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258 A Plan for Recovery

9. Acquire knowledge and understanding of this disor-
der, érmﬁ_u\ocw need to do to recover, and what you
. heed to do to maingain your IECoVeLY.
10.. Have.and maintain a positive attitude—get out of the
problem and into the solution.

Point.1: Stop the behavior, and

make the commitment to stop,
One who is rﬁ.ﬁ.ﬁm_ﬁ.m serious problem with self-injury may
find it very 9.3.95;”0 stop. She may have already tried, a
number of different tirmes, in a number of different ways.
For example, she may have told herself, her parents, or her

‘boyfriend that she would hot do'this anymore, Or, she may -

_have tried to reward herself for refraining from the behavior,
for example, by purchasing a new shore-sleeve shirt that can
be worn in the mﬂg?wggo as long as there aren’t mn,% new
‘scars onher arms. mow:mmw:.mm, these things may work term-
porarily. However, they are not enough in and of themselves
t0 maintain _osm‘ﬁmmﬂs recovery and emotional sobriety.

- As with the First Step of Alcoholics Anonymous, “We ad-

' mitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had
become unmanageabls,” the seltnjurer must first admit Fer
powerlessness over the problem of sell-injury. This means
‘Umhs.m totally honest and surrendering. This includes being
‘willing-to acknewledge and accept the. fact that one is ad.
dicted to the feeling, the “high,” the vicious cycle of destruc-
tion that self-injury brings cn. B

First, before trying to figure outthe exact reasons or try-
ing to tackle the deep-rooted cngmzﬁsm issues in therapy
(such as having been abused as a young child), the self-
injurer must make the commitment to stop the behavior She
rmustget rid of the symptom, and stabilize,

In the same manner that the alcoholic needs to take th

o
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comemitment (o stop drinking very seriously and with rigor-
ous honesty, the.self-injurer must also do 50. In the begin-
ning of sobriety, an alcohalic-usually disposes of all of the
alcoholin the house and: may elect-to avoid places like bars
and dance clubs-where the temptation to deink is likely, The
drug addict: typically disposes. of.all illicit drugs and drug.
paraphernalia. such as pipes, rolling papers, and hypoder-

-micneedles. However, this is muchharder for the self-injurer.

I she reallywants to hurt hersel?, she can always find-a way.
Self-injury does not require any money, special materials,
or having to go anywhere. There is no need to go to a dark
street cornet-and score from a drug dealer. There is always a
place or.a way to hide. :

The self-injurer needs (o make a concerted effort to do
the best that she can with this, Making a-list of “triggering”
material is helpful. Disposing of items that are frequently
used to self-injure, such as razor blades; sharp scissors, and
knives, are a.step in the right direction. Even cutting finger-
nails down so they can’t be used to scratch is a good idea. It
is the effort, commitment, and honesty, first with oneself,
that counts. ,

Qne needs o continue.to surrender %chwocgmno{,aﬁ
to admit being an-alcoholic andlor.an addict: Every time one
ém_wm‘.ﬂ:ﬁocmr_%m._mog of a Twelve Step meeting, she is tak-

-ing the first three Steps. It is customary in Twelve Step meet-

ings to admit that one is-an alcoholic or an addict (for
example, “Hi, 'mSharon. ' an alcoholic: and an addict™y
in front of a group. of one’s peers. Some self-injurers use the
general'term “addict” when identifying themselves.in meet-
ings that are not specifically for self-injury. This is a viable
option. . o IO C ;

~ The -selfAnjurer especially needs to remain verbal and
honest and to nog.thirtk of herself as “better than.” This
Is -especially difficult because the self-injurer may; at least
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that part of being independent is JKknowing. when to be
dependeri. Lo o

. The'selinjurer needs 0 be open to trying—and.combire
qul..&mon@:ﬁ_Qmmﬁgmm.ﬁ opticns appropriate to her individ-
ual needs, The self-injurer may also have different needs. at
different. times:- If medical treatment is necessary(for. ex-
mEEﬂ_wonmS infected wound), this must.be taken care of
first. Martha,.a licensed practical nurse who has.seen alot of
things in-her days,. related a story-about a woman.in her
early twenties who had.significant problems with self-injury,
particularly excessive tattooing. The woman :_mmﬁmoﬁma her

(]

Jinfection until it was too late—she eventually lost- her leg

due to' gangrene. . .
There are many different types of treatment choices avail-

“avle for selfinjury, as there are for other self-destructive
,U@ymioa_m:g_ ma&nﬁomm. Medical treatment, individual ther-

apy, group therapy, family 5@%% andior nocﬁ_am_%gmv%
wm%orowrg?mooﬁo.mmom_ medication, inpatient ro%:&ﬁm‘
tion, and Twelve ,mﬁww programs carn felp. Everl within these
treatrment choices, there are a variety of different techniques

and %Eom@mm. For example, there are various therapy -
ﬁmoj:ﬁcmm that 3@ used by an S%ﬁﬂcm_ therapist, such’

as cognitive-behavioral approaches, behavior modification,
or @m_u\ojo&\.nmwa,o.wﬁoam@% o

A welkinformed, trained therapist who truly understands
the' ng‘oa.ob.mﬂ &\.ﬁwﬂ:ﬁm a_m self-injury can be most helpful.
ideally, the therapist should be a’strong, stable person who
Intuitively knows when to be, and how to combine being,
warm and zc_.,ﬁcn_:w_.mm well as direct and firm. Such a trained
professional will be-able to effeciively address the addict’s
denial and defenses. -

There are also m number of different types of therapists.
For example, ._,.:msum\ {but not .w:u mmoummoosﬁ fernales wnm_mmw
a female therapist! Mayreen, & young college student who

et
4 et
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came in for alcohol and mult-drag addiction and who also

had. a severe :case of bulimia- along with her self-injuricus
behaviot; insisted on a female therapist. She said that she
would;feel more comfortable talking to another woman
abourher issues with men and sex. o

It is essential that the therapist is .xzoﬁoammm@m about
and not afraid of the problem of self-injury. The self-injurer
ir the beginning stages of recovery is-afraid enough herself.,
She does not need the added stress of having to calm down

another person (who is supposed to be helping her) who

panics or is taken aback by the sight of blood. Finding the
right therapist may take some time, but be patient. It is well
worth the effort, 7 - ©o

- Thereare no quick fixes-out there. Be cautious of medical
and psychological ..@cm‘_owﬁ@ " which is rampant In today’s
society. -Such things:may include, for.exarple, noncreden-
tialed “healers,” orunproven hérbal remedies that claim to
‘cure” ansiety ‘or depression, Teenagers and young.aduilts
may be-particularly vulnerable tc this, -

Point 5: Rnow what to do to-
slow yourself down in an emergency.

‘The progressing urge that precedes a self-injurious episode

usually sneaks up on and attacks the person who- has the
problem of seif-injury. This eventually becomes a full-blown

-emergency thatmust be Stopped.before one feels that she is

“too far gone” and must seli-injure. She’s got to slow.down, -
- Pirst, one-mustrecognize the fact that she is.in.a state of
emergency: This is not the time. for her, or.anyone else, to
“analyze” the a@m?mwmaa emotional feglings or reasons. If
the mm,_EQ.EQ needs to think about or talk about anything,
it should only be.aboti facts and evens aboutwhat hap-
pened to set her off. Staying verbal helps.
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246 - A Plan for Recovery

stages of recovery. For the firsttime in her life, Michelie was

able to think of taking care of herself first, as the number,
one.priority, because she saw this asvital to her survival. .

The A list was Qmﬁ:mﬁ_.mm “The good people, the ones |

" should be arcund.” The B list was defined as “People:whom

I need to proceed with caution around, people 1 need to -

get to kriow better before | trust ,___%03_ or people whom 1

' can handlé only in limited doses.” The C list was defined as
. - |

“Those people I'need. to.avoid no matter what because

they're bad for me, and/for those.whorn I may.get. tempted

to call when I'm lonely; hoping that things were different-with
them %_m:_ 5&\ actually are.” (This included her ex-husband.)
The mmm;é.cmd# needs (o have .people whom she can

count on, especially in times of crisis..This may include, for

mxmgvﬁbmﬂ therapist, members of her family, Q,Omopozmq
term E_ms%zms,a her priest, rabbi, or minister. Ifshelisina
Twelve Step group, she will have access to other.people in

.Sooﬁa\, ,m_m.mmm?mnmﬁomo,ﬁo_hmsa.,%m :mww%mm@osmoim
she wants one. -0 Ce ,

 Point 5. Take care of your physical issues.

First and foremost, professional medical treatment must be
sought immediately for serious physical problems resulting
from self-injury. .For example,- there Bm%xdm,_mm.«ma% in-
fected scars or burns, A-person may need to.be rushed to a
Rospital emergency 89,?.moismﬁmsop,_%mjm cuit her wrists
and cannot stop bleeding. _ -

One young model-from New York City, who was. also a
heroin addict, had 2 serious. problem with an infected ab-
scess on her hand. This was initially from a needle injection
point. She continually picked at the ever-expanding scab
and would not allow it.to heal, much like a restless. young

Lo

. it e A At A
o A )
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child who picks at a scab from a skinned knee. The wound
finaliy had to be surgically treated on an cutpatient hospital
basis.. o . I

‘Many times, what appears to be a suicide may havebeen
an-accident. Such a case would.be the self-injurer who cuts

. too deeply or _ﬁooﬂ_m.mm(mmmq after having a few drinks and/or

an emotional episode. . :

Self-injurers have typically neglected themselves, 229.
lkely includes their physical health, sometimes, for many
years. Many self-injurers avoid medical doctors altogether
because they are: afraid that their injuries or scars will be no-
mom,az_.ucz:mﬁ:oﬁ ‘the self-injurer wants control, at least
over her-own'body. Therefore, she may not want anyone to
touch her or to tell- her what to do; especially when in a vul-
nerable situation such-as in a doctor's exaraining rcom.
Physical-exams and dental ‘checkups should be done regu-
larly. and also.on.an as-needed ‘basis. This is neeessary to
determine if everything is okay and also to deal with any
problems that may be present.

' The self-injurer is,. of course, at high risk for or may al-
ready -have problems with- alcohol and/or drugs. Drugs
may, include illegal and/or legal substances, including pre-
scription medication. It is therefore. wise- to recognize’ the
dangers:of and high potential for addiction substitution: Self-
injurers, just like alcoholics and -addicts, are.vulnerable to
and'are sometimes searching for “something” to'make them
feel better or to.escape from their emetional pain. _
Physical‘exercise is important: This will enable a-healthy
endorphin release and will also promote a feeling of well-
being. Many people; work out or exercise as a way to vent
their feelings of anger and nervous energy. Children regu-
larly go tothe schoolyard at recess and at lunc

chtime; they
need*to run around andeurn off their excess energy so that
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250  APlan for Recavery

least-for a while, until the selfnjury begins to backfire).
Most other; _@ooEm.mmo@ the self-injurer -as rather normal,
rmaybe a little bjt quiet at times; and they are shocked when
they. find out she:is suffering from this problem.. Therefore,
the self-injurer may go unnoticed for a long time, maybe
forever; unless she somehow gets help. ,

Lisa, an eleven-year-old girl, was found out when she gor'

upset and lost control one day at school. She repeatedly

mﬁmwgn_ and gashed. her arm with a pencil, right there in the

classroom, She ggmmma to be one of the prettiest girls in
ner elementary mo_:o_or.,émm an A student, did valunteer work

in the kitchen, and had many wonderful talents such.as:

singing and dancing. Most of the kids in her class; and
especially her teacher, were-shocked. Only Lisa’s two best
friends knew about what.was going on and about the seri-
ous problems with' her mother and her grandrmother-at
home, - T S o

Emotional issues tend to come up especially during
the second year of anoéQ. after the symptom is gone and
the addict becomes stabilized. The recovering addict is typi-
n_,w:% feeling emationally raw-and.ripped oper. Selfinjurers

may be experiencing numerous memories that were previ- -

ously suppressed. The mermories come back, quite vividly,
but now withemotions attached to them. At this time espe-
'+ cially, a goad therapist can be extremely beneficial in-pro-

viding support and ﬁ.:oﬁim the addict to address and deal -

with her emotions. . .
The.emotional vulnerability to relapse is, however, always
there, Particularly dangerous times. are "when bad things
happen,. such as when a family member dies. New- experi-
ences that cause anxiety and stress are also difficult, such as

when a teenager begins dating. The self-injurer needs to be |

aware of this and to address.emoticnal issues as they occur,
and to learn how to deal with life effectively,
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Point 7: Take care of your spiritualissues.

Just as there is a physical and an emotional side to recovery,

. thereis also a spiritual side. 1t is al} very important, if the ad-

dict wants to most-effectively attain and maintain long-term

. Tecovery. Initially, dealing with ong's physical issues may be
_necessary, if not essential, to survival, For example, for an

alcoholic, this might include going ‘through detox. Ermo-
tional issues tend to come up next, once the addict becomes
abstinent and is in the process of learning how to maintain
abstinence. All of this takes time and energy. |

- Spiritual issues usually come Up next in the process -of
recovery. Some people may be able to address m:a.g%ﬂow
their spirituality from the very beginning. They are at an ad-
vantage if they.are able to do s0. ‘ : .

- Many addicts, especially while their addiction is active
and while In the beginning stages of recovery, are resistant
to, or unable to, acknowledge or focus on Spiritual issues.

‘Some may neglect Spirituality altogether,

Especially. these days, people are “searching for some-
thing.” There'is’a deep sense of longing within us, be it
conscious orunconscious, that cries out for a sense of mean-
irg, of wholeness, and of connectedness Ewﬁ:‘moﬁm Power
greater than ourselves. Many addicts, including self-injurers,
describe chronic feelings of emptiness. _

In today’s world, problems of poverty, illness, abuse,
violence, and all types of other unfairnesses abound. Many
mﬂmw:@ﬁ to “escape” the Hmmcﬁsm feelings _E\ turning to alco-
hol, drugs, or'some- other type’of self-destructive behavior,
trying to Al the void, N - |
It may'be especially difficuit for those who self-injure to
.oossmoﬁ:é:r a.concept of God -or a Higher Power or reli-

- gion. Refer to:chapter 7 for a more detailed Q.moc,.mmm_oz of

spirituality and H,wn%mw\ from self-injury. Practical sugges-
tlons and action steps are offered, _
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254 APlan for Recovery

any addict, To target and focus on their good qualities: It also

helps to pursue an activitythat you like and are good at.
Such activities may include, for example, sports, music, or
art. This will build self-esteerm. and self-confidence that will
carry over to other areas of your life,

Point 9: Acquire wxoéﬂm@m and understanding of
this disorder, what you need to do to recover, and-
what you need.to do to maintain your recovery.

You are already off to a'good start by reading this book.
Thére are 4 'few voorm._%mﬁ are avallable at bookstores and

libraries on the topic of seli-infury. There are also numerous

clinically sound journal articles on this topic in the fields of
~ psychology, psychiatry, medicine, and social work that can

be found at university fibraries, e

- "One can learn alot from reading literature on alcoholism
and substance \mwcmm“ which is prevalent and rea ,
able, ﬁjﬁg:n@gmm&oowmu Jjournal articles, and Twelve Step
literature on substance abuse. Because self-injury is an ad-
dictive disorder, many of the dynamics involved and meth-

dily avail-

ods of recovery that can be used are the same as for

-+ addictions to aleohol or drugs.

~ The self-injurer may also want to learn mere about those
things in her background that may have led <o the problem
of self-injury, and about other related factors. This may in-
clude, for example, the literature on child abuse, trauma,
anorexia, oogm@msw_mmsﬁ H,Qmma.:.m:%mu de
traumatic-stress disorder. , .

The Internet can also be a valuable resourcs for learning
more m@ocﬁ_mmq‘maré m_sa,.w_mo about other addictions. But

one must beware that there is also some negative and po-

‘tentially-very harmful informatjon on self-injury out there as

~well. Such information is usuall

y found on the Internet and

e

.

pression, or post-

o

Getting Better 255

Invarious “underground” niewsletters and publications. This

va.ow:ﬁoﬁmﬁ%@ and these particular Wely sites are written
by and tend to draw people who are voyeuristic'or who glo-

-rify and do not want to give-up the thrill or the high assocj-

kY

ated with the m%‘waﬁazm behavior syndrome, Additionally, .
some material may contain disturbing “triggering” material
that is detrimental, with a focus on gory, sensational, and
horrifying images. Some material even SMglamorizes” the
disorder. _,

A welk-trained .and rﬁoé_mammm_u_m thérapist or medical

expert. car help the. self-injurer to better understand her-

self and what is going on. A therapist can also help the self-
injuring client to set and work toward- achieving appropriate
goals for herself and for her recovery. .

A lot can be learned from. other people who have recov-
ered successfully and are maintaining their recovery. This

. may include others who are in recovery for self-injury, as

well as those in recovery from alcoholism, drug addictions,
or eating disorders, Twelve step groups such as Alcohalics
Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous, and Overeaters Anony-
mous are good places to find such pecple. Because of the

.exceptionally high correlation between self.injury and eat-

Ing disorders, people E:o.ncﬁo_sm% have or who*have had

problems with self-injury are frequently found in Overeaters

Anonymous meetings, especially in the ones that focus on
anorexia and bulimia,

Point 10: Have and maintain a positive attitude
- getout of the problem and into the solution,

Most self-injurers, as well as many alceholics and addicts,
come from backgrounds of extreme childhood physical
and/or sexual mwﬁm@zwaoao:a abuse, neglect, or violent
households with alcoholic or addicted parents. Or, they may
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258 A Plan for Recovery

saying in AA and other Twelve Step groups. It is a good atti-
tude tc have toward :_mmm E_mmzmwmr Othér people have-done

50 successfully. Twelve Step meetings that- are positive,
upbeat, and moﬂcmos\ﬂo:mmg. can wm,,._a%mﬁmz%<mEmE®_8
anyone. They are particularly vaiuable to those addicts and
self-injurers who have Fad, or who currently have, problems
with getting out of their negativity. . - .
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