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Self-harm is often concealed due to stigma and shame, being further accentuated amongst older adults, which may result 
in low levels of medical help-seeking behaviour for self-harm. 

 
Self-harm occurred along a spectrum of no-suicidal intent to high-levels of intent, suggesting self-harm holds different 
functions to older adults. 

 
Primary care clinicians should be aware of the existence of self-harm in this age-group, and the increased risk amongst 
those with comorbidities, offering assessment, support and/or referral. 

M. Isabela Troya, Lisa Dikomitis, Opeyemi Babatunde, Bernadette Bartlam, Carolyn Chew-Graham* 

Primary care clinicians should always ask about risk of self-harm and suicide in older adults with mood disorders. 
Discuss self-harm and suicide risk assessment at a practice training session. Ensure clinicians are aware of the prevalence of self-harm in 
older adults and understand how to assess and support them. 

Top Tips: Diagnosis and management of common mental health problems in older people 
https://www.rcgp.org.uk/clinical-and-research/resources/toolkits/mental-health-toolkit/top-tips-mental-health-problems-in-older-

people.aspx 
 
Video on Mental Health in older adults: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G_qqCivAcCs&t= 
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Understanding self-harm in older adults: a qualitative study. 

Carolyn Chew-Graham 

Self-harm, as defined by NICE guidelines (CG133), is “any act of self- poisoning or self-injury carried out by a person, 
irrespective of motivation” , constitutes an urgent public health challenge worldwide. 

 
Self- harm is the major risk factor for suicide, which has highest rates amongst older adults. 

 
Self-harm can occur in the absence of suicidal intent (i.e. non-suicidal self-injury). Amongst older adults, self-harm is more 
common in women, people with physical and/or mental health conditions and those with previous self-harm history. 
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