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ABSTRACT

Introduction: The high prevalence of deliberate self-harm (DSH) and its strong association with suicide make the condition a natural target 
for intervention to prevent harmful consequences for adolescents. The aim of this study was to determine the prevalence of DSH and to 
characterize DSH patterns and associated risk factors in a sample of adolescents. 

Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted by applying a questionnaire based on the “Lifestyle and Coping Questionnaire” adapted to 
the Portuguese language. Adolescents aged between 12 and 17 years attending the outpatient clinic of a secondary-care hospital were invited 
to participate. Data were analyzed by descriptive, bivariate, and regression analysis using SPSS v.25 software. 

Results: A total of 159 eligible responses were obtained from adolescents with a mean age of 15 years. Of the 25.8% who reported having 
engaged in DSH, the majority (61%) did so more than once, and the same percentage did not seek help. A statistically significant association 
was found between DSH and befriending less easily, having a history of bullying, and seeking online information on how to self-harm. A 
significantly higher risk of self-harm was found among adolescents who had experienced a variety of negative life events (adjusted odds ratio 
[aOR] 1.47, confidence interval [CI] 1.231-1.1763; p<0.01), whereas having no health problems (aOR 0.356, CI 0.13-0.969; p=0.04) and not 
using drugs (aOR 0.087, CI 0.012-0.633; p=0.016) were protective factors. 

Conclusions: DSH is a common but often overshadowed problem in adolescents. The findings of this study highlight the need for careful 
assessment of adolescents with better screening for DSH and associated risk factors.

Keywords: adolescent; risk factor; self-injurious behavior 

RESUMO

Introdução: A elevada prevalência de comportamentos autolesivos (CAL) e a sua forte associação ao suicídio tornam estes comportamentos 
um alvo natural de intervenção, de forma a prevenir consequências nefastas nos adolescentes. O objetivo deste estudo foi determinar a 
prevalência e caracterizar os padrões de CAL e potenciais fatores de risco associados numa amostra de adolescentes.

Metodologia: Foi realizado um estudo transversal através da aplicação de um questionário baseado no “Lifestyle and Coping Questionnaire”. 
Foram convidados a participar adolescentes dos 12 aos 17 anos de idade que recorreram a um hospital de nível II. Os dados foram analisados 
através de análise descritiva, bivariada e de regressão utilizando o software SPSS v.25.   

Resultados: Foram incluídos 159 questionários de jovens com uma média de 15 anos de idade. Entre os adolescentes, 25,8% afirmaram 
já ter realizado CAL, sendo que a maioria (61%) fê-lo mais do que uma vez e a mesma percentagem não procurou ajuda. Foi encontrada 



13

NASCER E CRESCER
BIRTH AND GROWTH MEDICAL JOURNAL

year 2024, vol 33, n.º 1

uma relação estatisticamente significativa entre a apresentação de CAL e dificuldade em fazer amigos, história de bullying e realização de 
pesquisa online sobre formas de autolesão. Foi detetado um aumento significativo do risco de CAL nos adolescentes que tinham passado por 
múltiplos eventos de vida negativos (odds ratio ajustado [ORa] 1,47, intervalo de confiança [IC] 1,231-1,1763; p<0,01), enquanto a ausência de 
problemas de saúde (ORa 0,356, IC 0,13-0,969; p=0,04) e a não utilização de drogas (ORa 0,087, IC 0,012-0,633; p=0,016) foram identificados 
como fatores protetores.

Conclusão: Os CAL são um problema de saúde pública e, na maior parte das vezes, não são evidentes. Os resultados deste estudo evidenciam 
a necessidade de uma abordagem holística dos adolescentes, de forma a identificar precocemente CAL e fatores de risco associados. 

Palavras-chave: adolescente; comportamento autolesivo; fator de risco

INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a vulnerable period for the occurrence of deliberate 
self-harm (DSH). Increased levels of impulsivity and emotional 
reactivity can occur due to a brain that is still developing.(1) The 
occurrence of DSH is always considered pathological, as a maladaptive 
and unhealthy attempt to regulate emotions.(2)

Different definitions and terms are used to describe self-injurious 
behavior, including “parasuicide”, “self-mutilation”, “deliberate self-
harm”, “deliberate self-injurious behavior”, and “non-suicidal self-
injury”. Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) is intentional, self-directed 
damage to body tissues without suicidal intent.(3) The disorder 
was recently listed as a condition in the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DMS-5).(4) Previously, it 
was classified as a prelude to suicide or as an element of personality 
disorders.(5,6) DSH encompasses self-injurious behaviors, regardless 
of intent, with nonfatal outcome, and includes methods such as self-
poisoning.(7,8)

Self-injurious behaviors are common among adolescents and young 
adults, with a global lifetime prevalence of 13.7% for DSH and 22.1% 
for NSSI.(9) In Portugal, the Health Behavior in School-aged Children 
study estimated 19.6% of DSH in 2018.(10)

DSH can vary in characteristics, motivation, and severity and may 
be associated with risk factors, morbidity, and mortality. The most 
common method is cutting, which is often used to escape terrible 
thoughts and feelings.(11-13) Individuals report that DSH allows them 
to express pain, release tension, feel in control, or experience some 
relief from pain or numbness. Most individuals don’t seek help and 
go unnoticed by their families, making them a high-risk “hidden” 
population.(13) Higher frequency, longer duration, greater variety of 
methods, and a history of self-cutting in hidden places have all been 
suggested to increase the risk of suicidal thoughts and behaviors.(12) 
In addition to physical consequences, DSH is strongly associated with 
depression, hopelessness, social isolation, and difficulty regulating 
emotions.(3,8,14-16) Neurobiological factors such as abnormal stress 
processing, altered hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical axis, and 
increased pain threshold also appear to play a role in predicting 

DSH.(1,17,18) Problems in relationships with family members and 
peers, abuse or a history of bullying, internet addiction, and visiting 
websites with self-harm content increase the likelihood of 
DSH.(3,6,19,20) Exposure to negative life events can be extremely 
stressful, and adolescents may use DSH as a coping strategy to 
reduce stress.(21,22)

These multitude of biological, psychological, and social factors can 
help identify a risk profile of adolescents who engage in DSH and 
prevent future consequences. 

Most studies have described an association of DSH with higher odds 
of subsequent suicidal ideation.(23) Globally, suicide is the third leading 
cause of death among 15-19 year olds and the second leading cause 
of death among girls in this age group.(15) More than two-thirds of 
those who have attempted suicide also reported a history of NSSI.(12)

The high prevalence of DSH and the associated risk of suicide make 
it a natural target for intervention to prevent adverse outcomes 
in this age group. The aims of this study were to (i) determine the 
prevalence of DSH in a sample of adolescents; (ii) characterize 
patterns of DSH; and (iii) assess how lifestyle, adverse life events, and 
other psychosocial factors are associated with DSH. 

METHODS

Study design and sample
An observational, analytical, cross-sectional survey-based study was 

conducted in a Portuguese secondary care hospital. Adolescents aged 
12 to 17 years attending an outpatient clinic were asked to complete 
a questionnaire. Approval from the hospital ethics committee was 
obtained before study start. Written informed consent was obtained 
from legal guardians and adolescents. The questionnaire was 
completed anonymously, confidentially, and voluntarily within 15-20 
minutes. 

Respondents who did not answer the DSH question were excluded. 
Data were collected between August and November 2019. 
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Measures
The study questionnaire was based on the “Lifestyle and coping 

questionnaire” from the Child & Adolescent Self-harm in Europe 
(CASE) study and adapted to Portuguese language.(2,24)

The first section of the questionnaire covered sociodemographic 
factors, health-related questions, and lifestyle habits such as exercise, 
dietary habits, alcohol, tobacco, and drug use/abuse. The second 
section consisted of the World Health Organization’s five-item Well-
Being Index (WHO-5) to assess individual emotional well-being. A 
score <13 or a response of 0 to 1 on any of the items indicated poor 
well-being.(25) The third section consisted of 15 questions to assess 
the presence of negative life events, such as difficulties making 
friends, conflicts with peers and family, bullying, history of self-harm, 
suicide or death of a close relative, violence or sexual abuse, use of 
the Internet with self-harming content, or concerns about sexual 
orientation. Self-harm was assessed by the question “Have you ever 
tried to hurt yourself (e.g., by cutting or burning yourself, overdosing, 
or overusing alcohol or drugs) with the intention of hurting yourself?” 
with response options of “no”, “yes, once”, or “yes, more than once”. 
DSH was assessed instead of NSSI, regardless of suicidal intent and 
the inclusion of overdose. It has been suggested that adolescents’ 
perception of self-harm is more concordant with DSH.(2) The criteria 
for DSH were the same as those used in the CASE study.(24)

Upon an affirmative answer to DSH, respondents were asked about 
the time of the last episode, the methods used, where the episode 
took place, the reasons that motivated it, and whether they sought 
help. There was also an open-ended question to describe in their 
own words why they hurt themselves.

The final part of the questionnaire was about attitudes toward self-
harm and the adolescents’ opinions about these behaviors, with 
“agree”, “don’t know”, or “disagree” as possible answers. This was 
measured by the following questions: “Do you think people hurt 
themselves because they are alone or depressed?”, “...because they 
want attention?”, “…because they want to die?”, “…in the heat of 
the moment?”. This was followed by an open-ended question about 
what they thought should be done to improve quality of life and 
prevent DSH.

Data analysis
Responses were analyzed using descriptive statistics, followed by 

bivariate analysis to compare adolescents with and without DSH. 
Categorical variables were compared between groups using the 
Pearson chi-squared test, Fisher’s exact test, and Cramer’s V test. In 
addition, an ordinal regression model was used to examine factors 
that could be associated with an increased risk of DSH. Associations 
between self-harm and risk factors were estimated by calculating 
the adjusted odds ratio (aOR) with 95% confidence interval (CI). 
Statistical significance was defined as a p-value <0.05.

Analyses were conducted in the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences® (SPSS), v25.0.

RESULTS

Characteristics of the study population
A total of 159 valid responses were obtained from participants with 

a mean age of 15 years (standard deviation [SD] ±1.59) and female 
predominance (66.7%). Most families were nuclear (59.7%), followed 
by single-parent families (21.4%). Nearly 33% of participants had 
failed at least one grade in school. Nearly 30% had health problems, 
mainly allergies and asthma. Most adolescents expressed concerns 
about healthy eating and frequent exercise. Others showed risky 
behaviors: 23.3% had been under the influence of alcohol at least 
once in the past year, 3.8% smoked regularly, and 7.5% used drugs. 
More than a third (34.6%) had a poor sense of well-being. 

DSH patterns
The rate of DSH in the study population was 25.8% and was 

more common among female adolescents. Sixty-one percent of 
adolescents who engaged in DSH reported having done it more than 
once. The majority had cut themselves (70.7%), and almost half 
(41.5%) had used more than one method. Most had done it at home 
(70.7%) and were motivated by the urge to “escape from a terrible 
state of mind” (80.5%), and some said they “wanted to die” (56.1%). 
In addition, about 61% of these adolescents coped alone, and those 
who sought help did it by seeking peer support. Table 1 describes the 
characteristics of DSH in the study population.

Factors associated with DSH
No significant differences were found in gender distribution, age, 

family organization, or school retention according to DSH status 
(p>0.05). On the other hand, having health problems and not 
exercising were significantly more common in the DSH group, while 
never using illegal drugs, alcohol, or tobacco was more common in 
the non-DSH group (p>0.05). Almost half of adolescents with DSH 
(48.8%) had poor well-being, which was more frequent (although not 
statistically significant) than in the non-DSH group.

Negative life events were significantly more frequent in the DSH 
group. On bivariate analysis, the DSH group had significantly more 
difficulty making friends (51.2%, p=0.011) and more frequent 
conflicts with peers (58.5%, p<0.001), boyfriend/girlfriend (36.6%, 
p<0.001), or parents (46.3%, p=0.032). Similarly, the prevalence of 
DSH was higher among adolescents who were victims of bullying 
(73.2%, p<0.001) and who searched for ways to hurt themselves on 
the Internet (36.6%, p<0.001). A history of physical (22%, p=0.017) 
or sexual abuse (14.6%, p=0.010) was significantly associated with 
DSH. DSH was also more prevalent among adolescents who had 
someone close attempting suicide or self-harm (56.7%, p=0.001). No 
significant differences were found in the prevalence of DSH among 
adolescents whose parents were divorced, who had someone 
close die, or who had concerns about their sexuality. Compared to 



15

NASCER E CRESCER
BIRTH AND GROWTH MEDICAL JOURNAL

year 2024, vol 33, n.º 1

Table 1 - Characteristics of DSH in the study population 

n (total=41) %

Frequency
          Once
          More than once

16
25

39.0
61.0

Time of the last episode
          Last month
          Last year
          More than a year ago

8
16
17

19.5
39
41.5

Methods
          Cutting
          Drug overdose
          Burning
          Biting, scratching, or hitting
          Stabbing with a sharp object
          Taking large amounts of alcohol or illegal drugs
          More than one

29
8
1
20
1
5
17

70.7
19.5
2.4
48.8
2.4
12.2
41.5

Place
          School
          Home
          Public place
          Under the influence of alcohol or drugs

15
29
4
0

36.6
70.7
9.8
0.0

Seeking help
          Before
          After
          No help

6
12
25

14.6
29.3
61.0

Help from
          Parent/adult
          Peer
          Professional help
          Other

3
12
1
1

7.3
29.2
2.4
2.4

Reasons 
          I wanted to show how desperate I feel
          I wanted to die
          I wanted to punish myself
          I wanted to scare someone
          I wanted to get revenge on someone
          I wanted to get relief from a terrible state of mind
          I wanted to know if someone loved me
          I want to ask for attention

10
23
20
2
4
33
6
4

24.4
56.1
48.8
4.9
9.8
80.5
14.6
9.8

adolescents who did not engage in DSH, more adolescents engaging 
in DSH believed that people who engaged in this behavior wanted 
to die (53.7%, p<0.001) and disagreed that it was a call for attention 
(51.2%, p=0.019) . Table 2 shows the characteristics of adolescents 
who engaged in DSH compared to those who did not.

The results of the ordinal regression model are shown in Table 3. 
This analysis revealed that an increase in negative life events was 
associated with a 47.3% increase in the odds of engaging in DSH 
(aOR 1.473, CI 1.231-1.763; p<0.01). The odds of engaging in DSH 
were 64.4% lower among adolescents without health problems 

than among those with health problems (aOR 0.356, CI 0.13-0.969; 

p=0.04). Adolescents who had never used drugs were 91.3% less 

likely to engage in DSH than those who had (aOR 0.087, CI [0.012-

0.633], p=0.016). Finally, adolescents who had never exercised were 

four times more likely to engage in DSH than those who exercised 

more frequently (aOR 4.72, CI 1.053-21.158; p=0.04). It should 

be noted that in the latter case such a strong association may be 

questionable due to the moderately large standard error (0.765) of 

the aOR estimate.
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Table 2 - Characteristics of adolescents who engage vs. who do not engage in DSH 

No DSH (n=118) DSH (n=41) p-value

Mean age (years)
14.84 
± 1.62

15.04 ± 
1.49

NS

Female gender (%) 63.6 75.6 NS

Family organization
          Nuclear (%)
          Single-parent (%)
          Re-built (%)
          Other (%)

61.9
19.5
5.1
13.6

53.7
26.8
7.3
12.2

NS

School retention (%) 33.1 31.7 NS
Health problems (%) 22.0 48.8 0.002
Concerns about nutrition
          Never (%)
          Sometimes (%)
          Frequently (%)

7.6
52.5
39.0

7.3
48.8
43.9

NS

Concerns about exercise
          Never (%)
          Sometimes (%)
          Frequently (%)

7.6
44.1
47.5

24.4
34.1
41.5

0.03

Tobacco use
          Never (%)
          Quit smoking (%)
          Current smoker (%)

85.6
11.9
2.5

63.4
29.3
7.3

0.01

Alcohol
          Never been drunk (%)
          Been drunk in the last year (%)

82.2
17.8

61.0
39.0

0.006

Illegal drugs
          Never used (%)
          Used in the last year (%)

96.6
2.5

78.0
22.0

<0.001

Poor well-being (%) 29.7 48.8 NS
Difficulty making friends (%) 29.7 51.2 0.011
Conflicts with friends (%) 29.7 58.5 <0.001
Conflicts with boyfriend/girlfriend (%) 7.6 36.6 <0.001
Victim of bullying (%) 33.9 73.2 <0.001
Divorced parents (%) 30.5 34.1 NS
Conflicts with parents (%) 22.9 43.9 0.010
Conflicts between parents (%) 24.6 46.3 0.032
Death of someone close, serious illness or accident (%) 60.2 70.7 NS
Victim of physical violence (%) 7.6 22.0 0.017
Problems with police (%) 4.2 7.3 NS
Someone close committed suicide (%) 7.6 14.6 NS
Someone close tried to commit suicide or self-harm (%) 24.6 53.7 0.001
Looked online for ways to hurt themselves (%) 1.7 36.6 <0.001
Follow someone who self-harm on social media (%) 8.5 14.6 NS
Worries about sexual orientation (%) 13.6 24.4 NS
Victim of sexual abuse (%) 2.5 14.6 0.010
Agree with the following statement: Most young people who self-harm are alone and depressed (%) 59.3 61.0 NS
Agree with the following statement: Most young people who hurt themselves are driven by impulse (%) 32.2 36.6 NS
Agree with the following statement: Most young people who hurt themselves want to die (%) 16.9 53.7 <0.001
Disagree with the following statement: Most young people who hurt themselves are calling for attention (%) 25.4 51.2 0.019
Agree with the following statement: Most young people who hurt themselves can be helped not to do so (%) 86.4 75.6 NS

Data are presented as mean ± standard deviation. Categorical variables are presented as percentage and compared between groups using 
Pearson chi-squared test, Fisher’s exact test, and Cramer’s V test.
Abbreviations: NS, non-significant.
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Table 3 – Results of the ordinal regression model for adolescents who engage in DSH 

 aOR [95% CI] p-value

Negative life events 1.473 [1.231-1.763] <0.01

Health problems 0.356 [0.13-0.969] 0.04

Illegal drugs 0.087 [0.012-0.633] 0.016

Exercise 4.721 [1.053-21.158] 0.04

aOR, adjusted odds ratio; CI; confidence interval

The predictive capacity of the model was 78.1% and goodness-of-fit was not rejected at the usual significance levels (p=0.764).

DISCUSSION 

The prevalence of DSH among adolescents in this study was 
25.8%, a finding that is consistent with data in the literature: the 
CASE and Saving and Empowering Young Lives in Europe (SEYLE) 
studies, two of the largest and most important studies in this 
area, reported a prevalence of DSH among adolescents of 17.8% 
and 27.6%, respectively.(24,26) A recent meta-analysis of DSH found 
that lifetime estimates of DSH in 12-20 year olds ranged from 5.5 
to 30.7% across 20 studies.(11) Overall estimated prevalence rates 
in community and clinical settings vary between 7% and 60%.(1,8) In 
Portugal, a community sample of 1713 adolescents aged 12-20 years 
in Lisbon reported 7.3% self-harm.(27) A major reason for the variation 
in prevalence estimates may be the heterogeneity of terminology 
and definitions used to describe self-harm and the diversity of tools 
used to assess the phenomenon.(11) DSH, NSSI, and suicide have been 
erroneously used interchangeably.

According to a review of longitudinal studies, DSH typically occurs 
between the ages of 14 and 16 years, and girls are most affected, 

which is consistent with the findings of this study.(11,28) However, no 
statistically significant difference between genders was found in the 
present study, a finding that seems to contradict previous research 
suggesting that girls are more likely to self-harm than boys.(4,11,14,29-31)

Consistent with other studies, self-cutting was the most common 
method of DSH, followed by biting, scratching, and hitting.(14,24) Less 
common methods of DSH were drug overdose, burns, and use of 
large amounts of alcohol or illegal drugs. 

Regarding help-seeking, the prevalence rates found in this study 
were similar to those previously reported.(13) Most adolescents had 
not sought help before or after engaging in DSH. DSH is a hidden 
problem, and Crouch’s study had already highlighted secrecy as 
a hallmark. In addition, one of the DSH respondents in that study 
expressed hatred for the “attention seekers”.(32) Once help is sought, 
peers are the most sought after. Thus, the peer selection group 
hypothesis postulates that adolescents who engage in DSH are likely 
to select friends who share the same vulnerabilities, thus exposing 
them to this behavior.(33) This suggests the need for programs that 

can assist and empower adolescents to support peers who self-
harm.(11)

Consistent with previous findings, the two most commonly cited 
reasons for DSH in this study were “to get relief from a terrible 
state of mind” or “to want to die”.(24,31) The literature describes four 
functions of DSH (intrapersonal and interpersonal processes that can 
be positively and negatively reinforced), while the findings of this 
study suggest that autonomic negative reinforcement is the most 
commonly used.(1,14) This behavior can be used as a coping strategy 
and quickly progress to more aggressive methods (e.g., suicide) when 
DSH fails to achieve the desired outcomes.(28) In their own words, 
adolescents in this study self-harmed because “I felt apart from 
others”, “no one would miss me”, “I didn’t feel good about myself”, “I 
was in a bad place”, “I felt empty”. Conversely, a positive intrapersonal 
response was also obtained: “I self-harmed to be relieved of stress”. 
These results suggest that avoiding unwanted internal states may 
be more desirable than inducing positive states, and that the social 
environment plays an important role in DSH. Shen et al.(34) showed 
that positive social reinforcement was higher in males and served as 
a powerful form of communication to signal psychological distress 
and avoid abandonment or seek understanding.

Assessment of DSH patterns may provide a brief window of 
opportunity to intervene and mitigate the consequences of 
these acts. Consistent with other findings, a high percentage of 
adolescents used more than one method and did so more than once. 
Research suggests that the earlier and longer one engages in DSH, 
the more likely there will be an increase in the frequency, versatility, 
and severity of co-occurring psychopathology and suicide.(28,30) 
Adolescents who began self-harming at or before age 12 and who 
self-cut in hidden places reported a significantly greater tendency 
toward chronic, severe, and long-lasting conditions.(4,12,35)

The association between depression and DSH has been well studied 
and reported in many studies.(14,29) Contrary to expectation, no 
significant difference in poor well-being was found between the DSH 
and non-DSH groups (48.8% vs. 29.7%; p>0.05). This may be partly 
explained by the small sample size. Nevertheless, a high percentage 
of poor well-being was observed in the overall study sample and 
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regardless of DSH, which should not be overlooked, as depression 
is the ninth leading cause of illness and disability in adolescents.(36)

On the other hand, previous reports have shown that peer 
relationships, family conflicts, and academic stressors play a key role 
in determining DSH.(4,7,31) Poor academic functioning and inconsistent 
school attendance are early signs of emerging or existing mental 
health problems during childhood and adolescence.(14) In addition, 
poor family relationships, reduced parental involvement, and poor 
perceived family support predict DSH.(3,14) There is also evidence of 
a bidirectional relationship between parental rejection and DSH, 
because when parents learn of their children’s DSH, they become 
overwhelmed with guilt and doubt about their care abilities, with 
a tendency to reject their children even more, leading to persistent 
behavior.(37,38)  Although no significant association was found in this 
study between DSH and school retention, a higher percentage of 
DSH was found in adolescents who were victims of bullying or had 
frequent conflicts with parents or peers. This is in line with other 
findings showing that reducing family conflict, addressing peer 
victimization and bullying, and strengthening school support and 
community belonging predict well-being and are considered strong 
protective factors for DSH among adolescents.(23,39)

A robust body of evidence supports the existence of an association 
between social media and DSH, although its complexity and causality 
are not well established.(19,40) This study showed a high prevalence of 
DSH among adolescents using the Internet to facilitate this behavior. 
Parental control of Internet use can play an important role in 
preventing Internet addiction and access to self-harming content.(41)

Some research suggests that stressful life events alone are rarely 
sufficient to elicit a suicide attempt. It is the accumulation of stressful 
life events with vulnerability factors that appears to increase the 
likelihood of DSH.(7,23) A vicious cycle occurs when engagement in 
DSH predicts subsequent increase in stressful events.(3,14) This study 
findings support this hypothesis, showing a 47% increased risk of 
DSH when negative life events are reported. 

Previous findings have reported a high prevalence of DSH with risk-
taking behaviors.(35) Drug and alcohol misuse are associated with 
increased impulsivity, psychological distress, and thoughts turning 
into actions.(7,14) In the present study, regression analysis showed that 
adolescents who did not use drugs were less likely to engage in DSH. 
Study results also showed a lower rate of DSH in healthy adolescents, 
suggesting that the disease may be perceived as overwhelming and 
difficult to cope with, predisposing adolescents to DSH.

Overall, it has been suggested that people use DSH as a maladaptive 
strategy to cope with their affective and social experiences resulting 
from stressful events.(6) This study highlighted the protective effects 
of positive lifestyles in reducing DSH. In fact, previous findings have 
shown that high self-worth, high social self-competence, high use of 
adaptive coping, and resilience are associated with less severe impact 
of negative life events and consequently less DSH in adolescence.(3,21)

This study aimed to investigate key factors for identifying individuals 
at risk of DSH and to develop better screening and intervention 

strategies to prevent rather than treat DSH within a multidimensional 
and holistic approach.

The study findings should be interpreted in the context of intrinsic 
limitations that should be acknowledged. The differences in 
methodology, age range of participants, sociodemographic factors, 
and definitions used in the different studies make comparisons 
difficult. Future research should encourage the use of a standardized 
definition and tool to assess DSH. On the other hand, the study 
evaluated a small clinical sample, and its single-center nature limits 
the generalizability of the findings. Future research may replicate the 
current study in other geographic areas of the community to help 
strengthen the model. Another limitation is the possible response 
bias associated with the use of a self-reported questionnaire. Finally, 
methodological features such as the cross-sectional nature of the 
study preclude conclusions about causality. 

CONCLUSION	

The present study provided insight into DSH. Although common, it is 
often a hidden problem that needs to be addressed with appropriate 
care and support. Negative life events and conflicts with peers and 
family were strongly associated with DSH, whereas exercise and 
non-drug use appeared to be protective factors. Awareness of the 
extent of the problem and identification of those most at risk are 
critical to prevent negative consequences of distress and discomfort 
for adolescents. Given the complexity of DSH, health professionals 
should know the functions of this behavior in order to understand 
it, identify potential treatment targets, and develop effective 
approaches. The key message from these findings is that much more 
attention needs to be paid to adolescents with DSH, and discussion 
and awareness of this problem should be promoted. 

AUTHORSHIP

Joana Mendes: Conceptualization; Methodology; Investigation; 
Visualization; Writing – original draft; Writing – review & editing

Miguel Martins: Investigation; Formal Analysis; Writing – review & 
editing

Isabel Azevedo: Investigation; Writing – review & editing
Sofia Ferreira: Conceptualization; Methodology; Investigation; 

Project administration; Writing – review & editing
Pedro Patrício: Methodology; Formal Analysis; Writing – review & 

editing

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors acknowledge all adolescents and caregivers who 
participated in this study.



19

NASCER E CRESCER
BIRTH AND GROWTH MEDICAL JOURNAL

year 2024, vol 33, n.º 1

REFERENCES

1.	 Brown RC, Plener PL. Non-suicidal Self-Injury in Adolescence. 
Curr Psychiatry Rep. 2017;19(3):1–8. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11920-017-0767-9.

2.	 Guerreiro DF, Sampaio D. Comportamentos autolesivos em 
adolescentes: uma revisão da literatura com foco na investigação 
em língua portuguesa. Rev Port Saúde Pública. 2013;31(2):213–
22. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.rpsp.2013.05.001.

3.	 Victor SE, Hipwell AE, Stepp SD, Scott LN. Parent and peer 
relationships as longitudinal predictors of adolescent non-
suicidal self-injury onset. Child Adolesc Psychiatry Ment Health. 
2019;13(1):1–13. https://doi.org/10.1186/s13034-018-0261-0.

4.	 Vega D, Sintes A, Fernández M, Puntí J, Soler J, Santamarina P, et 
al. Revisión y actualización de la autolesión no suicida: ¿quién, 
cómo y por qué? Actas Españolas Psiquiatr. 2018;46(4):155. 
https://bit.ly/3p0IVH5.

5.	 Halicka J, Kiejna A. Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) and suicidal: 
Criteria differentiation. Adv Clin Exp Med. 2018;27(2):257–61. 
https://doi.org/10.17219/acem/66353. 

6.	 Esposito C, Bacchini D, Affuso G. Adolescent non-suicidal 
self-injury and its relationships with school bullying and 
peer rejection. Psychiatry Res. 2019;274:1–6. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.psychres.2019.02.018.

7.	 Carballo JJ, Llorente C, Kehrmann L, Flamarique I, Zuddas A, 
Purper-Ouakil D, et al. Psychosocial risk factors for suicidality 
in children and adolescents. Eur Child Adolesc Psychiatry. 
2020;29(6):759–76. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-018-
01270-9.

8.	 Palmer C, Connor C, Channa S, Lavis A, Leung N, Parsons N, et al. 
The Development of First-Episode Direct Self-Injurious Behavior 
and Association with Difficulties in Emotional Regulation in 
Adolescence. Suicide Life-Threatening Behav. 2019;49(5):1266–
80. https://doi.org/10.1111/sltb.12512.

9.	 Lim KS, Wong CH, McIntyre RS, Wang J, Zhang Z, Tran BX, et al. 
Global lifetime and 12-month prevalence of suicidal behavior, 
deliberate self-harm and non-suicidal self-injury in children 
and adolescents between 1989 and 2018: A meta-analysis. 
Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2019;16(22). https://doi.
org/10.3390/ijerph16224581.

10.	 Matos M. A Saúde dos Adolescentes Portugueses Após a 
Recessão. Heal Behav Sch - Aged Child. 2018;62. http://
aventurasocial.com/publicacoes/publicacao_1545534554.pdf.

11.	 Gillies D, Christou MA, Dixon AC, Featherston OJ, Rapti I, Garcia-
Anguita A, et al. Prevalence and Characteristics of Self-Harm in 
Adolescents: Meta-Analyses of Community-Based Studies 1990–
2015. J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry. 2018;57(10):733–741. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2018.06.018.

12.	 Kiekens G, Hasking P, Boyes M, Claes L, Mortier P, Auerbach 
RP, et al. The associations between non-suicidal self-injury and 
first onset suicidal thoughts and behaviors. J Affect Disord. 

2018;239:171–179. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.06.033.
13.	 Agüero G, Medina V, Obradovich G, Berner E. Self-injurious 

behaviors among adolescents. A qualitative study of 
characteristics, meanings, and contexts. Arch Argent Pediatr. 
2018;116(6):394–401. https://doi.org/10.5546/aap.2018.
eng.394.

14.	 Bježančević M, Groznica Hržić I, Dodig-Ćurković K. Self-Injury in 
Adolescents: A Five-Year Study of Characteristics and Trends. 
Psychiatr Danub. 2019;31(4):413–20. https://doi.org/10.24869/
psyd.2019.413.

15.	 World Health Organization. Suicide [Fact sheets]. 2019. https://
www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/suicide. 

16.	 Calati R, Ferrari C, Brittner M, Oasi O, Olié E, Carvalho AF, et al. 
Suicidal thoughts and behaviors and social isolation: A narrative 
review of the literature. J Affect Disord. 2019;245:653–67. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.11.022.

17.	 Plener PL, Kaess M, Schmahl C, Pollak S, Fegert JM, 
Brown RC. Non-suicidal self-injury in adolescents. Dtsch 
Arztebl Int. 2018;115(3):23–30. https://doi.org/10.3238/
arztebl.2018.0023.

18.	 Cullen KR, Schreiner MW, Klimes-Dougan B. The Neural Basis of 
Social Evaluation in Adolescents with Non-Suicidal Self-Injury. 
EClinicalMedicine. 2019;13:6–7. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
eclinm.2019.08.002.

19.	 Belfort EL, Miller L. Relationship Between Adolescent Suicidality, 
Self-Injury, and Media Habits. Child Adolesc Psychiatr Clin N Am. 
2018;27(2):159–69. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chc.2017.11.004.

20.	 Marchant A, Hawton K, Stewart A, Montgomery P, Singaravelu 
V, Lloyd K, et al. A systematic review of the relationship between 
internet use, self-harm and suicidal behaviour in young people: 
The good, the bad and the unknown. PLoS One. 2017;12(8):1–
26. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0181722.

21.	 Yaacob SN, Yuin FJ, Hasbullah M, Arshat Z, Juhari R. Negative life 
events and mental health problem: The importance of coping 
strategy. Pertanika J Soc Sci Humanit. 2019;27(S1):77–87. 

22.	 Macrynikola N, Miranda R, Soffer A. Social connectedness, 
stressful life events, and self-injurious thoughts and behaviors 
among young adults. Compr Psychiatry. 2018;80:140–9. http://
doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2017.09.008.

23.	 Clarke S, Allerhand LA, Berk MS. Recent advances in 
understanding and managing self-harm in adolescents. 
F1000Research. 2019;8:1–12. https://doi.org/10.12688/
f1000research.19868.1.

24.	 Madge N, Hewitt A, Hawton K, Wilde EJ De, Corcoran P, Fekete 
S, et al. Deliberate self-harm within an international community 
sample of young people: Comparative findings from the Child 
& Adolescent Self-harm in Europe (CASE) Study. J Child Psychol 
Psychiatry Allied Discip. 2008;49(6):667–77. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2008.01879.x.

25.	 Psychiatric Research Unit. The World Health Organisation - 
Five Well-Being Index (WHO-5). 1998. https://www.psykiatri-



NASCER E CRESCER
BIRTH AND GROWTH MEDICAL JOURNAL
year 2024, vol 33, n.º 1

20

regionh.dk/who-5/Documents/WHO5_Portuguese.pdf.
26.	 Brunner R, Kaess M, Parzer P, Fischer G, Carli V, Hoven CW, et al. 

Life-time prevalence and psychosocial correlates of adolescent 
direct self-injurious behavior: A comparative study of findings in 
11 European countries. J Child Psychol Psychiatry Allied Discip. 
2014;55(4):337–48. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12166.

27.	 Guerreiro DF, Sampaio D, Figueira ML, Madge N. Self-Harm 
in Adolescents: A Self-Report Survey in Schools from Lisbon, 
Portugal. Arch Suicide Res. 2017;21(1):83–99. https://doi.org/
10.1080/13811118.2015.1004480.

28.	 Muehlenkamp JJ, Xhunga N, Brausch AM. Self-injury Age of 
Onset: A Risk Factor for NSSI Severity and Suicidal Behavior. Arch 
Suicide Res. 2019;23(4):551–63. https://doi.org/10.1080/13811
118.2018.1486252.

29.	 Monto MA, McRee N, Deryck FS. Nonsuicidal self-Injury 
among a representative sample of US adolescents, 2015. Am 
J Public Health. 2018;108(8):1042–8. https://doi.org/10.2105/
AJPH.2018.304470.

30.	 Olfson M, Wall M, Wang S, Crystal S, Bridge JA, Liu SM, et al. 
Suicide after deliberate self-harm in adolescents and young 
adults. Pediatrics. 2018;141(4). https://doi.org/10.1542/
peds.2017-3517.

31.	 O’Connor RC, Rasmussen S, Miles J, Hawton K. Self-harm in 
adolescents: Self-report survey in schools in Scotland. Br J 
Psychiatry. 2009;194(1):68–72. https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.
bp.107.047704.

32.	 Crouch W, Wright J. Deliberate Self-Harm at an 
Adolescent Unit: A Qualitative Investigation. Clin Child 
Psychol Psychiatry. 2004;9(2):185–204. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1359104504041918.

33.	 Martínez-Ferrer B, Stattin H. Self-harm, depressive mood, and 
belonging to a subculture in adolescence. J Adolesc. 2019;76:12-
9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2019.08.003. 

34.	 Shen Y, Hu Y, Zhou Y, Fan X. Non-suicidal self-injury function: 
prevalence in adolescents with depression and its associations 
with non-suicidal self-injury severity, duration and suicide. 
Front Psychiatry. 2023;14(June):1–9. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyt.2023.1188327.

35.	 Ghinea D, Koenig J, Parzer P, Brunner R, Carli V, Hoven CW, et 
al. Longitudinal development of risk-taking and self-injurious 
behavior in association with late adolescent borderline 
personality disorder symptoms. Psychiatry Res. 2019;273:127–
33. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2019.01.010.

36.	 World Health Organization. Adolescent DALYs – top 20 causes 
(global and regions) [Data portal]. (n.d.). https://www.who.
int/data/maternal-newborn-child-adolescent-ageing/indicator-
explorer-new/mca/adolescent-dalys---top-20-causes-(global-
and-regions). 

37.	 Zhu J, Chen Y, Su B. Non-suicidal self-injury in adolescence: 
Longitudinal evidence of recursive associations with adolescent 
depression and parental rejection. J Adolesc. 2020;84:36-44. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2020.08.002.
38.	 Waals L, Baetens I, Rober P, Lewis S, Van Parys H, Goethals ER, 

et al. The NSSI Family Distress Cascade Theory. Child Adolesc 
Psychiatry Ment Health. 2018;12:52. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s13034-018-0259-7.

39.	 Ross-Reed DE, Reno J, Peñaloza L, Green D, FitzGerald C. Family, 
School, and Peer Support Are Associated With Rates of Violence 
Victimization and Self-Harm Among Gender Minority and 
Cisgender Youth. J Adolesc Heal. 2019;65(6):776–83. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.07.013.

40.	 Nguyen HTL, Nakamura K, Seino K, Vo VT. Relationships among 
cyberbullying, parental attitudes, self-harm and suicidal 
behavior among adolescents: Results from a school-based 
survey in Vietnam. BMC Public Health. 2020;20(1):1–9. https://
doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-08500-3.

41.	 Martins MV, Formiga A, Santos C, Sousa D, Resende C, 
Campos R, et al. Adolescent internet addiction – role of 
parental control and adolescent behaviours. Int J Pediatr 
Adolesc Med. 2020;7(3):116–20. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijpam.2019.12.003.

CORRESPONDENCE TO 
Joana Mendes
Department of Pediatrics
Unidade Local de Saúde Cova da Beira
Alameda Pêro da Covilhã
6200-251 Covilhã 
Email: joanapereiramendes92@gmail.com

Received for publication: 09.02.2023
Accepted in revised form: 21.09.2023


