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The study of adolescents’ self-harming actions 
has been carried out twice; first time was during 
the school year 2001-2002 followed by the 
2006-2007 study. In total 8,502 adolescents of 
the years 11-13 (age 15 – 17), 4,019 parents, and 
305 teachers completed the questionnaire. Thus, 
the study presents a very important material of 
the nation’s adolescents of today.

The study has been organized and carried out 
according to the principles corresponding to 
similar studies in a number of European coun-
tries. As the questionnaires are alike, it is possi-
ble to compare the answers of the Danish adole-
scents with those of the other countries.

The Danish adolescents’ answers show that the 
majority is doing well. However, some are vul-
nerable; they experience thoughts of self-harm or 
commit self-harming actions. It is important to 
examine conditions or circumstances that strain 
the adolescents to such a degree, that they seri-
ously consider self-harm or that they wish to 
die. It is equally important to identify conditi-
ons or circumstances that protect the adolescents 
against vulnerability, thoughts of self-harm or 
self-harming actions. Knowledge of protective 
and risk factors may help ensure that the adole-
scents receive the support they need to cope with 
difficulties in other ways than committing self-
harm. The essential results of this study are pre-
sented with this aim.

10.1 Vulnerability
The main results show a percentage increase in 
the number of vulnerable adolescents from 20% 
in 2002 to 23% in 2007. In 2002, the total 

group consisted of twice as many vulnerable girls 
than boys. In 2007, almost three quarters were 
girls and one quarter was boys.
Characteristically, vulnerable adolescents either 
live with their mother or under different cir-
cumstances – which covers living with father, 
with mother and stepfather, with father and 
stepmother, with other family or other. Com-
pared with the 2002 study, there is no signifi-
cant change in the percentage of vulnerable ado-
lescents who live under different circumstances 
in the 2007 study.

Every fourth of the vulnerable boys and every 
fifth of the vulnerable girls do not have anyone 
to talk to when they really need it, and vulnera-
ble boys, when compared with girls, lack close 
confidants. The older the boys, the greater the 
protective factor of having confidants.

The present results emphasize family as a pro-
tective factor against vulnerability, yet 7% of the 
vulnerable boys and girls do not think that they 
matter much to their family. That recurs when 
the adolescents are asked if they believe it proba-
ble that he or she can count on the family if he 
or she needs help. The older the boys, the grea-
ter the protective factor of being able to count 
on the family. Among the vulnerable adolescents 
of year 11, being able to count on the family is 
more important for the girls than the boys. 

10.2 Serious considerations of self-harm
More than every third girl and every tenth boy 
have serious thoughts about self-harming acti-
ons, without acting upon it. Characteristically, 

-.��,������

-.�����	��



89

those who consider self-harm are predominantly 
girls of a Western background who live with 
only one parent. The results show that 72% of 
the boys and 65% of the girls have been drunk 
within the last month, one third smokes and one 
third of the boys have taken drugs within the last 
year. More than half of the boys and girls experi-
ence problems in school and one third has been 
bullied. Analysis shows that for the boys school 
problems as a risk factor has risen from 2002 to 
2007.

10.3 Self-harm
13,6 % of all adolescents commit self-harm. 
There are far more girls (22,1 %) than boys (4,8 
%) who have cut their wrist, taken an overdose of 
pills, or otherwise harmed themselves. The majo-
rity has not spoken to anyone prior to the self-
harm, because they are afraid that they would 
not be heard. Furthermore, they think that no 
one can help them.

The majority was at home when they committed 
self-harm, and one third considered committing 
self-harm less than one hour prior to the self-har-
ming action. Only a small part was affected by 
drugs and one forth was influenced by alcohol. 
The reasons given by the adolescents are to get 
away, wanting to punish themselves, or wanting 
to die. Every fifth boy and every third girl tried 
to get help after the self-harming action, but few 
have been in contact with a medical practitioner.

Self-harming adolescents, boys and girls, write 
letters or diary as a coping strategy, however, 
self-harming boys utilize this method significan-
tly more than girls. Both boys and girls use alco-
hol as a coping strategy. Girls, to a greater extent 
than boys, tend to burden themselves with guilt.

Adolescents who have committed self-harm once 
or several times have been asked this question: 

Have you ever really wanted to die when you 
have taken an overdose or tried to harm your-
self somehow? More than half of the self-har-
ming adolescents, both boys and girls, confirm 
that that was the case. 

10.4 Teachers and parents
10 % of the parents indicate that they are aware 
that their son or daughter at some time has 
taken an overdose of pills or other medicine or 
otherwise has attempted to commit self-harm. 
18,5% of the teachers know of one or more of 
their pupils who have taken an overdose of pills 
or other medicine or otherwise tried harming 
themselves.

10.5 Method
The results of course must be considered in light 
of the methods used. The adolescents themselves 
answer the questionnaire, which must be regar-
ded as an strength. The pupils are old enough 
to know if they are happy, if they consider com-
mitting self-harm, or if they engage in self-har-
ming actions. The questionnaire has been tested 
thoroughly and the pupils can get help reading 
the questions, if they are dyslexic. Furthermore, 
it is a strength that the adolescents describe the 
thoughts and reasons that are associated with 
vulnerability and self-harm in their own words. 
A further strength is the study area, the county of 
Funen, which in many ways is representative of 
the whole country. The percentage of answers is 
high which reflect the schools’ obliging attitude 
during both studies. Finally, it is an advantage 
that it is possible to compare the answers with 
the other participating countries.
It is impossible to follow-up on the pupils, which 
is a weakness of the study.  Instead, we gain knowl
edge of how each adolescent feel at the moment 
of answering the questionnaire. Had the questi-
onnaire been based on the civil registration num-
ber, it would be possible to examine if any ado-
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lescent had attempted to or actually committed 
suicide subsequently.  The Centre for Suicide 
Research keeps Register for Suicides and Register 
for Suicide Attempts, which would provide easy 
access to the data.

A further weakness is the limited possibility to 
compare the pupils of only those schools that par-
ticipated in both 2002 and 2007. Some schools 

have shut down, while others have transferred the 
upper forms to other schools. Despite these weak-
nesses, the results illustrate accurately the adole-
scents’ vulnerability, thoughts of self-harm and 
self-harming actions.
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