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How to Respond to Self-Harm and Suicide Attempt in
Patients with Alcohol Use Disorder

Nobuya NARUSE

Saitama Prefectural Psychiatric Hospital

Alcohol use disorder patients have often experienced traumatic or adverse events in their
upbringing, making them prone to self~harm and suicide. These behaviors are often associated
with “mistrust of others” and “self-denial ; ” thus, alcohol use disorder is considered a “dis-
ease of isolation.” From this perspective, alcohol abuse can be considered as “lonely self-
medication by people who are unable to be comforted by others and find it difficult to live.”
Such patients are likely to have been deeply hurt, causing them to become distrustful of people
and have low self-esteem. Distrust of people and self-denial are associated with self~harm
behaviors, especially for patients that feel isolated. If people are not comforted by others, self-
harm occurs as a way to deal with emotional pain. Repeated self-harm is seen as an addiction.
If this problem becomes more serious, patients may commit suicide. Emotional connection
with others may stop patients who are struggling with the suicidal ideation. Matsumoto divided
self-destructive behavior into four stages, which describe a spectrum of self-destructive
behaviors - unconscious self-harm, such as substance use disorder ; conscious self-harm ;
overdosing with unclear intention to commit suicide ; and attempting suicide. If these issues
are understood as stemming from a common underlying background, the appropriate response
is not to address alcohol use disorder, self-harm, and suicide as separate problems, but rather to
provide comprehensive and holistic support that targets difficulties in living as the root cause.
This is considered an appropriate therapeutic intervention for addiction. In order to lead
patients to “human trust” and “self-affirmation,” it is necessary to - 1) be interested in the
patient as a person, 2) treat the patient with respect, 3) accept the patient as they are without
denying them, 4) be aware that the therapist is on an equal footing with the patient, and 5)
repeatedly convey the good points of the patient to them. Furthermore, it is recommended to
respond in accordance with the principles of harm reduction by : 1) not forcing the patient to
quit, 2) providing support that takes human rights into consideration, and 3) providing ser-
vices that are easy to use. Therapists can build a trusting relationship with patients with alcohol
use disorder accompanied by self~harm and suicide attempt. It is important for therapists to

respect, be familiar with, and empathize with patients.

Author’s abstract
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