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SELF-HARM ADDICTION 
 

Overview 

Harming oneself, also known as self-
harm, is a complex issue often associated 
with intentionally inflicting physical harm 
on oneself. This behavior is rooted in 
several reasons, such as being used as a 
coping mechanism to manage 
overwhelming emotions, psychological 
distress, or feelings of numbness. People 
who engage in self-harm cut, burn, scratch, or hit themselves to experience temporary 
relief. However, consistently injuring oneself could make people feel pleasure out of it or 
become a tool to release stress. As the act of self-harming may create this sense of 
release in the person, it can ultimately lead to an addiction. 

Self-harm addiction is a compulsive engagement in self-injury frequently used as a 
coping mechanism for intense emotional pain or distress. It doesn’t involve using 
substances, alcohol, or other drugs. It can make an individual think, feel, and act like they 
can’t manage without it. The behavior leads to powerful cravings, periods of relapse, and 
recovery, just like other addictions. This form of addiction develops an addictive pattern 
wherein the frequency and intensity of injury can be increased to achieve the desired 
effect. 

 

Physiology of Self-harm Addiction 

Self-harm may be addictive due to brain chemistry. 
Studies and experts believe that the brain’s 
dopamine and opioid systems are involved. 
Dopamine is a brain chemical associated with 
feeling rewarded, and the opioid system, when 
activated, will release a feeling of less stress and 
pain. Another chemical factor is neurotransmitter 
imbalances such as serotonin and norepinephrine. 
Imbalances in these can lead to mood disorders like 
depression and anxiety, which are often coexisting with self-harm.  

Consequently, self-harming may provide fast relief from intense emotions due to these 
chemical changes in the brain.  Due to the presence of various addictive features, self-
harm often follows a cycle characterized by triggers, urges, the act of self-harming, and 
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finally, relief or temporary satisfaction. This cycle can become repetitive and difficult to 
break.  

Signs and Symptoms of Self-harm addiction 

Self-harm may go unnoticed by others. Many people who self-harm do so in private and 
may not seek help. The “new” types of marks or self-harm tools may not be noticeable. 
Hence, we should pay attention to the following: 

 Physical Signs 

• Wearing long-sleeved shirt and pants 
• Having burns, scratches, bruises, cuts, or broken bones 
• Excessive use of first-aid materials 
• Presence of self-harm tools 
• Changes in appetite or sleep patterns 

Behavioral Signs 

• Secrecy or isolation 
• Withdrawing from friends, family, and social activities 
• Participating in risky behavior 
• Compulsive urges 

Emotional Signs 

• Experiencing sudden mood swings or mood changes 
• Experiencing feelings of worthlessness and helplessness 
• Increased anxiety or restlessness 
• Shame or guilt 
• Low self-esteem and negative self-talk 

Why do people self-harm? 

The motivation to self-harm is not the same for everyone. It could have different ways for 
different reasons. Some of the most common reasons people self-harm are to: 

• Difficulty managing emotion. 
• Provide a sense of control when things feel out of control. 
• Stop negative thoughts and feelings in their tracks. 
• Allow emotional expression. 
• Punish themselves. 

As Monica Amorosi, a licensed mental health counselor from New York City noted ““For 
reasons that may be hard to understand, self-harm is a regulating tool for some, a 
calming tool for some, and a punishing tool for others.” 
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At Risk People 

While anyone can be affected by self-harm, certain groups are at higher risk. These 
include: 

• Adolescents and young adults 
• Individuals with mental health conditions 
• Individuals with personality disorders 

Treatment and Recovery from Self-harm addiction 

There are different approaches to treating self-harm. It may include:  

• Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT): helps see the link between an individual 
thoughts, emotions, and behaviors.  

• Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT): an effective self-harm addiction treatment 
that emphasizes practicing mindfulness, regulating emotions, and improving 
relationship with others. It addresses the source of the overwhelming stress that’s 
driving self-injury.  

• Psychodynamic therapy: explores the unconscious thoughts, past experiences, 
and emotional conflicts that contribute to self-harming behaviors. 

• Problem-solving therapy: provides practical tools for managing immediate 
stressor, promoting healthier coping strategies. 

• Engaging in creative outlets 
• Practicing relaxation techniques 
• Seeking support from trusted friends and family 
• Support groups and counseling 

 

References 

Gillette, H. (2023, October 5). Is Self-Harm an addiction? Healthline. 
https://www.healthline.com/health/is-self-harm-an-addiction#causes 

Healthdirect Australia. (n.d.). Self-harm. Causes, Warning Signs and Symptoms and 
When to Seek Help | Healthdirect. https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/self-harm 

Lpc, E. P. (2022, December 13). Can Self-Harm be addictive? How Self-Injuring can 
Become Habit-Forming. GoodRx. https://www.goodrx.com/health-topic/mental-
health/is-self-harm-addictive 

Staff, C. (2024, June 24). Is Self-Harm an addictive behavior? Compassion Behavioral 
Health. https://compassionbehavioralhealth.com/is-self-harm-an-addictive-
behavior/ 

What is self-harm Addiction, Causes & Treatments. (n.d.). 
https://rehabsuk.com/addictions/behavioural/self-harm-addiction/ 

 

 


