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Channeling Pain

			Adolescence is one of the most difficult stages of life. It is usually associated with different types of disorders such as depression or anxiety, with self-esteem issues or sociability-related problems. In recent decades, specialists have observed the increase of a special type of response to these problems, one that is based on self-inflicting injuries. This condition has been called Nonsuicidal Self-Injury Disorder, since its specificity is based on the fact that the patient knows that these injuries will not be fatal, nor does he or she intend to take his own life: the injury is the end, not a means. Nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI) refers to the “direct and deliberate destruction of one’s own body surface without lethal intent”.  

			This is a pattern of behavior that is sometimes difficult to understand, and in fact many therapists have underestimated the importance and scope of this disorder, which in turn caused young people to avoid consultations because they did not feel accepted.  But the statistics refer to a phenomenon that is spreading more and more, and affects especially adolescents and young adults, with a higher prevalence in women. 

			We who try to avoid pain at all costs, find it incomprehensible that some people submit to it on purpose. Those who resort to self-injury do so for different reasons, although they usually do so either to “distract” or “escape” from feelings or sensations difficult to deal with, or to punish themselves when they have low self-esteem and feel contempt for themselves. 

			After decades of records of a progressive increase in its incidence among adolescents and young adults (in parallel with a growing scientific interest), the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders has included NSSI as a condition that needs further study, and this began to pave the way for a consensus on the criteria for its diagnosis. It is expected that it will be included as a disorder itself in future editions. 

			While self-injury is not a new phenomenon, it has grown in recent years. And as a counterpart of this process, the overwhelming spread of Internet made it common for everyone (especially adolescents) to resort to social media for different purposes; it has been observed that young people are quite fond of exposing both their injuries and their problems, fears and experiences in social networks.  Many times, they find in the virtual universe the acceptance, containment and support that they don’t find in their daily lives. 

			Self-injury is a problem of great importance, and even more so if we think that it especially affects young people between 12 and 19 years old. It is also a serious social problem if we analyse the figures showing how the number of young people self-injuring around the world is increasing year after year. 

			In the pages that follow we’ll review the specificities of the disorder, the proposed diagnosis criteria, the available statistics and scientific studies. We will also look at the most effective treatments, resources for young people, friends and parents, and studies on the use of social media in relation to self-injury.
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			Nonsuicidal Self-Injury 

			Nonsuicidal Self-Injury (hereinafter NSSI) is especially common among adolescents and young adults. Adolescence is usually characterized as a period of great emotional instability produced by hormonal changes, and for being a special stage of identity and personality formation. While at this stage of life high sensitivity and anxiety are usually common, there are some characteristics that can make someone more likely to self-injury: for example, low self-esteem and self-loathing. 

			Historically, NSSI was considered a rare phenomenon and was associated with certain mental disorders such as: post-traumatic stress disorder, depression disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, anxiety disorder and borderline personality disorder. However, in recent decades this perception has changed: it is an increasingly common phenomenon and studies reveal that it usually occurs in the absence of serious mental disorders.
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