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What do we already know?

� People without intellectual disabilities 
� Research considering their views exists
� Self-injury has a clear function
� It is largely used as a coping strategy for dealing 

with intense emotional distress
Interventions: counselling or therapies, to enhance � Interventions: counselling or therapies, to enhance 
self-esteem / develop a repertoire of coping skills.

� People with intellectual disabilities
� Little or no research considering their views 
� Self-injury understood within a biological 

framework
� Regarded as ‘challenging behaviour’
� Interventions: behavioural responses and 

medication.



The purpose of the research

� To find out more about the experiences of 
people with intellectual disabilities who 
self-injure, and their carers/supporters

To explore in what ways they have been � To explore in what ways they have been 
supported by the services and 
professionals with whom they are involved

� To identify ideas, and then produce 
resources, for training and policy 
development



Defining the scope of the research

� Defining the 
population group

� Defining self-injury



Research participants

25 people with intellectual disabilities (100+ visits)
� Men and women
� Ages 14 – 65 (mean age = 34 years old)
� England, Scotland, Wales and N. Ireland� England, Scotland, Wales and N. Ireland
� Range of types of self-injury
� Range of circumstances (own home – secure unit)

Family members
7 linked to participants, 5 non-linked 

Professionals
21 linked to participants, 9 non-linked



What people with ID say about why 
they self-injure

1. The circumstances leading up to self-
injury

2. The feelings a person has before they 
self-injure



The circumstances leading up to 
self-injury 

� External factors

� Being in 
disempowering disempowering 
circumstances

� A lack of control 
within their living 
environment



The circumstances leading up to 
self-injury

� Interpersonal factors
� Being bullied
� Arguments

� Internal factors
� Physical health 

issues
� Memories of difficult 

past experiences
� Other thoughts



Additional circumstances mentioned 
by family members/ professionals

� Change

� Circumstances in which the person has 
little concept of time



Circumstances rarely associated 
with a person’s self-injury

� Having positive one-
to-one attention 
available

� Being occupied and � Being occupied and 
engaged in 
pleasurable activities

� Being in the company 
of a particular person



The feelings a person with ID has 
before  they self-injure

� Circumstances that were difficult to deal 
with led onto the development of quite 
intense feelings 

� Most commonly reported feelings (by � Most commonly reported feelings (by 
people with ID) leading directly to self-
injury:
� Feeling angry                       
� Feeling sad, depressed, low    
� Feeling frustrated, wound up
� Feeling upset



Summary

� Self-injury is largely used by people with 
ID in response to difficult emotions and 
circumstances

� Many of these circumstances are not fully 
recognised by family members and recognised by family members and 
professionals

� Circumstances that are difficult to deal with 
can lead to the development of quite 
intense feelings that are an antecedent to 
self-injury

� Self-injury is of least frequency or intensity 
when people are contented.
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