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Plain language summary

When young people up to 18 years of age present to health services, having tried to poison 
themselves, take an overdose or injure themselves, a health professional needs to work out 

whether this is likely to happen again (risk assessment). Lists of questions or things to look for (risk 
screening) have proved unreliable. Thorough discussion with the child or teenager may be helpful but 
takes much time. How can a health professional best use time spent with a young person to prevent 
further harm and make sure that they get the treatment that they need?

This review focuses on young persons who use health services in the UK. Included studies report how 
health professionals work out whether young people are likely to harm themselves; either how to handle 
the overall discussion or to use memory aids or checklists (known as tools) to help the discussion.

Tools developed in the USA many years ago have not been tested well enough with UK populations. 
Recent approaches within the UK are used inconsistently. Young persons do not like how they are 
assessed. Health professionals may use methods that have not been shown to work or use tools 
differently from how they were designed.

This review identified 14 ways to help a young person have valued discussions with a health 
professional. Health professionals should not simply ‘tick boxes’; tools should help them gain a full 
picture, including input from other family members. Health professionals should create a trusted 
relationship where the young person feels respected and heard. Tools should not label someone ‘at risk’ 
but should support care that reduces the risk of further harm. Health professionals should gather good-
quality information that includes asking about thoughts of suicide. Staff should be supported by training, 
guidance and feedback from experienced colleagues.
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