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Several months ago, I was speaking with a high school 
teacher about the difficulties many young people face when 
she shared the following story with me. A student had been 
absent from school for a few days, and when questioned, 
his friends replied that he had been caught vandalizing 
cars as part of gang initiation, was in jail, and would be 
back the following week. He returned the following week 
and attended school for several days before going missing 
again. This time however, he had been hospitalized for 
third degree burns, the result of being repeatedly dosed in 
body spray and lit on fire, an act that he agreed to. He spent 
months recovering and will carry scars for the rest of his life. 

This story left me with many questions about adolescent 
development, the desire to belong, and how parents, 
schools, and communities can address self harm to support 
the development of strong, healthy individuals. Thinking 
about the story, and researching self-harm, I came to the 
conclusion that adolescents who have a well-defined sense 
of identity, rooted in knowledge of their personal, family, 
and community history, are able to envision who they can 
be in the future. With a clear idea of who they can be in 
the future, young people are less likely to participate in self 
destructive behaviour.1-3

The term parasuicide is used by some researchers to 
describe deliberate self-harm in the absence of suicide 
ideation, while other researchers use the term as a 
synonym for attempted suicide.4-6 Using either definition, 
literature shows that parasuicide is a strong predictor 
of future suicide completion.4-6 Therefore, I suggest that 
the term “parasuicide” could encompass self-harm, self-
mutilation, eating disorders, and/or problematic substance 
use: all behaviours that indicate a lack of self-care and slow, 
possibly unconscious, suicide attempt. In opposition to the 
definition that suggests self-harm can occur with no intent 
to cause death, I suggest that the intent to die is present 
whether the individual is able to articulate the intention 

or not.4 Suicides are generally thought of as lives ending 
quickly through hanging, suffocation, poisoning or jumping; 
but perhaps suicide comes in many other forms, some of 
them that occur more slowly. 

Factors that predispose an individual for suicide include 
mental illness, abuse, loss of a loved one early in life 
and a family history of suicide.2 In the presence of these 
predisposing factors, divorce, pressure to succeed, conflict 
with the law, financial difficulties and rejection by society 
are thought to contribute to the creation of crisis and 
precipitate suicide attempts.2 Contributing factors, including 
physical illness, sexual identity issues, isolation, and an 
unstable family environment can also make an individual 
more prone to attempting or completing suicide.2,5 These 
predisposing, precipitating, and contributing factors 
are similar, if not identical to, risk factors for self-harm, 
disordered eating, and substance abuse.4

Michael Chandler1 argues that the question for researchers 
concerned with suicide should not be why do people 
commit suicide, but why, in the face of so many obstacles 
throughout our lives, do more of us not? I suggest this 
question can be expanded as many people experience 
loss, rejection, unstable family environments and various 
other problems without resorting to self-harm, eating 
disorders, or substance abuse. Research on resilience, 
family and social support, and participation in academic 
and extracurricular activities shows that young people 
must have a clear idea of who they are, and who they will 
be in the future, to act in a manner that is life-preserving, 
rather than self-destructive.1-3,7-10 Having a clear idea who 
you are requires knowledge of your history, including the 
history of your family, community and culture.1 With a clear 
picture of who you are, it becomes easier to imagine the 
person you will be, including the career you might pursue 
or the family you might build. I believe that, in supporting 
the formation of identity in adolescents parents, schools, �  
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and communities will support the existence of adolescents 
who care about their well-being and who are inclined 
toward self-preservation rather than self-destruction. 

The suggestion that adolescents with a strong sense of 
identity are less likely to participate in self-destruction –
in any form – requires further research and discussion. 
The potential of further research and discussion includes 
strong, resilient young people inclined toward self-care and 
self-preservation, a goal worth striving for. ¾
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