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Self-harm in adolescents: Nature, suicide probability and role of psychological
and peer group factors

Abstract

Introduction: Self harm have been classified in two major categories including direct self harm
like Non suicidal self injury (NSSI) and indirect self harm like substance abuse and risk taking
behaviors. The purposes of this study were to 1) investigating lived experience and
phenomenology of self harm in adolescents ; 2) identifying an evidence-based model of
psychological and social risk factors and motivations contributing in self harm ; 3) comparison of
direct and indirect self harm in terms of emotion regulation skills and suicide probability.
Methods: we used a mixed method (embedded method). In a qualitative section, 20 adolescents
were selected from clinical and nonclinical setting and for quantitative section; we selected 240
individuals from delinquent and abused adolescents. Semi-structure interview and some scales
including difficulties in emotion regulation questionnaire, self-harm inventory, self-criticism
scale, suicide probability scale, Inventory of statement about self-injury, victimization and
Bullying questionnaire and peer group self injury modeling scale. Qualitative data were analyzed
by descriptive phenomenological method (Claizzi method) and quantitative data were analyzed
by structure equation modeling, explanatory factor analysis and two-ways analysis of variance.
Results: Three clusters including meaning of self-harm, Types of self harm (power enhancing &
releasing) and psychological and environmental causes had been identified from interviews.
Adolescents perceived direct self harm as a painless injury that were used for overcoming intense
social conflicts, conveying cost-effective social message and releasing unbearable emotions.
Difficulty in impulse control, self criticism and peer group modeling significantly predicted
direct self harm (p<0.001). There have been identified 8 motivations for self harm like group
acceptance, emotion regulation, distress expression, self expression, antisuicide, antidissociation,
differentiation self from others and revenge. There have not significant differences between
direct and indirect self harms in terms of emotion regulation skills and self-criticism. However
suicide ideation was higher in indirect self harm group but impulsivity of adolescents with self
harm prone them to have more courage to killing themselves. Suicide attempt was associated
with self-injury but had an association with some of the indirect self harm behaviors like
substance abuse and sexual risk taking. Conclusion: Iranian adolescents perceived self injury as
an effective social message for releasing and protesting against interpersonal conflicts. Impulse
control difficulties prone adolescents to self harm and self criticism, especially self-inadequacy
acted as a mediator mechanism explaining association between impulse discontrol and self injury
and peer self injury directly increase self injury in adolescents. Commonalities between direct
and indirect self-harm in terms of emotion regulation and self-criticism may be indicating that
they have similar roots. Proneness to suicide in adolescents with indirect self harm was as much
as direct self harm. According to finding, it could be suggested that inability to impulse control
and suicide ideation should be considered as main targets for decreasing suicide probability in
adolescents with direct and indirect self-harm.

Key words: Self harm, Self injury, suicide attempt, emotion regulation, self criticisem, peer
group
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