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Self-injury! Why it calls for our attention?



Rates of Non-Suicidal Self-Injury in Adolescents

Outside Korea In Korea

Based on 53 research results on self-injury from 

1998 to 2016

Based on results from investigation of dynamics into 4,057 

students (elementary, middle & high school) in four major 

areas (Seoul, Goyang, Daegu & Jeju) from Sep. 2016 to Dec. 

2017

In the research targeted for girls in middle 

school, 103 out of 491 reported incidents of 

NSSI

244 out of 680 adolescents (middle & high 

school) reported incidents of NSSI
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Rates of Non-Suicidal Self-Injury in Adolescents

It’s on the rise every year. 
Adolescents’ self injury is 
getting ever more serious.

To the question “I have inflicted self-injury before” the answers 
have been graded and averaged as follows: (Not at all = 0) 
(Yes, a little = 1) (Yes I have = 2) (Yes a lot = 3)

High 

school 

students

Middle 

school 

students

(Based on the comprehensive analytical report 
issued by the Ministry of Education in 2019)



Jung KY et al. JKMS. 2018

Rates of Hospital ER Presentation for Self-Injury



Olfson M et al. Pediatrics 2018

365-Day Cumulative Rates of Self-Harm in Adolescents 
and Young Adults after their First Self-Harm Incidents
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Negative Impacts of Non-Suicidal Self-Injury

Physical risks Social risks Mental risks

• physical tissue damage 
• higher infection risk
• scar

• academic loss (lowered 
performances)

• relationship loss (taunt, 
bullying)

• inducing negative responses 
and shock to parents and 
people around them

• depression & anxiety 
• guilt, shame & stress
• increased vulnerability
• reduced self-esteem
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Risks of nssi : Psychiatric Issues

Depression, 
anxiety

Venting anger, 
delinquent behavior

Substance use

Eating disorder, depression disorder, anxiety disorder, substance abuse, PTSD, personality 

disorder
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Risks of NSSI : Suicide

Whether self-injury behavior 

is repeated or not

Whether suicidal intent is indicated or 
not for middle and high school 
students showing self-injury behaviors

Repeated Suicidal intent 
indicated

Non-suicidal self-injury is different from suicidal attempt, 
but long-term, repeated attempts of NSSI may lead to 
suicide.



Self-Injury, Non-Suicidal Self-Injury



Non-Suicidal Self-injury: NSSI(비자살적 자해)

Suicide ideation(자살사고)

Aborted suicide attempt(중단한 자살시도) 

Disrupted suicide attempt(중단된 자살시도)

Completed suicide(자살사망)

Posner K. et al, 2015

Suicidal Behavior Spectrum



Self-injury, self-harm, NSSI

Definition

 Intentionally

 Self-inflicted

 Harmful behaviors of low fatality which are not socially acceptable

 Performed to reduced mental suffering or to communicate 

NON-SUICIDAL SELF-INJURY



NON-SUICIDAL SELF INJURY (DSM5)

A. Deliberately harming one’s own body, for the past 5 days or a year to

inflict bleeding, wounds and pain (ex: cutting, burning, excessive rubbing).

This results from an intent to inflict self-harm of slight or moderate physical

damage.

(In short, no suicidal intent)

※ Note: No intent of suicide has been reported by an individual. Or one is assumed to hav
e known that repeated self-injury won’t lead to death or to learn this at some point in the
course of repeated self-harm attempts.

B. One inflicts self-injury under one or more expectations from the following:  

1. To get sense of relief from negative feelings or negative cognitive state

2. To resolve difficult relationships
3. To induce positive mood

※ Note: One experiences desired responses or sense of relief during or after self-injury    
behaviors. One may also show behavior pattern suggesting dependence on repeated self-
injury behaviors.



C. Deliberate self-injury is attempted in connection with at least one of the following.

1. Relationship difficulties or negative feelings or thoughts such as depression, anxiety, 
anger, generalized suffering, and self-abasement arise immediately before the self-injury 
behaviors

2. Before self-injury behaviors, there is a period one is occupied with intended behaviors, 
which is hard to control.

3. One frequently thinks of self-injury even when they don’t inflict self-injury

D. Most behaviors are not socially acceptable (ex. Body piercing, tattoo, part of religious or 
cultural rituals) and are not limited to removing scabs or biting nails

E. One’s behaviors and their impacts bring about clinically significant suffering or 
disturbance in their relationship, academic performance or other important functional 
domain.

F. Self-injury behaviors are not limited to  the periods of psychotic episodes, substance 
addiction or substance withdrawl. For individuals with neurodevelopmental disorder self-
injury does not appear as part of repeated stereotypy. Self-injury behaviors is not better 
explained with other psychosis or medical condition. (ex: psychotic disorder, autism 
spectrum disorder, intellectual disabilities,  Lesch Nyhan syndrome, stereotypic movement 
disorder accompanied by self-injury, trichotillomania, skin picking disorder)

NON-SUICIDAL SELF INJURY (DSM5)



Self-Injury vs Suicide

Self-injury and attempted suicide must be distinguished as approaches 
to them, treatments and prevention are different.

Suicidal intent & lethality
are most critical point of 

differentiation.



• Self-injury and attempted suicide must be distinguished as their 
approaches, treatments and preventions are different.

• Suicidal intent and degree of fatality are critical  factors in differentiation

Self-Injury vs Suicide



Why does one self-harm?
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Reasons of Non-Suicidal Self-Injury

• High academic stress
• For temporary relief from unbearable, strong

emotional pain
• To avoid numb and empty feelings
• To punish oneself
• To make others feel sense of guilt and thereby

change their behaviors
• To hang out with self-harming friends
• To let others know one’s pain

(to draw attention - under 4%)
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Adolescents 
say?

“When I self-harm, my distressing, complex
thoughts seem to subside.”
“I hate numb feelings. When I self-harm, I can
feel being alive again.”
“When I self-harm, I seem to be released from
irritation and anxiety.”

Before their attempts of self-injury, they had somehow very
difficult emotions.
And they initiate their own effort to resolve these in an
unhealthy manner.



Remove or reduce 
negative emotional 
or cognitive state

Why does one self-harm?

Avoid relationship needs
Run away from social 

circumstances

Create or increase 
positive emotional 
or internal state

Attention & support 
from people 

around them

automatic

social

negative positive

The Four-Function Model of NSSI (Nock, Prinstein. 2004)



Jacobson, C. M., & Batejan, K.(2014). Comprehensive theoretical models of nonsuicidal
self injury. In M. K. Nock(Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Suicide and Self-injury. P. 317

Integrated theory model

genetics
• high emotiona

l reaction : abno
rmal biology

Environment
• ch i l dhood  abuse
• hos t i l i t y / j udgmen t  

o f  f am i l y
• ch i l dhood  sepa ra t i
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Vulnerabil ity withi
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Relationship vulne
rabil ity
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Stress Response

Stress-inducing ev
ents
• h igh  a le r tness

• l ow a le r tness

• soc ia l  demand

s  hard  to  cope 

wi th  due to  s t r

ess  even ts

Vulnerability to
Self-injury 

• soc i a l  l ea rn i ng  the

o ry

• se l f - pun ishment  th

eo ry

• soc i a l  s i gna l  t heo r

y

• p ragm a t i sm theo ry

• pa i n  l oss / t ranqu i l i
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• i m p l i c i t  i den t i f i ca t i

on  theo ry

Automatic reinf
orcement
Reduced negative e
motion
Increased positive e
motion

Social reinfor
cement

Increase 
of negativ
e emotion

Adjacent risk factors

WHY SELF-HARM?

NSSI



WHY SELF-HARM?

https://patchingcracks.com/category/addiction/


원승희 . 2018

• Self -harming adolesce

nts have lower toleranc

e of  stress due to their  

higher vulnerabi l i ty to 

stress

• They can’t f ind proper c

oping strategies and att

empt to resolve menta l

pain from self - in jury.

WHY SELF-HARM?

Negative 
emotions

Affect 
control 
difficulty

Suicide 
impulse

Negative 
emotions

self-esteem
depression

Vulnerble
to stress

stress

SI

Vicious 
cycle of 

self-injury



How to Intervene?
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Negative
emotion

Affect 
control 
difficulty

SI imp
ulse

Negative 
emotion

Self-esteem, 
depression

stress

Self-Injury Intervention: Existing Treatment

Alternstive
action

Vulnerable 

to stress

Vicious 
cycle of 

self-
injury

SI
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Negative
emotion

Affect 
control 
difficulty

SI imp
ulse

Negative 
emotion

Self-esteem, 
depression

stress

Alternstive
action

Vulnerable 

to stress

Vicious 
cycle of 

self-
injury

SI

Multi-Dimensional Intervention Needed



Pause



Space

“ Between stimulus and response

there is a space. In that space is our
power to choose our response. In
our response lies our growth and our
freedom.”

Viktor Emil Frankl (1905 – 1997)







Pause

Awareness &
alternative 
choices



Negative
emotion

Affect 
control 
difficulty

SI imp
ulse

Negative 
emotion

Self-esteem, 
depression

stress
Vulnerable 

to stress

Vicious 
cycle of 

self-
injury

SI

Self-Injury Intervention: Role of Meditation



Benefits of Mindfulness

 Increased attention regulation

 Increased awareness

 Increased acceptance of thoughts and emotions

 Increased cognitive regulation

 Increased emotional regulation
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affect regulation 
difficulty

Upbringing 
Environment

anxiety, depression 
impulse

Self-
abasement academic stress

social support

self-

acceptance learning 
alternative 

skills

life purpose recognition of the 
severity of 
wounds

Risk Factors & Protective Factors for Adolescents 
Inflicting NSSI



Pause

Recognize
Accept

+ α



Mindfulness-Based Therapy



Mindfulness-Based Therapy

• Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT)

• Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT)

• Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)

• Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)
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Inappropriate response

No sympathy Takes long time to 

return to stable 

mental state

big response to small stimulus

sensitive to stimulus

Invalidation 

environment

emotional 

sensitivity

Emotional Regulation and Emotional Weakness



DBT Treatment Targets

• Client: not coming to sessions, deficient capacity to work or rejection to 
work, excessive demands, disturb other clients, no respect for the 
limitations of therapists, demoralizing or demotivating therapists

• Therapist: Dwelling on one extreme, disrespectful behavior to clients

• Severe mental disorder: mood or anxiety disorder, 
substance abuse, eating disorder, symptoms of psychosis 
or dissociation

Quality of life 

behaviors 

4. Skills acquisition

2. Therapy-interfering 

behaviors

1. Life-threatening 

behaviors







Compassion Cultivation Training



Compassion Cultivation Training Program

Cognitively Based Compassion Training (L. T. Negi, 2004)

Cultivating Emotional Balance (P. Ekman, A. Wallace, M. Greenberg, and R.

Davidson, 2000)

Compassion Cultivation Training (T. Jinpa, 2009)

Mindful Self-Compassion (C. Neff & C. Germer, 2013)

Compassion-Focused Therapy (P. Gilbert, 2014)

Others



















Being With Dying Programme (J. Halifax, 2013)

The ReSource Training Protocol(T. Singer, 2013)

ACT Self compassion (Yadavaia, 2014)

J.N. Kirby. Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice (2017), 90, 432 – 455
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Summary
Intervention for Self-Injury Behavior: 

Roles of Meditation

SI impulse

Self-
esteem

Depression

Negative 
emotion

Stress-
prone

stress

SI

Negative 
emotion

Affect 
regulation 
difficult

SI impulse

Self-
esteem

depression

Negative      
emotion

Stress-
prone

stress

SI

Negative 
emotion

Affect 
regulation 
difficult

Vicious 

cycle of 

self-

injury

Vicious 

cycle of 

self-

injury


