











— Som behandlare fir jag kimpa extra nir en patient
har fitt hora att man inte kan bli frisk, »Alla sidger detl«. D3
fir jag forsoka std stadigt, »det 4r si du kinner nu, det ir
rimligt att du kinner sa men det kanske inte kommer bli
sd«. Det 4r min innersta dvertygelse att man kan bli frisk.
De allra flesta klarar det. Sedan tycker jag att man ska skilja
pd hirda, krivande itstorningstankar som bygger pa ridsla
och som sitter upp regler for vad man inte fir ita, och
vanliga tankar som handlar om vad man vill och behover
ita. Sidana tankar behover alla ha — man behover ta hand
om den enda kropp man har. Man kan dock rikna med
att dtstorningstankarna kommer att minska succesivt allt
eftersom man mar bittre.

Till sist, 1 den hilso- och kroppstixerade kultur vi lever i,
vad innebir det att dta normalt?

— Jaa, du! Normalt ir forstds ett svart ord. Men jag tycker
att det handlar om hur du vill ha det, vad du behover och
framforallt om att lyssna pa sin kropp.
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Demands and Love

SIV KLAMBORN, UPPER SECONDARY SCHOOL TEACHER

I MEET S1v one sunny afternoon in September. Siv has been
a teacher for many years and is a treasure trove of experi-
ences and stories. We make our way to a café to sit and talk
about her relationship to self-harming and eating disorders
in young people. Even before we get there, Siv has already
started talking about former students who managed to
successfully complete school despite difficulties and about
why it is such incredible fun being a teacher. I turn on my
voice recorder as soon as we sit down, in order not to miss
a word she says.

“School is an incredibly important area. Kids spend an
incredible amount of time in school and we who work
there have a massive chance to make a difference. We are
part of the everyday environment of students, we see them
every day. This means we can do totally different things
than a therapist who meets the individual for 45 minutes a
time once a week can do.As a teacher, you see the student
on a daily basis in a way few other adults do. Our job is to
see the students, to acknowledge them. To say, ‘Hi Anna,
how are you doing?’”

Siv smiles from ear to ear and I think how lucky those
who have Siv as a teacher are.

‘When it comes to self-harming, eating disorders and
mental health issues, Siv’s stance is crystal clear. Teachers
can make a big difference.

“We're talking about the little things in the midst of
everyday life. There is a great deal of talk about resources in
the form of money and time in school. But there is plenty
that can be done in other ways. Even though this challenge
1s multifaceted it doesn’t always need loads of training and
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money. Many people need neither medication nor ther-
apists to feel better. And if you actually do go down this
route, it still won’t work unless you have support in your
everyday environment at the same time, either from par-
ents or teachers. Then it will be very difficult, even if you
have a super smart psychologist.

FUNDAMENTAL PHILOSOPHY

Siv explains that her philosophy is based on the three (or
was it four) things she swears by in her work: Showing love,
being demanding and maintaining consistency.

“Plus communication, straight communication. Rela-
tionships and straight communication. More humour as
well. That paves the way for distance and reflection. No
nonsense of the type ‘hi, sweetie, how are things with you
today?’.”

Siv cocks her head to one side and gives me a sympa-
thetic look that says: “No, that kind of approach doesn’t
work.”

Siv explains that a school is not only there to provide
knowledge and education. The psychological side is also
important.

“You are educating them for life, not just to learn. I think
this is incredibly important.

“What do you mean by that?”

“My aim is for all students to feel special and acknowl-
edged. If they do, I have succeeded. And I want all students,
when they complete upper secondary school, to have
learnt that they are valuable, important and that they know
something.”

DEMANDS COMPLETE ATTENDENCE
Taking the register is a good opportunity to give students
a feeling that each of them is important.

“You can take the register in so many ways.You can do
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it quickly and easily by simply going into the classroom
yourself and checking who is there. That’s one way. My
way is to shout out all the students by name instead. Sim-
ply by someone calling out their name every day, this kind
of thing is valuable. That’s a little thing that people maybe
don’t think about. And I demand a complete attendance
record.

“Your own funeral is the only valid excuse for absence’,
is what I usually say.”

Siv puts on a serious face, without losing the twinkle in
her eye.

“If a student is not in school I call and ask where they
are. They need to know that there is someone who cares
and notices if they are in school or not. Imposing demands
is also about caring.”

“Another thing you can do is to give the students a good
ending to the school week. Weekends can feel very long
for those students who have problems at home. So I usually
give my students a hug every Friday before they go home. I
think it is easier to cope with life at home if you are happy
at school.”

PARENTS FROM A SCIENTIFIC PERSPECTIVE
Siv thinks she has noticed that more parents than ever be-
fore spend too little time with their children.

“Some students have a bad relationship with their par-
ents. This is something we talk about in my psychology
classes. We discuss what happens when parents get divorced
or when children move away from home. I try to encour-
age my students to view their parents from a more scien-
tific perspective. What is it actually like to be a parent? The
older you are, the more you can understand your parents
even though it can be difficult to do this when you are
young and in the middle of a chaotic family situation.”
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A FAIL ON YOUR FOREHEAD

For some upper secondary students, grades can put them
under tremendous pressure that stresses rather than moti-
vates them in a positive way. Other students have felt from
primary school that they are not good enough and this can
prevent them from even trying in upper secondary school.
Some give up and stop trying while others work even
harder, sometimes too hard.

“As a teacher, you have tremendous power to influence
students via your expectations of them. How well you per-
form at school depends more on what other people say to
you than what you can or cannot do. What you have in
your locker and what is around you right now both have
an impact. Certain students already tell themselves when
they come to upper secondary school that ‘I am a person
who can’t do this’. I say to these students, ‘is that a Fail
you have on your forehead, who put that there? We need
to wash that oftf”. I also use myself as proof that you can
do it. My path through school was far from straight and I
only had seven years of schooling. When I tell my students
that, they sit there with a big question mark on their faces.
‘Seven years, what can she teach us?’.‘I was 13 when I left
home and I started work when I was 14.1 later did school
years seven, eight and nine in one year before I studied to
become a teacher. In year three, I was told I would never
amount to anything. So when a student says that he or she
is not clever enough, I then say, ‘don’t come with that talk
here’. Someone may have drilled into you that you’re not
good enough. But it is not true, everyone is good at some-
thing’. Because that’s the way it is.”

ONE GRADE IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN ALL THE OTHERS

Siv explains that her priority is for all students to achieve
at least a pass grade. She also points out that if you do get a
fail, you can usually take a re-sit later. On the other hand,
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there is one grade that is absolutely necessary and that is
more important than all the others.

“It is what you have here ...”

Siv holds her hand over her breast.

“Here, you should have a great big A! That’s the most
important. Because if you have reasonable self-confidence
and think you are good enough for something, pretty
much everything else usually takes care of itself. That is a
grade I want all my students to have when they leave upper
secondary school.”

RELATIONSHIP CAPITAL

There are many opportunities to create relationships be-
tween teachers and students in everyday school life. Siv
believes it is her own attitude towards students that deter-
mines whether or not she sees these opportunities.

“When I walk along the corridor, I sometimes see kids
sitting with their feet up on the table, for example. I could
think ‘bloody kids’. Or I can also think: it is comfortable for
them — and it’s a chance for me to create a relationship. As I
walk past, I say, with a glint in my eye: ‘what’s all this, where
should we put our feet?” They know that when Auntie Siv
comes along, they should put their feet down.”

She chuckles with laughter. There is absolutely no doubt
that she loves her job.

Siv comes back to how important the relationship be-
tween teacher and student is. It affects both school perfor-
mances and the teacher’s chance to spot students who have
problems.

“You can’t step in when there is a crisis and think that
the kids will then suddenly open up.You must have a re-
lationship in place before then. The teacher must know
their students.”

And the students must know their teacher. Siv explains
that as an adult, you have to give something of yourself to
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gain the trust of the students.

“They must know who I am and I therefore explain
a bit about myself and my background to my students.
Otherwise, the kids might think ‘what does that old biddy
know about what it’s like to be young today? What does
she know about my life?’. I cannot expect my students to
want to talk to me just because I happen to be their teach-
er, | have to open up a bit, me too.Then there are students
that create relationships with other types of teacher. You
can be a teacher in many different ways, which is good.
The main thing is that there is someone who really sees
each student. We adults are role models for the students,
‘this 1s how it can be when you become an adult’, ‘this is
how you can deal with difficult situations’. As students are
all different, you also need different adults that they can
identify with.”

NO TRUST, NO CHANGE

We talk more about other professional groups where per-
sonal relationships are important and where things such as
personal chemistry and trust are big factors. Siv explains
about students that have had sessions with psychologists,
without gaining any confidence in them. In such a rela-
tionship, there will be no change, no adaptation, and you
won’t learn new ways to manage your life.

“Without a relationship, it doesn’t matter how skilled
you are at what you do. For example, I had a lad who saw
a psychologist who he really did not like. ‘T was there for
45 minutes and only spoke two sentences’, he said.You can
just imagine how good that kind of conversation was. It is
such a pity when you continue in such a situation, because
there is some rule that you cannot change psychologist. It
is a waste of both his and the psychologist’s time. And in
the worst case scenario, such a bad experience can result in
the young person never seeking help ever again. If you do
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not have confidence in the person you are talking with, it
won’t work. That’s just the way it is. We adults must under-
stand this, and act accordingly.”

TALKING ABOUT SENSITIVE SUBJECTS IN THE CLASSROOM
Self~harming behaviour is something that occurs in more
or less every class. Even so, or maybe because of this, many
teachers think it is difficult to talk about. They are afraid of
raising the subject in the wrong way and therefore do not
mention it at all. Many of them have heard that a person
who is actually in the risk zone can be negatively affected
by information on self~harming behaviour and eating dis-
orders. Maybe it is purely a lecture on the topic that sows
the first seed for the thought that you can manage your life
via injuries or food. I ask Siv what she usually does.

“Sometimes they say let sleeping dogs lie, and I have
also thought along those lines. But now I think I have
found a way to talk about this. Under the subject of life
skills and health, we talk about topics such as self~-harm-
ing, eating disorders, drugs, sex and living together, alcohol
and smoking. We also work with other topical matters in
the neighbourhood where the young people live. I want
my students to start reflecting about things: ‘how do I feel
about this?’, ‘what would happen if you ... 2. We discuss
plenty of things and I try to avoid lecturing them. I talk a
lot about relationships and feelings with my students. What
happens when someone breaks up with you, for example?
Not so much the why, but more: ‘what can you do, what
do you think, why would you want to do that, how do you
feel about...?””

Discussing self-harming in a class can be difficult as it
is highly likely that there is someone in the class who is
self-harming. If negative attitudes arise during the discus-
sions, someone might take this badly. For example, the neg-
ative attitude towards attention seeking and self-harming
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behaviour. How do you deal with the situation if a student
expresses these kinds of opinions?

“I try to get students to imagine themselves in the self-
harming person’s situation. ‘Are you seeking attention?’ is
my first question. ‘Hmm... doesn’t everyone’, is the answer
[ usually get. ‘Imagine that you never get any attention as
you are growing up, is it so strange that you would then
employ all kinds of methods to get this? Is it then wrong to
want this? And is it not terrible that you need to go as far
as harming yourself to get it?’. Most young people under-
stand that kind of reasoning.”

SHOULD TEACHERS KNOW AND DO EVERYTHING?
Sometimes you get the impression that teachers should
know and do everything. You should be good at teaching,
know your subject, be a technician, administrator and ide-
ally a welfare officer, conflict advisor and parent all in one
and the same person. I ask Siv where she thinks you should
draw the line between a teacher’s responsibility for teach-
ing and the well-being of the students respectively.

“This is an area where we teachers have different views
on the matter and I think you must respect this. Certain
teachers only want to do their actual teaching. But I think
that you can work more actively with the relationship with
the students and the socio-emotional environment. By
working more with this during teacher training, I think
that teachers can become better and more assured in this.
I really believe this. But then even I don’t have enough
time for everything so I prioritise. If I don’t have enough
time to cover every part of a course, it’s not the end of the
world. But if T allow a bit more time for a meeting, I think
this young person will learn much more from it. If I put a
bit more effort into the relationship, this spills over into the
teaching.”
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THEREFORE IT IS WORTH IT

Siv certainly seems to love her job and when I talk to her, I
don’t see any signs that she feels she demands too much of
herself as a teacher. And yet I am still curious as to whether
it isn’t incredibly demanding, both time wise and emotion-
ally, to work the way she does.

“What is it that enables you to work with such engage-
ment?” Siv smiles.

“You don't see it in your salary, but you see it in your
soul. Seeing students that have had a tough time, flourish is
also a fantastic thing that makes the job worth the effort.”

“I have got so many heart-warming stories I could tell
you. I had a girl who was having a really tough time, for
example. Now, she has worked hard to improve her grades,
started work, got married and had a child. She has putin a
huge amount of effort and now has her upper secondary
school certificate.”

Siv smiles proudly.

“Seeing a student who has fought so hard, gain her
certificate and knowing how much work has gone into
achieving it, that is so heart-warming to me. The other
day, I was walking across the square when I suddenly heard
a ‘Hi Siv’. It was a boy I had had in the Individual Pro-
gramme who has just gained his leaving certificate. Those
kinds of things are brilliant.”

“Particularly in their teenage years when young people
are trying to find their identity, the school and we teachers
can be there for them, see and acknowledge them, and act
as role models. Especially for those kids that have not been
given the attention they need at home. Those of us who
work in schools very definitely have a unique position
when it comes to influencing the lives of young people for
the better.”
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Things will get better,
you have to let time pass,
that’s all

KRISTIAN, 23

WHEN I MEET Kristian, he has recently overcome an earlier
self~-harming behaviour pattern and cannabis abuse. He has
found his way out of the darkness. He is free. I ask Kristian
to talk about his life, chronologically, and about the events
that he feels have been important along the way.

INVOLUNTARY BREAKUPS

“I grew up in an area with many families with children be-
fore I started school. I had loads of friends there but when
my parents got divorced when I was 6-7 years old, I then
lived mostly with my mum. A year or so after the divorce,
we sold the house and moved out into the countryside.”

Kristian explains that the move was a big change in his
life.

“We had no neighbours for miles around, and there was
nobody my age there, nobody to play with etc.”

It was a big upheaval, from living in an area with loads of
kids, to an area where, in principle, there were no kids at all.
Kristian began to feel lonely, but in year three, this changed
when Kristian got to know Niklas.

“I gained a best friend in him, We were always together.
Played badminton and NHL 99. Having him gave me a
sense of security.”

A few years later, Niklas and his parents moved to Goth-
enburg, which led to Kristian once again feeling lonely.

“We were still living in the middle of nowhere then, I
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had no friends other than him, and when he moved I had
nobody left. The sense of being an outsider that I felt con-
tinued in secondary school, and I think it was made worse
because I had unusual interests.” Kristian explains that he
started horse riding during primary school. An interest that
lasted all the way through primary and secondary school.

“I became hooked on it straight away. I really liked
animals, and it became somewhere where the social side
worked. It was also through riding that I met Alexandra.
Her father’s farm was where I summer grazed my horse.
We were together for about six months and it was abso-
lutely the best time I had during secondary school. I had a
person who listened to what I had to say.”

“My relationship with Alexandra also meant a path out
of my loneliness. Meeting someone who wanted to be with
me boosted my self-confidence, and it meant that I worked
harder. It was therefore hard for me when we broke up, I
think I had been a bit too intense as it were. The time after
we broke up and until I finished secondary school I was
very down. School wasn’t going well as I didn’t care about
the future or anything else at that time.”

Kristian describes his upbringing as containing several
involuntary breakups.

“It was a bit like when Niklas moved, my sanctuary
where I could be myself and have someone who cared
about me vanished when my relationship with Alexandra
ended. When she left me, my feeling was: what do I do
now? A feeling of despair. I looked no further than that
secondary school would soon be finished. I felt as though I
would never feel well again.”

Kristian explains that it was after his relationship with
Alexandra ended that his feeling bad escalated.

“I hadn’t been feeling good for a while at secondary
school, but it was now that things went from bad to much,
much worse. I felt terrible. Not long after we broke up, I
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started to self-harm. I was incredibly dejected and thought
the end was nigh. Self-loathing in a way, that I was worth-
less. That was my self-image.”

"I AM NOT CRAZY"

“The first time we had PE and my injuries were visible,
people asked me what I had done to my arms. I said I had
fallen off my skateboard. They didn’t believe me at first so I
said: do you think I am dumb in the head and am harming
myself, 'm not crazy. They then also backed down, and
since then I have harmed myself in places that are easy to
conceal and have always worn long sleeves.”

Eventually his mother found out that Kristian was feel-
ing bad and persuaded him to go to the Child and Youth
Psychiatry Clinic.

“My family knew that I was going there, but not what I
talked about. It was mostly only mum that knew.”

Kristian says that he actually does not know if he was
helped by the Child and Youth Psychiatry Clinic and that
this had a lot to do with a lack of interest from his side.

“Mum wanted me to go, and I promised her I would
and that I would stop harming myself. But that was not
directly my choice and it was more that I was forced to
pack it in even though I still felt poorly,” Kristian explains,
then says:

“If you don’t want it yourself, it is hard to get help.”

FIVE YEARS WITHOUT SELF-HARMING
Kristian’s self~-harming behaviour continued in his first
year in upper secondary school, however, Kristian still de-
scribes his time at upper secondary school as good years.
“I got away from the dump I had grown up in. I self-
harmed quite a lot, don’t really know why, but upper sec-
ondary school was still good.”
Kristian recalls something that has become important
for him.
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“There was a café in town where many upper second-
ary school kids used to go. I remember the first time I was
there and bumped into a friend from my class. I stayed
there all evening, from four to nine.

When they closed, they almost had to throw us out. It
felt wonderful to me as it was early days at upper secondary
school and when I left the caté I had got to know so many
people. There must have been about 20 students there. That
gave me a boost, simply that people wanted to socialise
with me. That was such a massive thing right there and
then. A new world that had opened up for me,” Kristian
says with passion and continues to talk about upper sec-
ondary school.

“I made friends and met people I am still good friends
with. I met people I liked, I felt I was appreciated. Had not
felt that before, that people wanted to be with me.This was
totally new, and it was good.”

Before completing upper secondary school, he met Su-
sanne. They moved in together after they finished school
and Kristian had got a job at a sports centre.

“I did all sorts there. I laid out the floor before hock-
ey matches and then took it away again afterwards, built
stages and worked with security during events. I was also
involved in a performance venue where a few friends and
[ organised concerts via our non-profit music society. That
was a good time, I met several people during that time that
I consider to be my closest friends today.”

Kristian then started studying at an adult education cen-
tre and his studies included philosophy that he had started
to become interested in. After that, he got a job in IT sup-
port.

“That became the start of me beginning to feel poorly
again. When I was working in IT support, I was incredibly
stressed. We had a massive amount of calls every day and
we worked at a really high tempo. When I was there peo-
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ple were being replaced all the time, often because they
couldn’t keep up and handed in their notice. I couldn’t
quit, I needed the money,” Kristian says and explains that
in addition to the stress, the working climate was negative.

“There was also this sexist jargon and now and again, a
very macho atmosphere.”

DARK PERIODS

Kristian explains that he has been depressed at various
times in his life and when I ask him to explain more, he
says:

“I get what I call dark periods. Then I get problems with
my self-esteem, and I become a bit mean to myself. I put
myself down, and as a result, my self-confidence hits the
floor. I think it is difficult to analyse this in more depth
than this, it is more that I think in a different way than
how I normally do, and I find it hard to see the positives in
either myself or my life.”

His job in IT support became one of Kristian’s ‘dark pe-
riods’, and one of his fears, that he will get stuck in some-
thing negative came back into his mind.

“I didn’t like my job and my situation and was afraid that
I would stay there, a prisoner until I was 65 and feel the
way [ felt then. Often, when I have felt bad, I have thought
that I will always feel like this.”

This feeling led Kristian from being a cannabis user to
cannabis abuse.

“I hit the rocks. Before then, I had probably smoked a
joint once or twice a month, but this went out of control
when I felt I couldn’t cope at work. There were a lot of
other things as well, apart from work. My girlfriend’s older
brother was struggling with mental health issues during the
time we were together. He felt really bad and it was hard
not to be affected. My girlfriend needed to give her broth-
er a lot of help and I felt poorly as well. But I had nobody
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to turn to, I didn’t feel I could take someone else’s place. I
kept how bad I was feeling to myself, had no outlet for this.
Eventually I spoke to my boss and was signed off sick. At
some point during my sick leave I realised that it was not
going to work, so I handed in my notice.”

Kristian had also started to self~harm again by then.

DISTANCING YOURSELF
I ask Kristian about how he views the situation, about his
self~-harming behaviour and how his drug abuse began.

“I wanted to let go of everything around me. I wanted
to relax in some way and had not yet discovered that there
are much better forms of relaxation.”

The situation was also made worse by Kristian trying to
keep it a secret, his attempt to keep it all to himself made
him feel increasingly isolated.

“I want to keep as much as possible about my situa-
tion and me hidden. I couldn’t talk to my girlfriend, a few
friends knew, but none of my family or relatives. It was
hard not having someone to talk to. If you feel something,
it 1s always great to be able to talk to someone. Even if this
other person isn’t able to understand. But I could never
dare to be really open.”

After a serious self-harming injury that his then girl-
friend found out about, Kristian promised her he would
stop.

“That promise became important and we are still best
friends even though we are no longer together.”

In addition to the promise he had given his girlfriend, a
close friend committed suicide. A suicide that would have
a very big impact on Kristian.

“We had socialised a great deal with Cecilia and her su-
icide really affected me, without a doubt. I have never seen
someone as sad as her brother was. It was tough, seeing
someone being left as he was, without any answers. I had
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also had thoughts of killing myself, but seeing her brother
looking so sad, made me think again.”

Kristian had stopped self-harming, but still had his can-
nabis addiction to deal with.

“I had stopped harming myself, but I was smoking a lot.
I still felt down, and this simply manifested itself in another

”

way.

A LIFE OUTSIDE THE DARKNESS
Kristian explains that his own determination to quit was
crucial.

“I had tried to stop several times because other people
wanted me to, but this time I wanted to myself. That I
wanted to escape from it, and to see life outside the dark-
ness. I know myself that I feel better as a person when I
don’t smoke. But getting there has been hard. It has been
tough, but I have found other paths.”

He has also found his way back to his former interests,
and he has been studying philosophy at university in the
last few terms. A subject he previously studied at adult ed-
ucation and has always been interested in.

“I really like philosophy, and that ideas people thought
about thousands of years ago are still relevant,” Kristian says,
before adding;

“That says a great deal about people in general, it is an
uplifting thought.”

Kristian has also started exercising again, another
re-awoken interest.

“I used to go training when I was younger and [ have
now started again. Training gives me moments of total
calm. If T feel stressed or down, I go to the gym,” Kristian
says and explains that he could happily become a masseur
and personal trainer in the future and be able to continue
working with things that interest him.

He also says that affirmations have been a way forward.
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He describes this as a self-help method that has meant a lot
to him.

“It is about seeing yourself in a positive light. I usually
practise by thinking: Kristian is worth being loved, or Kris-
tian is good, it has helped me,” he says.

I ask him if he would like to add anything.

“That things will get better, you have to let time pass.”
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"Why does your mum have
so many scars on her arms?

RONJA, 20, DAUGHTER

“When people ask me about my childhood I often strugg-
le to remember. My mum was very popular with my
friends, outwardly, she was happy and fun, even when she
was unwell. I think I was about seven when I first started to
understand that something wasn’t right. You know when
you start going to friends’ houses and have something to
compare with. Before then, you are sort of blind as to how
things should be at home, how you should behave, what
is normal,” says Ronja while I switch on the Dictaphone.

She sits in silence for a few seconds and then starts to
explain, the words come rattling out like a machine gun,
which is characteristic for Ronja.

“Mum had loads of scars. One time she came home
with her arm bandaged. She said she’d been in an accident.
I also remember that we were at a swimming pool with
friends of the family and their son. He was a few years
older than me, about 12 or 13, and he asked why my mum
had so many scars on her arms. I said she’d been in an
accident. So then he said, ‘are you stupid, can’t you see she
has been harming herself”. I didn’t know what that meant.
Mum wanted to protect me and she only explained when
I was older,” Ronja says.

ADAPTING
Ronja describes how, as a child, she spent a great deal of
time adapting to her mother’s moods, and that she hid
most of this from her friends.

“Those times mum was sad, I didn’t bring friends home
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because I didn’t want to expose mum to stress.

That she would have to talk to them and be friendly. I
didn’t ask for help with homework because I didn’t think
mum would have the energy.”

Of coming to the insight as a close relative that someone
is self~harming is a process. For Ronja, the process gradu-
ally emerged as she was growing up.

“After a while, I started to think about the incident at
the swimming pool. Mum had massive mood swings and
I understood that something was not right. And then you
hear about other people that have self-harmed, read about
it in books and see it in films... it was probably then that I
realised that this was perhaps what she had done. I thought
that she had maybe done it when she was younger. Then I
realised that she was still doing it.”

CONFRONTATION
When Ronja was about to start year two, she moved with
her mother and her step dad to Stockholm.

“There were some really bad vibes at home just then.
Mum was also feeling bad during that period and there
were a lot of rows at home related to me being difficult
at school, but nobody ever asked why I was fighting and
arguing. Why I was being difficult. A normal nine year old
only does that if something is wrong.”

After a few years in Stockholm, the family moved back
to their home town.

“Once we were back in Skane, the problems continued
at school,” says Ronja and explains that everything started
to get out of control in upper primary school.

“For me, my friends became my family, as I felt I did not
belong in the family I was living with. I never wanted to
go home, I stayed out, got drunk and smoked on the quiet.
Mum was probably falling apart, she couldn’t cope with
this when she couldn’t even manage her own life.”
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Finally, the situation led to Ronja confronting her mother.

“I'was 11, perhaps 12. She had been lying in bed for two
weeks. I went into her bedroom and asked her when she
intended to be a proper mum and that maybe she should
think about that. She became so angry with me. I was thin-
king more that she should find out why I was angry. I
needed attention and I was not getting any. I thought she
was just being lazy staying in bed. I lost my temper and said:
‘T am standing here and falling apart. Going to be kicked
out of school and don’t know what I should do with my
lite. I need you’.”

After this confrontation Ronja’s mother continued to
feel unwell and was subsequently admitted to hospital.

“Nobody told me where mum was and I just wanted to
live with her. It was only then that mum explained she was
in hospital, and that she was depressed. I had figured that
out, though didn’t know the word for it. I understood that
she was unhappy. That was the first time she opened up, the
first time she said that there was something wrong.”

BREAKUP

Ronja had entered puberty when her mother was in
hospital. She explains that she had an identity crisis during
this period and often changed style.

“I just wanted to fit in somewhere. Mum wasn’t there to
keep an eye on me.

Ronja also suffered something that can be called a crisis
of conscience.

“I felt I just wanted to be normal, but ultimately, I was
ashamed of how things were at home, and thought things
can’t go on like this. At the same time, I had a guilty cons-
cience because mum was sick. Part of me wanted her to
either be home and then ‘behave herself’, or to stay in
hospital.”

Ronja’s mother stayed in hospital for three months.
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Ronja’s mother and step dad had separated before Ronja’s
mother was admitted to hospital.

“I lived by myself at first, but then had to move in with
my step dad. It was better than being at home alone, but I
still didn’t want to be there. I wanted mum to come home.
[ felt very lonely and school was a nightmare. I bunked off’
and went shoplifting, I wanted what my friends had, and
eventually social services became involved. Mum was very
sick and needed help but my step dad couldn’t cope anym-
ore by the end. Social services had started an investigation
by then, and soon I was relocated to Skovde, which was a
long way away. The first few years after I moved were terri-
ble as mum was really sick and I was furious and disappoin-
ted with her. I felt she had abandoned me, and I didn’t want
to talk to her. I had been forced to move 400 km away and
felt abandoned.”

Ronja says she thinks that she has always wanted to have
a sense of security, but has never been given this. That she
has done things that were wrong, but that this was very
largely due to her not having someone to tell her what is
right or wrong, and what is going to happen. After several
years in Skovde, Ronja started to get new friends. She des-
cribes it as though she had finally landed.

“I was tired of being labelled a problem child. I also star-
ted to study more and changed school. I managed in some
way to fix my grades so I could enter upper secondary
school. I did my first year in Skovde and then moved back
to Skane.”

UNDERSTANDING

“I only first really gained an understanding of mum and
her situation after she had written her autobiography. I had
no idea she had written it, she sent it to me. I received it
when I was living in Skévde and she wanted me to read
it and see it from her perspective. I remember that I read
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it and how it covered everything that had happened to
her when she was little and what had happened to her
after that. It also addressed how she felt when I was little.
It confirmed to me that she had felt unwell and felt like
a worthless parent. In some way it felt great that she had
written it because I had probably not heard about any of
this before,” says Ronja who continues:

“You must be able to forgive, and in some way it was
great to get this confirmation, and that she still wished that
the situation had looked different. It was enough, in a way.”

The book made it easier for Ronja to begin to under-
stand her mother.

“Before I read it, I had been afraid that mum would give
me away in order to feel better. But it was a case of her
thinking that I deserved something better, to be with so-
meone who was able to take responsibility for me. I began
to see the situation in a totally new light. I began to think
she actually had been strong in managing to come through
so much.When I had read the book, I was also grateful that
she had still tried. That also gave me confirmation that she
hadn’t hated me, that I hadn’t done anything wrong.”

RECOGNITION
‘When Ronja returned to her home town after those years
in Skovde, she moved in with a foster mother.

“Mum was still having problems. Both she and I pretty
much felt that now when we had gained a better relations-
hip and can see each other as mother and daughter and
have fun and can talk about important things, we shouldn’t
ruin this by me coming home with all my teenage anxiety.
Mum and [ therefore made a joint decision that I should
live with a foster mother. After a year or so with her, I mo-
ved into my own flat.”

I ask Ronja if she had anyone to talk to when she was
growing up.
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“That was what I didn’t have and this sabotaged a gre-
at deal for me. Nobody checked how I was, how things
were for me at home. I never got that help, which is sad.
You feel so alone with these feelings, especially when all
your friends have normal parents. I really didn’t know if
I was simply unlucky, or if my mother treated me badly.
And I couldn’t ask her either. That was how it was as I was
growing up, I didn’t know anything different. Plus, there
was a lot of shame. It is hard to explain to your friends that
they can’t come home with you because your mum has
harmed herself. You can’t say that.You become very isola-
ted,” says Ronja who adds:

“I eventually found a group when I was 18, for children
and young people who have parents with mental health
problems. When I met these people and got to hear their
stories and recognise myself in their anxiety and how they
could recognise themselves in mine... I wish there had
been more things like that when I was 12-13.1 had acted
out a role in school, but was able to be myself in that group,
without feeling ashamed. I lied a lot to my friends and they
have subsequently said that they understood that, but that
they also understood why I lied.”

MEETING A VULNERABLE CHILD
Ronja explains that her dream is to become a teacher. That
as a teacher you can change things.

“If T had been able to go up to me as an 11-12 year
old, I would have said that things won'’t always be like this.
You are not worthless. You are someone, you can make
something of your life,” Ronja says with conviction. She
means that adults have great power, and that it is important
that they are prepared to listen and persevere.

“You cannot go up to a child and ask a question and
expect to get a jolly or friendly answer from a child that
has been let down by everyone. That person expects to be
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let down again.You must then as an adult show that you are
there for a reason and not simply to make a routine check.
You must be attentive as well. If you are, you will often see
if some child has a problem at home. In which case, you
must act and be there for them.The sooner you address the
problem, the better. Then you can create hope.” School is
key:

“You need someone who tells you what you can and
cannot do. If you don’t have a person like that at home, you
will also be more dependent on school. It is important to
get that boost from somewhere. Children also need to be
told that they are good.You need people that see what you
are good at, and what you maybe need to change. When
an 11-year old kid is causing trouble, there is a reason why,
and it is important that adults try to discover that reason.”

Changing does not always have to be difficult according
to Ronja.

“In many cases, all you need is a person that cares a bit
more, shows a bit more warmth, to change the situation,
and change a future. That someone notices what you are
good at. Giving a compliment can get the ball rolling. Get
them to believe in themselves.”
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The difference between
people who harm
themselves and those
that don't, is not that big

JONAS BJAREHED, PSYCHOLOGIST, PHD IN PSYCHOLOGY
AND ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR AT LUND UNIVERSITY

WHAT po You think when you hear the words self~harm-
ing behaviour? When I tell people I work in an organisa-
tion which deals with exactly this, and eating disorders, I
get different reactions. Most often negative. Isn’t it tough?
Isn’t it really difficult? Why have you chosen to work with
that, can’t you find something more fun to do?

Jonas Bjirehed, who has researched into self-harming
behaviour among young people, has a different attitude.

“Naturally, the subject is tough in a way. But that is not
how I experience it when I am working with it. To meet
young people and talk about these things is really interest-
ing.Young people are interesting. I am driven by a desire to
understand and research things I don’t know about.”

I meet Jonas in his workroom at Lund University where
he lectures in the psychology programme. He has previ-
ously worked with psychiatric outpatient care but in the
past few years he has dedicated himself to research and
teaching. He has just completed his doctoral thesis on the
subject of young people who self-harm. On his desk are
big piles of his newly printed thesis. I think you would be
hard pressed to get fresher knowledge that this.

“Many people think self-harming behaviour is strange
and difficult to understand. I began to take an interest in
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the subject partly because I really could not understand
how you could think this. For me, it was easy to relate to
the phenomenon. Most people who ask themselves if they
have done something that could be classed as self~-harm-
ing behaviour, realise that they have done. They may have
played bloody knuckles in school, or smashed something
to bits when drunk. When you have a deeper think about
what self~-harming behaviour is, I think its mystique dis-
appears. You realise that there is not that big a difference
between someone who has got stuck in self~harming be-
haviour and someone who hasn’t.”

WHAT IS SELF-HARMING BEHAVIOUR?
“What do we actually mean when we talk about self~-harm-
ing behaviour?”

“That depends on who you ask. Most people probably
mean things a person does deliberately, to harm their body
on the outside. You can also say that self~-harming behav-
iour is a kind of self~destructive behaviour and this, in turn,
is all the possible things people do, even though they know,
that they are not good for them.”

In other words, smoking, eating junk food, kicking the
wall when you are angry or working more than you know
is good for you, could actually be considered to be self-de-
structive. Quite simply because it is behaviour that leads us
to feel unwell. On the other hand, these things also make
us feel good on a different level: you feel a bit better once
you have kicked out in anger, junk food tastes great and by
working long hours, you avoid dirty looks from your boss,
for example. It is exactly the same with self-harming be-
haviour. It makes you feel bad in the long run, but it often
feels good at the time you are doing it.

Jonas explains that many young people harm themselves
as a test the odd time and then never do it again. Nor s it
especially surprising: young people are curious and want
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to know how things are. You wonder who you are and
what you like and to find this out, you may well try things.
Others who harm themselves feel very bad and do not
know what they should do when they feel down, angry
or disappointed. That is when they harm themselves and
think it makes things feel better at that moment.

“I have sometimes thought it would be good if we in
schools for example, were to teach young people how to
manage difficult thoughts and feelings. Maybe that would
lead to fewer teenagers self-harming?”

A MORE NUANCED PICTURE

Over the last 10-15 years, knowledge about self~-harming
has grown. Researchers and care professionals have started
to have their eyes opened to the problem. Before then,
only individuals who were receiving psychiatric care were
studied and the conclusion drawn was that self~harming
behaviour was always a sign of a difficult psychiatric chal-
lenge.

“The picture has become more nuanced today and we
now know that this does not have to be the case. We are
learning more and more all the time. We now know that
many people who harm themselves do not feel that bad,
and that boys also self~harm.”

Something else that has started to be realised in the last
few years, is that self~harming behaviour and suicide at-
tempts should not be lumped together.

“The vast majority of people who self-harm have not
even thought of suicide. Lumping these concepts together
is therefore totally wrong. I have even met young people
who have not wanted to say that they have self~harmed be-
cause they have been afraid that other people would blow
this out of proportion and interpret it as a suicide attempt.”
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SELF-HARMING INJURIES OFTEN AROUSE STRONG FEELINGS
Jonas argues that the most common mistakes people around
them make is that they either overdramatise or downplay a
self-harming injury.

“Injuring yourself a couple of times does not have to
mean that you have or will suffer massive problems and it
is therefore wrong for people around them to launch into
a big call for psychological intervention, medication and
all that. It is not always that which is needed. Having said
that, you should not be dismissive, that will naturally create
negative reactions in the person that is being given short
shrift.” Some people become angry when someone injures
themself and think the best thing to do is to ignore such
self~-harming behaviour, but that is rarely a good idea.”

“Something that is even more important than determin-
ing how serious an injury is, is the thoughts and feelings the
young person has. In my experience, young people them-
selves are more interested in talking about how they feel
than about their wounds. How seriously they have harmed
themselves should not determine whether or not they are
given help, it is their state of mind that is important.”

TO TALK OR NOT TALK WITH AN ADULT?

Young people are often advised to talk to some adult if
they have problems. Advice that is not always that easy to
follow, especially if you do not have anyone in your imme-
diate environment you would want to talk to. In the best of
all worlds, all young people would have an adult to confide
in, but that is not really how things are.

“It is good advice, but I usually tone it down a bit as it is
not realistic to be able to talk to an adult about everything.
Even so, it 1s often worth trying. If you don't find the right
person straight away, there is usually someone else you can
try with.You should not give up after your first attempt.”

Some young people that have very bad experiences of

141



adults, stop trying to get help from other people.

“When you are young, the thought that there is some-
thing positive in being independent and always being able
to manage by yourself can be appealing. But at least by the
time we become adults, we realise that we need other peo-
ple in different ways, even when we feel fine. Humans are
social beings and if you don’t have a social network with
people you respect and have confidence in, you will find
things difficult.”

You can also turn this round and ask what adults can do
for young people. Jonas explains that being seen and given
attention makes everyone feel good. This also applies to
teenagers who do not have specific problems.

“I think that adults in general ought to involve them-
selves in the lives of young people, even if you do not hap-
pen to be their parent or teacher. But in our society there
is a kind of division between adults and younger people as
though they were two different categories that live in par-
allel but not together. This is typical for our society in some
way: it is divided, you have few close personal contacts and
feel less responsible for people around you. One very key
thing about being human is these close relationships, so it is
a pity things are like this. But it doesn’t have to be this way.”

LIFE DOES NOT HAVE TO STOP
If you are a friend of someone who is self-harming, what
should you do?

“You don’t need to do anything specific just because a
friend is self-harming. But if your friend is also down, you
can try to be kind to them. The golden rule still applies:
think how you would want to be treated when you feel
down, and be like this with your friend. If this is hard, you
can at least act like normal with the person.”

We talk more about what you actually can do as a friend.
Jonas ponders for some time before he finally says:
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“Perhaps the best thing you can do as a friend is to
continue to be their friend. Keep doing the same things
you were doing before. You can help by keeping an eye
on handing in assignments, continue to play football to-
gether or whatever it is you usually do. No psychologist,
teacher or parent can do better than a friend being a really
good friend. The person who is feeling down also has the
same need as everyone else to do fun things and socialise
with friends. Life doesn’t have to stop because you feel bad.
People who work with helping individuals that feel bad
focus on the difficult things and it is therefore even more
important that you don’t lose sight of the fun things in
lite. Because we know that the big risk of having a mental
health issue is that you miss out on everything else, the
social, different leisure activities, interests and school work
that you should be part of”

HOW DO | WANT TO LIVE MY LIFE?

“If you are thinking about harming yourself, but perhaps
don’t really want to, is there anything you can do to bolster
yourself instead of starting to harm yourself?”

“One way can be to think about what you want to do
with your life and what you can do to get there. To ask
yourself the question ‘what is a good life for me?’, ‘what
makes me feel good?’, even from a long-term perspec-
tive. This can concern who you socialise with, what you
like doing, or other things. It is a way of building up your
strength. If you know what makes you feel good and what
you want, it can then be easier to resist things that make
you feel bad.

“It is also about having the courage to say no, even when
society or the people around you tell you that you ought to
say yes. For example, if you are the only person who likes a
certain type of fashion, it can be hard to have the courage
to wear this. But it can be bolstering and lead to you feel-
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ing better if you actually do wear what you like wearing.
Or it is also comforting to wear the same as everyone else,
here you have to work out what makes you feel best wear-
ing. There are no rules here, most things we do can be both
good and bad. And this is not just something 14 year olds
need to think about, this is something we do all our lives.
Being young is difficult and it can also be hard to be an
adult. On the other hand, you have more say in your own
life as an adult,”

I raise the objection that you have a greater opportunity
to choose who you want to socialise with and what con-
text you are comfortable in.

“Well yes, that is true in itself. Many young people that
feel bad have not created the situation themselves and it
can therefore be difficult to change it. You have found
yourself in a situation that you have not chosen yourself
and then got stuck there. But as you get older, you can have
more and more influence over your situation. Above all, it
is about taking the opportunity to think about how you
want things to be yourself and to actively direct your own

life”

PROFESSIONAL TREATMENT FOR SELF-HARMING

You do plenty of things to boost yourself, but this is not
always enough and sometimes you need help from outside.
What kind of help you need can vary, but this is often
about finding a person that you think can help you, and
then giving it some time. Whether this is a teacher, a school
welfare officer or someone else, is of less importance. For
many people, especially if you self-harm because you feel
down, it can be enough to get help with the underlying
problems that then makes your desire to harm yourself dis-
appear. For someone else, it is a case of deciding, together
with their teacher, to tackle the issue of school or some-
thing totally different. Self-harming behaviour can become

144



a big and serious problem for some people and, in which
case, you may have to focus on that in particular. You can
receive help with this at a child and youth psychiatry clinic
or in adult psychiatry, depending on how old you are. Jonas
explains that you can need to search in different places be-
fore finding a treatment that suits you in particular.

DIFFICULTIES IN DEALING WITH SELF-HARMING INJURIES
Seeking help at a psychiatric clinic or hospital can also feel
like a big step to take. Do I really need psychiatric help?’
you may ask yourself. Or you may have heard that care
for self-harming behaviour is poor. I ask Jonas how come
many people are dissatisfied with the care they received.

“I think that when it comes to mental health issues, it
is difficult to deal with these in a good way. However, this
seems to be particularly articulated with this group. In the
case of other types of mental health issues people without a
great deal of expert knowledge can help out, but this seems
to be more difficult when it comes to self~harming indi-
viduals. Many people are more dismissive or disparaging
than they would have been if it had concerned other types
of problems, and this does not bode well for successful
treatment. Some people can be traumatised if they get the
feeling they are being badly treated. This is probably due to
this being a pretty complicated problem about which there
was not previously much knowledge and too many preju-
dices about. Those of us who work with this have simply
not been sympathetic enough.”

Even though we have come a pretty long way, Jonas still
thinks that there is more development potential in the area.

“This mostly concerns turning the knowledge that is
available into practice in the work being done in psychi-
atry and schools, for example. We know quite a lot about
self-harming behaviour, and that it is relatively common.
The task now is above all to enable people who meet
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young people to convert this knowledge into action plans
and routines.”

In other words, treatment of these problems is some-
thing that is still being developed and will become better
and better as the level of knowledge increases. If you have
had poor care experiences in the past, you can therefore
hope to be given better help in future.

HOW THE PATIENT CAN CONTRIBUTE TO THEIR TREATMENT
“Is there anything you can do yourself to increase the
chances of treatment being successful?”

“Treatment is not something you passively receive, it is
based on you yourself being active in different ways. If
were to offer three pieces of advice, these would be to
make an effort, give the treatment time and think about
and say what it is you personally think you need.”

The most effective treatment by far is when the therapist
and the patient who feels bad work together. If you are not
happy with your treatment, it is better to say so.”

“Both young people and parents ought to say what they
think they need, to a greater extent.

In which case, you can hopefully avoid situations where
you get help you do not want, are treated in an uncom-
fortable way or are prescribed medication that you do not
want. If a treatment is not working, it can also be worth
trying a different treatment. Sometimes you need to go
by trial and error and meet several people before you find
someone that is a good match for you and has sufficient
knowledge. Plus, all treatment takes time and you should
not give up just because you do not feel any effects at
once.

SEVERAL WAYS TO FEEL BETTER
Nor is it always medication or a special psychological treat-
ment that makes a person stop self-harming.
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“Many people that have self~-harmed for a long time and
felt very bad say that what was genuinely significant in
their recovery was a new interest, that they had acquired
a pet, a friend who was prepared to stick with them or a
therapist who went the extra mile for them. There are as
many different ways to feel better as there are people.”

On a final note, I want to know how things usually go
for someone who has self-harmed at a young age.

“That despite everything, you can communicate a hope-
ful picture. The vast majority of individuals that self~harm
when they are young, do not do so when they are adults.
This also applies to those who harm themselves extensively.
Some find their own path to a better life and we know that
many get good professional help.”
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Daring to feel

ANNA, 21

Hi, I RECENTLY visited your website and saw that you were
looking for people to interview. It is incredibly important for me to
spread information on self-harming behaviour even though I am
perhaps not ‘misery memoir material’. Please contact me for more
information and if you would like to know more about me.

Kind regards Anna

A few emails back and forward later, we meet in a café.
After exchanging pleasantries where I learn that Anna has
found love, moved in with someone, and now lives, as Anna
describes it: ‘in the middle of the forest in a really cute
house we are renovating’. Anna explains that she is grateful
for how life looks now.

“Hampus and I are doing well. I am happy that he exists
and wants to be with me. I have two dogs and a cat. Drive
an old lady’s car, a Nissan Almera, when people overtake,
they look out for an old lady behind the wheel,” says Anna
with a smile.

“I meet friends, sing in a choir, things I never had the
energy for before, when I felt bad.”

The follow-up question comes almost automatically:
When did you start to feel bad?

ANXIOUS CHILD

“As far back as I can remember, I was an anxious child. I
suffered from separation anxiety when I was about 6 or 7
and supposed to go to school. School itself was no prob-
lem, just the making your way there. Once I was there, I
liked it. I was never popular, but I wasn’t bullied, a bit of
an in-between child. I had my friends and that was good
enough for me.”
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Anna says that she has compressed a lot, but that she has
always been anxious.

“As soon as we were going to go somewhere, I could
be anxious for several days, the separation anxiety I have
already mentioned.”

Anna’s parents argued a lot and eventually got divorced.
Something Anna feels affected her during her upbringing.

“I was worried when I went to bed at night. That they
would be arguing and wake me up, or that I would wake
up to more arguing in the morning. I don’t know why
they argued, only that they did. Now, looking back, you
may well think they were incredibly childish and ridic-
ulous. But as a six year old... it was the end of the world
every time they argued. Often I worried that the conflicts
at home would be bigger than they ever actually were.

“That you never knew when an argument could arise.
That you were just sitting and waiting, the lull before the
storm. But it was most often anticipatory anxiety. Fearing
the worst in my mind before the event.”

DIFFICULT TO MANAGE ALL EMOTIONS
Anna’s self-harming behaviour had occurred from time to
time and started seriously when she was about 13-14. Re-
membering who you were as a teenager becomes more
difficult looking back as time passes. However, Anna has a
clear picture. I ask her if she can explain what her world
looked like when she was 13-14 years old. For Anna, school
became something that felt more negative back then.
“There was so much that I was not interested in. I've
always found it difficult to bother with things I'm not in-
terested in. Many of the teachers in the secondary school
in the little dump I come from were part of the furniture
in a way. There were exceptions, such as my Swedish teach-
er, who was absolutely wonderful. But many of the others
were going through the motions as it were. That in itself,
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contributed to me not finding any reason why I should
care. If the teacher doesn’t care, why should I? When you
are at that age you maybe don’t have that drive. It was prob-
ably not until year nine, that you took things seriously. It is
difficult when the teachers say in year seven, that you need
to knuckle down, because upper secondary school comes
next. Three years is a whole lifetime away. It doesn’t exist...”

When talking about her teenage years, we come onto
the feeling of emptiness in everyday life. An emptiness that
Anna felt was becoming increasingly discernible.

“It became routine in the space of a week. The lessons
I remember best, were when we had a temporary teach-
er, or when we got to do something fun. I remember we
were allowed to go outside for a smoke with our social
studies teacher, in the middle of lessons, but I can’t really
remember much about what she taught us. It was the usual
teenage angst, that you don'’t really know who you are, or
what you want to be. That, and that I was already anxious.
A lot of thoughts about my identity. It was probably also a
lot to do with emotions. I struggled to deal with all these
emotions in puberty. It was around about then that I start-
ed to harm myself seriously.”

Anna had made a few trial attempts at self-harming
previously, but this became more frequent when she was
around 13-14 years old.

However, things changed again, and Anna started to feel
better towards the end of secondary school.

“There was a lot going on in my life just then. I had
met my first boyfriend and lost my virginity. I was part of
a group of friends, the four of us were inseparable. That
was the way we were in school and then after school we
partied and drank cheap white wine. We went to concerts
and life was amazing fun. Maybe because you blocked out
everything that wasn’t fun. I lived in my own little bubble,
with music, giggling and wine.”
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MILD SELF-HARMING BEHAVIOUR

“The media often choose to focus on the most serious
cases. Individuals who have been sectioned and swallow
antidepressants like sweets. Such as all the misery memoirs
written by people who were heavily medicated,” Anna says.

It is important to Anna to explain that she engaged in
a milder form of self~-harming behaviour, and that this is a
group that must be given more attention.

“The spotlight must also be shone on us. We are a bit
more common, those of us who don’t have the really heavy
duty challenges. You often feel that you are not unwell
enough. So you maybe don’t seek help. That was my big
fear. That it would not be worth it. I am not that unwell...
maybe I don’t even have anything wrong with me. I didn’t
view self-harming behaviour as a problem either, it is just a
type of behaviour,” Anna insists.

Anna explains that she, and many people she has known,
have had a milder challenge, and that this is not often talked
about. She means that it is common in secondary school
and upper secondary school, and that it has been difficult
for her and people she has known, to self-identify with
people that have had a more serious self-harming pattern,
who have attracted coverage in the media.

“They have often been diagnosed and prescribed med-
ication. There are many others out there in schools that
certainly feel that it is not that serious, and that this more
heavy duty challenge is not something they can self~iden-
tify with. Even if you know that you have problems. When
you are 14, you also often hear that it is a phase. That it will
pass, but sometimes of course, it doesn’t.”

A CONTROLLING BOYFRIEND

When Anna started upper secondary school, she did this in
a different town. It was something of a fresh start for her.
“It was an open school, everyone was allowed to be who
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they wanted to be. Many interesting subjects, and a good
mix of people. There was a wonderful atmosphere in the
school, quite simply.”

However, this would change when Anna got together
with a boy in her class. He pretty quickly proved to be
extremely jealous and controlling.

“He would read though everything on my phone. For
example, he would go absolutely berserk and slam doors if
I had sent a text message to a friend he didn’t want me to
be in contact with. After we had been together for a few
months, he hit me for the first time.”

When this happened, Anna made up excuses for his be-
haviour.

“It probably wasn’t that serious, he actually only gave me a
slap ... but this was deceitful. He could sit on the bus and
squeeze different parts of me so there were no visible signs.
He did it when nobody was looking.”

Anna’s self-confidence was systematically broken down,
and she started to feel poorly again.

“He was good at turning everything around and saying
it was my fault. Everything that happened. I had behaved
badly and he had therefore become angry and upset. When
you are in that kind of relationship, you believe it to be
true. So I kind of accepted the blame and started to think it
was my fault. This frustration of not being able to regulate
oneself. That I wasn’t able to control myself and by doing
so making him very angry. And that I could not control my
emotions, which led me to harming myself again. Being
with a person like that became a real self-confidence killer.
He was very much a stereotype of a woman abuser from a
film or something.”

Finally, Anna’s boyfriend was caught in the act.

“He had shoved me to the floor when another classmate
came in and asked him what he was up to. I remember
that I sprained my wrist. I kept a bandage on for several
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weeks just to show this, and that was also when I started
to understand that what I was doing was absolutely stupid.
That I was in a relationship with a person who had hurt
me in this way. The news quickly spread around our class.
I think that was when I explained what kind of a person
he was. We had broken up and got back together loads of
times. It was only when he was kicked out of the school
that contact between us was definitely broken. By then he
had assaulted me yet again, and a security officer had seen
him and reported it.

The headteacher decided that he was to be expelled
from school.”

We talk about how this has affected Anna, and she says
that she had not reflected on it that much before, but that
he has had a big impact on her life.

“When he left our class, this became a new turning
point. I saw life in a different way. That life continued with-
out him also had an effect. I met new people and new boys.
[ felt that I was worth something again, and that I wasn’t
just a piece of dirt. Started to think that maybe I was pretty
despite everything, my self-confidence grew. That he dis-
appeared meant a huge amount.”

BECOMING AN ADULT
After refilling her cup, Anna explains that she got a job
straight after completing upper secondary school.

“It was at the airport outside Malmo. I really enjoyed
working there, the job itself was boring, I was working
with wonderful people. Just before my 20th birthday, I
took over my brother’s flat. Mum and I got on well to-
gether, the two of us, but I still wanted to have the flat, so I
moved there,” Anna says.

The move for her meant she started to feel bad again.

“I think it was separation anxiety. I was probably not
ready to move away from home. But the choice was be-
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tween moving or losing this apartment my brother had
had, and where I had always wanted to live.”

Anna describes it as though she had been thrown into
adult life. Something that eventually resulted in Anna start-
ing to self~-harm again.

“Everything fell apart and I started to drink every day
and injure myself every day. But I was still able to man-
age my job. Even if I did harm myself, nobody noticed. I
was offered permanent employment in April that year. In
August, I was made redundant due to a shortage of work.
It made me feel even more that my whole life was falling
apart. It would mean I would lose my apartment, and have
to move back in with mum again.”

In parallel with these events, Anna had met a new guy
who would come to play a big part in the continuing chain
of events.

“Hampus was nine years older than me. It felt good that
he was older than me, it felt as though he had more expe-
rience of life,” says Anna.

ULTIMATUM

“I don’t think he noticed my problems as clearly when we
were living apart. He knew that I had harmed myself, but
he had not witnessed this. Nor did he maybe ask that much
either. He probably thought it was up to me if I wanted to
talk about it. He didn’t want to pressure me.Then autumn
came, and I was given my notice due to a shortage of work.
I then became really tired of everything. I was put on sick
leave, and it was then that he saw how bad things were,”
Anna explains.

We take a break in the interview and while Anna goes
outside to smoke, I jot down a few follow-up questions.
When Anna comes back she continues her story.

“A lot happened that autumn, and my mum found out
how I was feeling, she said that I should stop living in the
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flat. Come home instead, and live with her. She then took
me to a treatment centre for people with addiction prob-
lems. I told her she was out of her mind if she thought I
was going to stay there. The manipulative addict inside me
fooled her into thinking that it wasn’t alcohol that was the
problem. I said everything felt much better and that I just
needed to take things easy. I then went home to Hampus
again. We were not living together at that point, but his
house had come to be the place where I retreated to when
I felt bad. So I went there, poured myself a glass of wine,
and then I don’t remember anything else until I woke up
the following morning and had seriously injured myself.
Hampus was absolutely furious, and said: ‘I never want to
see you again, I don’t want to have anything more to do
with you’. He drove me home to mum’, explained about
the situation and said: ‘I can’t take it anymore, you need
to choose now, between this life with booze and razor-
blades, or me’. That was the biggest turning point for me. I
hadn’t just hurt myself, I had also hurt him. I realised things
couldn’t continue like this.”

Hampus’ ultimatum was the springboard for the road
back. Anna sought help at a Dependency Centre where
she was given Antabuse. The ultimatum also led to Anna
finally understanding that she was in the process of de-
stroying what she and Hampus had built up. She sent a text
message to Hampus, and explained what was happening.
That she had been to a Dependency Centre and been giv-
en Antabuse, and had started to address her self~harming
behaviour. Shortly afterwards, Anna and Hampus moved in
together.

DARING TO FEEL

My follow-up questions had stacked up in my notebook.
But how do you escape these destructive patterns? How do
you deal with life without harming yourself?
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Antabuse ...

is & medical product used to treat alcohol
dependency. If you take Antabuse but
continue to drink alcohol, the side effects
are often very unpleasant, which has a
deterrent effect. Antabuse is sometimes
combined with other treatment.

Anna thinks for a moment, looks up from beneath her
blonde fringe and says:

“I now had something I thought was too valuable to
lose. I wanted to keep what Hampus and I had. The sup-
port from him was vital. It is also important to dare to get
in touch with your feelings. I think I am in a different kind
of contact with my feelings now. If 'm happy, I laugh, if
I’'m sad I cry. I sort of try not to deaden them by injuring
myself any longer. They are only feelings. But things like
going out in the forest help. Of just being, as it were.”

Anna points out that you have to find other ways. That
this is incredibly difficult, but that you must talk about it,
and dare to open up.That you should not be afraid of seek-
ing help.

“If'you feel so bad that you harm yourself, that is enough
for you to seek help. Whether you’ve only harmed yourself
once, or many times,” Anna says with real meaning.

WHEN YOUR SCARS GO WHITE

During the interview, it becomes clear that Hampus has
played a key role in Anna’s recovery. I ask Anna if she can
give me an idea of what he has meant to her, so I can un-
derstand.
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“He was the one who made me realise how fragile
everything is. That I could not continue like this. I think
everyone needs someone to break the negative pattern you
have entered into. You don’t understand this yourself. You
can’t see yourself. And then a very wonderful thing. He
proposed to me on Saint Valentine’s Day, and I asked him
when we should get married. He then said: “When your
scars have gone white so they don’t take the focus away
from your dress’. I thought that was so sweet. I have never
harmed myself even once since that day,” Anna says and
falls silent.

Anna has changed her life in more ways than one, and
has move away from her home town to live with her boy-
friend.

“You must have the courage to break patterns, you must
have the courage to do things that are good for you. Of not
remaining in some pattern simply because it is comforta-
ble.When I moved in, it was the best thing I had ever done.
['ve been able to start again here. The peace, of being able
to go out in our garden, let the dogs out, and just be. That is
therapy for the soul.You must put yourself first. It was only
when I realised that, that I had the feeling that I have really
become well again. Today, in a society where there are so
many demands, it is probably easy to forget about yourself.
I think that is how many people feel.”

158



You've got to keep hoping

HAMPUS, 30, BOYFRIEND

SELF-HARMING BEHAVIOUR harms everyone around you.
It 1s incredibly difficult to be the person close to them,
it 1s hard simply talking about it now. I am normally not
the kind of person who is incredibly emotional and such
like ... but when I look back ... it was really tough,” Ham-
pus says, noticeably touched.

Already within five minutes of talking to Hampus I can
tell he is a very grounded person. Concrete and practical.

“I've always liked electronics and building things my-
self. I have always thought construction kits, circuitboards
and repairing, soldering and understanding components
were great fun ever since I was little. I used to take apart
everything I got to understand how it worked. Simply to
understand how things are constructed and how all the
pieces go together. I just had to unscrew everything,”
Hampus explains.

I ask him if he makes use of his practical side in other
contexts.

“Yes, now you say it, you can almost spell it in capital
letters, and I think it has also helped me to tackle these
problems. Being practical and tactical, and that I rarely give
up, and am persevering.”

THE FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH SELF-HARMING BEHAVIOUR
Before Hampus met Anna, he says that he had virtually no
idea about mental health issues as he had never come across
them before.

“I had never seen them, never even thought about them,
nor had any relative that felt that way, or even talked to
anyone about them.”
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With a background like that, his first encounter with
self-harming behaviour was all the more dramatic.

“We had drunk wine and eaten food and been having
a good time when Anna got up from the sofa and said
something. From a situation that had been entirely warm
and cosy, she got up and mumbled something, a bit unclear
and then went into the bathroom, and I remained sitting
there wondering if I had said something inappropriate. Af-
ter about fifteen, twenty minutes, I knocked on the door,
but there was no answer so I thought I had better go in.”

He came face to face with a shocking sight in the bath-
room.

“The image is permanently etched in my mind. I didn’t
understand what had happened, it was impossible to talk to
her. She was listless. I asked myself: what should I do? I need-
ed to bandage the wounds and clean up here and there and
try to wake her and find out what had happened. So that
is what I did, bandaged the wounds and cleaned up. I then
tried to talk to her. This was an entirely new experience
for me, to say the least. Absolutely awful, something I had
never experienced before, and I became almost apathetic
myself.”

Hampus describes it as a traumatic event.

“I could not understand what had happened. The ques-
tion why was there all the time, too. Was it something I had
done? Was it due to alcohol? We hadn’t known each other
that long then. So I wondered if this was something she
had been involved with for a long time, or if I had trig-
gered it in some way.”

UNDERSTANDING ITS FUNCTION

Hampus’ first reaction after the event was that he wanted
to forget what had happened. He hoped it was a one-off
aberration. However, Anna’s self-harming behaviour con-
tinued and when we talk about the incidents, Hampus talks
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about his worries and fears.

“I was worried pretty much all the time. But at the same
time, I hoped that it would pass, that things would go back
to normal. That thought was with me all the time.”

Hampus was afraid it would happen again and that he
did not understand why.

“I was nervous all the time, it was a continuous fear. And
[ was trying to analyse it all the time. I could never really
relax. At first, I didn’t understand the purpose it served,
why she had injured herself,” Hampus says and explains
that he started to ask more and more questions when he
could see that this was not a one-off event.

“It was only when Anna explained that I started to un-
derstand. That she didn’t do it to die, but to relieve her
anxiety and the negative feelings that had built up in her.
Before then, I was of the impression that when people self-
harm in the way Anna did, they were trying to kill them-
selves. I have since understood that this was not the case,
even though that fear did run through me the first time I
discovered that Anna had injured herself”

NOT A SUBJECT TO RAISE OVER COFFEE

“It is incredibly hard to be there on your own without
an answer. Even so, it is a problem you have to deal with,”
Hampus says when I ask him how he was affected by being
in a relationship with someone who felt ill. The social side
also suffered.

“Sometimes [ would get to work after a difficult, sleep-
less night, and feel exhausted. I would then sit there and
process what had happened, if it was something that could
be resolved. More often than not, I came to the conclusion
that it couldn’t be resolved. At times like that, it is easy to
become tired and antisocial.”

I ask him if he thinks people could see this, whether
anyone asked him how he was feeling.
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“I think you could see it in my face. Some people prob-
ably thought I was just having a bad day. It was not some-
thing I talked about with people I didn’t know that well,
not exactly a subject you would raise during a coffee break.
[ felt one of the worst things about it was that it was so hard
to get people to understand.”

Hampus also felt he had become more introspective.

“I spent less time with friends, the circle of friends I so-
cialised with got smaller... when things were at their worst,
I didn’t want to leave Anna as on similar occasions I had
got a call saying something had happened. So, I sometimes
stayed at home out of fear. And obviously also because I did
not feel that happy about the situation.”

THE FREEDOM TO EXPLAIN

“At first, I kept quiet about it, but gradually I started talk-
ing about things. I also told my parents about it. This was
something new to them. It may well be that I had perhaps
not explained it well enough for them to fully understand
it, but it still felt good to talk. Sometime later, a work col-
league came round to us, and Anna talked openly about
her problems, and my colleague was accepting. If a person
really likes you, nothing will scare them away.”

At first, Hampus was afraid of talking about it.

“I have heard what other people think about self~harm-
ing behaviour. That people injury themselves to get atten-
tion, and that it is stupid and dumb. Fortunately, not every-
one thinks that. Some people are willing to get involved
and find the root cause. There are many different aspects
as to why someone does it,” Hampus says and feels that he
himself has now gained a different understanding.

“Now that I have learned more about it, when I hear
someone who is prejudiced, I feel more able to account for
this behaviour. I can at least explain what it was about in
Anna’s case. I usually try to explain that it is not as easy as
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simply being a cry for help, or attention seeking. But obvi-
ously, everyone can have prejudices.You have to take things
for what they are.”

Hampus describes it as though it were tremendously lib-
erating to explain.

“Incredibly liberating ... from this fear that people
would not be accepting, their reaction, I didn’t know how
they would take it when I started to explain, so it felt like a
huge weight oftf my shoulders.”

DEALING WITH THE IMPOSSIBLE

“Before we started living together, Anna injured herself
now and again, and I would find out by text message or
phone call. I felt at a loss, I wanted to intervene but at the
same time to avoid the situation. I was very ambivalent in
that even though it was tough not being there when Anna
was harming herself, I thought that when we first lived
together and she had relapses and harmed herself, this was
tough, too. I didn’t know how I should deal with it, and
in a way, I wanted to run away. It is so hard... of course it
is the wrong thing to do ... but when I didn’t know what
I should do or how to stop it ... it was like trying to deal
with the impossible.”

I ask Hampus if he ever considered giving up.

“There were times when I wanted to give up, to be
specific, in situations when it happened. Then I processed
it and I felt hope returning again.You bandage the wounds
and try to think objectively: ‘T am going to bandage your
arm, let’s forget about what you’ve done and try to make
sure it doesn’t happen again’. So even if it felt as though
I’'m now giving up, this is the most awful thing I have been
involved in, I still thought it was worth battling on.”

Hampus also describes how he started to develop strate-
gies to deal with the situation.

“I learned via Anna that it helped to hug her and talk
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to her. I could see that she wanted to disappear and harm
herself, but I tried to discuss it and persuade her to not do
it and the first time I succeeded with this, it felt like a big
step forward.”

Step by step, Hampus learned to manage the close rela-
tive role.

“It began with me getting an understanding of what was
happening, and the purpose behind Anna injuring herself.
It was a big step to be able to process that. But obviously,
that didn’t make it any less difficult when it happened, but
[ started to get an understanding of the why.”

Hampus also felt a big need to know more.

“When I realised it wasn’t a one-off thing, I started to
search for information. But it was difficult finding anything
good. Google is usually your friend, but not in this case.
didn’t find anything that directly helped me. I understood
that it was diffuse and differed from person to person as it
were. | read about it and got some information on what
could trigger it and various reasons for this, so it was some
help I suppose, but no solution,” says Hampus, who would
also have liked to meet or read about someone with similar
experiences.

“It is hard to find someone else with similar experiences
as there is a big taboo around this. It is therefore so impor-
tant to publicise it. And that you can talk about it. This is
the most horrible thing I have been involved in. If I had
found some channel I could contact, I would have done
so. I needed someone to talk to, to hear from other people
that had been involved in similar things that it passes, that
things can get better. Something that offers hope. I think
this is important, hearing other people’s stories. That it got
resolved, to stick with it, quite simply. I think many other
people would have given up if they had been in my shoes
and that is the time when this is important, to be given
hope.”
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EYE OPENER

It has now been a year since Anna stopped self-harming
and Hampus says that what he has gone through has been
a real eye opener.

“It was not something I was aware of from the begin-
ning. I have started to become interested in why things
happen like this. However, as a person, I am still the same
even though all this worry has changed me. I have be-
come more ... it’s hard to say, but this shock... it means I
will always be a bit worried that it will happen again,” says
Hampus before adding;

“The worry is there even if it is not something that I can
feel all the time. One way of dealing with worry can be to
think about something else.You have to kid yourself there.
Focus away the worry.”

Hampus also explains that he never lost hope.

“I have always had faith that things would work out. I
have thought positively, that this is probably just a phase.
Something you can break. That we will get through it to-
gether. It is about sticking it out.”

After T had switched off my recorder, Hampus tells me
about the dreams of the future he and Anna have, and that
they are happy with life and have found their place in life
together.

“We have a beech tree slope outside the house, also with
just the right gap between each tree, and when they come
into leaf in the spring it is magical,” Hampus says as he
disappears into his own thoughts.
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The guide to the conversations in this book are available at:
www.egonova.se/handledningar
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CONNY ALLASKOG, born 1981, is a trained social worker. He
is also chair of SHEDO and lectures in the area of self~harming
behaviour and eating disorders.

NN\

ANNA AKESSON, born 1989, psychology student. She was a
founder member of SHEDO in 2008 and has played an active
role in the organisation since then.

NN\

SHEDO (A Self-harming behaviour and eating disorders organ-
isation) is a politically and religiously independent non-profit
organisation whose mission is to spread knowledge about eating
disorders and self-harming behaviour, provide support to people
suffering such problems and their close relatives, and to cam-
paign for better care for these patient groups. In simple terms,
the organisation has three branches; support, knowledge and
opinion shaping work. More information is available at www.
shedo.se.
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THE INFORMATION PROJECT EGO NOVA — to prevent self-
harming behaviour, eating disorders and mental health issues,

is managed by SHEDO with financial support from Allminna
Arvsfonden. Ego Nova aims to increase knowledge in these
areas and to counter prejudices and stigmatisation. The project
also has a salutogenic orientation by presenting case studies
that show it is possible to become well again. The Ego Nova
information project is the broadest initiative that has been done
in this area to date covering the whole of Sweden.

Website: www.egonova.se
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