flesh and placed it on my chest of drawers in my bedroom. I closed my bedroom door. Using a ballpoint pen, I made a small mark on my ear where I wanted the next piercing to be. I burnt the end of the needle with one of my collection of novelty lighters; the one shaped as a gun that my mum had bought me. I pulled my ear lobe out with my fingers, to make it taut and ready for a new hole, watching in my bedroom mirror all the time. I placed the needle onto the pen mark and pushed onto it to pierce the skin, using fairly hard pressure. Once it pierced the skin, I jabbed it right through the thick flesh and took it out quickly, replacing it with the gold stud and fastening the back in place; finished with a good dab of surgical spirit. I threw myself onto my bed. My little ritual didn’t satisfy me. Twiddling with my thumbs and wiggling my toes, I stared at the ceiling, struggling with my brain to think of what to do next. I didn’t have any more spare earrings to fill new holes with. Then, I had an idea. I leapt up, grabbed my pencil case out of my college bag and took out my compass. I burnt the compass point using one of my Zippo lighters, enjoying the smell of petrol it emitted. All ready. Using the sharp compass point, I began to scratch the knuckle of my left index finger. One line down, about one centimetre in length. One line across, about half a centimetre. An L shape. Several times needed going over the same lines to make it bleed and make the letter clearly defined on my skin. Sharp, scratching, pain, self inflicted relief. It gave me relief – the enjoyment I was looking for. And it was something different. A word will soon be etched across the hand, and then I will be satisfied. Next knuckle, scratching, digging with the compass point. Circular. An O. Needed to be more careful with the O. Next knuckle, a V. The pain, very nice, scratching and digging, bright red blood and jagged edges to the letters. The taste, lovely, natural, as I sucked on the cuts. Next and last the knuckle of my little finger, an E. LOVE. Marvellous! When I showed Mum she wasn’t amused and nor was Dad. So after that instead of carving something they could see, I resorted to using the bread knife sawing little lines into my forearms – deep enough to bleed but not so deep they would scar, although a couple did very slightly. I’d been going out with a guy called Zack for a week who didn’t ring or come round and he said he would that evening. I phoned him and he said he was sorry. I felt dreadful, and grabbed the knife from the bread board in the kitchen and headed upstairs to my bedroom with it. Everyone was out. I rolled up the left sleeve of my sweater and with the knife in my right hand I rested the blade on my left forearm before pressing down and sliding the blade down. The serrated edges caught my skin and dragged it, so I had to saw up and down a couple of times before drawing blood. The cut, the blood, the soreness, all had the power of relief for me. I put cotton wool and plasters over it, after squeezing the luscious red liquid out for a moment and tasting it, then rolling my sleeve back down. Mum and Dad came home later and I stayed up with them and watched Top Gun. I cut myself just a few times. I wanted to do far bigger cuts and bleed much more, fantasising about it regularly, but I resisted. I didn’t want to ruin my looks too much and I was very much into how my body looked. I wanted to love my body. It was one good thing that I had that men wanted. The word love featured quite a lot in my life. Not because I was told I was loved by my parents, because I wasn’t, only in birthday and Christmas cards, but because I wanted love. In my diary under miscellaneous, I came across something I’d written. It said please love me. When I think about it now I was shown love. I just didn’t always feel it.

Appendix 2 
Colours of themes from codes 

Psychological issues 
Gratification
Needing to be loved 
Low self-worth  

Appendix 3 
Diary extract with coding 
Self harm and cutting – an excerpt from my memoir ‘My Alien Self: My Journey Back to Me’ 
An excerpt from my memoir
It was a whole seventeen years later, in 2006, I rediscovered the rape as I searched through my diaries while undergoing therapy for my depression. I felt uneasy about myself when I read about this incident with Vinnie, as if I were reading the diary of someone else, with her dirty little secrets and self destructive behaviours, not a fifteen-year-old version of myself. I wasn’t a virgin when Vinnie raped me, but I didn’t deserve that. Not long after that, I cut myself. *** Christmas has always been a time for celebration and family. I remember Christmas 1989 very well, three months after I was raped but of course it couldn’t hurt me then because I had pushed it to a place so deep I couldn’t retrieve it. Not yet. I guess that’s why I made the cuts. Of course I was only an amateur at that form of self-harm: not a real cutter with my measly thirteen holes and a few knife or compass flesh wounds – unlucky for some? Thirteen holes in my ears. I never questioned why I did it. Or why I did any of the things I did. I suppose I just did it. But when I think of it now it must’ve been a reaction to what happened. The memory of Vinnie I had shut away. He couldn’t hurt me, but I could hurt myself. Every time I made another cut I loved the way it felt I got a small gold stud ready to put in the new hole in my flesh and placed it on my chest of drawers in my bedroom. I closed my bedroom door. Using a ball point pen, I made a small mark on my ear where I wanted the next piercing to be. I burnt the end of the needle with one of my collection of novelty lighters; the one shaped as a gun that my mum had bought me. I pulled my ear lobe out with my fingers, to make it taut and ready for a new hole, watching in my bedroom mirror all the time. I placed the needle onto the pen mark and pushed onto it to pierce the skin, using fairly hard pressure.
 Once it pierced the skin, I jabbed it right through the thick flesh and took it out quickly, replacing it with the gold stud and fastening the back in place; finished with a good dab of surgical spirit. I threw myself onto my bed. My little ritual didn’t satisfy me. Twiddling with my thumbs and wiggling my toes, I stared at the ceiling, struggling with my brain to think of what to do next. I didn’t have any more spare earrings to fill new holes with. Then, I had an idea. I leapt up, grabbed my pencil case out of my college bag and took out my compass. I burnt the compass point using one of my Zippo lighters, enjoying the smell of petrol it emitted. All ready. Using the sharp compass point, I began to scratch the knuckle of my left index finger. One line down, about one centimetre in length. One line across, about half centimetre. An L shape. Several times needed going over the same lines to make it bleed and make the letter clearly defined on my skin. Sharp, scratching, pain, self inflicted relief. It gave me relief – the enjoyment I was looking for. And it was something different. A word will soon be etched across the hand, and then I will be satisfied. Next knuckle, scratching, digging with the compass point. Circular. An O. Needed to be more careful with the O. Next knuckle, a V. The pain, very nice, scratching and digging, bright red blood and jagged edges to the letters. The taste, lovely, natural, as I sucked on the cuts. Next and last the knuckle of my little finger, an E. LOVE. Marvellous! When I showed Mum she wasn’t amused and nor was Dad. So after that instead of carving something they could see, I resorted to using the bread knife sawing little lines into my forearms – deep enough to bleed but not so deep they would scar, although a couple did very slightly. I’d been going out with a guy called Zack for a week who didn’t ring or come round and he said he would that evening. 
I phoned him and he said he was sorry. I felt dreadful, and grabbed the knife from the bread board in the kitchen and headed upstairs to my bedroom with it. Everyone was out. I rolled up the left sleeve of my sweater and with the knife in my right hand I rested the blade on my left forearm before pressing down and sliding the blade down. The serrated edges caught my skin and dragged it, so I had to saw up and down a couple of times before drawing blood. The cut, the blood, the soreness, all had the power of relief for me. I put cotton wool and plasters over it, after squeezing the luscious red liquid out for a moment and tasting it, then rolling my sleeve back down. Mum and Dad came home later and I stayed up with them and watched Top Gun. I cut myself just a few times. I wanted to do far bigger cuts and bleed much more, fantasising about it regularly, but I resisted. I didn’t want to ruin my looks too much and I was very much into how my body looked. I wanted to love my body. It was one good thing that I had that men wanted. The word love featured quite a lot in my life. Not because I was told I was loved by my parents, because I wasn’t, only in birthday and Christmas cards, but because I wanted love. In my diary under miscellaneous I came across something I’d written. It said please love me. When I think about it now I was shown love. I just didn’t always feel it.























Appendix 4 
Consent form 


Appendix 6

Appendix 5 
Debrief form 
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