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INTRODUCTION
Non-suicidal self-injurious behaviour (NSSI) refers to socially unaccepted, intentional, and direct injury of one’s own body tissue without suicidal
intent. NSSI is highly prevalent in youth. Rates vary from 12 to 21% in community samples and from 30 to 60% in clinical samples depending on 
the definition, the sample, and research method used. Yet despite the high prevalence, NSSI is little understood: “Why is it that adolescents engage
in NSSI, opposed to other coping behaviours?” The aim of this study was to investigate why adolescents injure themselves by investigating the
relationship between the functions of NSSI and how functions of the NSSI relate to help-seeking behaviour. 

METHOD

Instruments

Functions NSSI

1,492 adolescents (81.70% female and 18.30% male) between 12 and 18 years were recruited via online advertisement to 
complete a survey. The mean age of the selected sample was 15 years (SD= 1.63). In total, 219 of them reported lifetime 
prevalence of at least one type of NSSI. This makes the lifetime prevalence of NSSI 14.68% in this sample.

The Dutch version of the Children and Adolescent Self-harm in Europe-questionnaire (CASE; DeWilde, 2005; Madge et al., 
2008; Portszky et al., 2008) was used, which assesses NSSI along with sociodemographic features, functions and help-
seeking behaviours.    

RESULTS

Factor analysis

	 	 DISCUSSION:

Confirming Klonsky (2007), results show that emotion regulation is the most common reason for NSSI, namely 
‘stopping negative thoughts or feelings’ and ‘self-punishment’. On the factor-level of the functions, we can see two 
components, namely inter- and intrapersonal functions. This confirms the factor model of Nock and Cha (2009). No 
gender differences are found. ‘To give a signal to the outside world of their NSSI’ is significantly positively correlated 
with intrapersonal functions. The clinical implications of these findings include designing preventions that address 
emotion regulation and communication skills. Interventions should focus upon functionality in order to decrease self-
injury. 

Functions	 	 	 	 	 Interpersonal	 	 Intrapersonal
Show desperation	 	 	 	 	 0.79		 	 0.30
To get attention	 	 	 	 	 0.78		 	 0.19
Scare somebody	 	 	 	 	 0.78		 	 0.13
To see if somebody loves him/her	 	 0.70		 	 0.48
Get back at somebody	 	 	 	 0.62		 	 0.41
Stopping negative thoughts/feelings	 0.31		 	 0.84
Wish to die	 	 	 	 	 	 0.21		 	 0.77	
Self-punishment	 	 	 	 	 0.33		 	 0.75

(Nock & Cha, 2009)

Help-seeking

Functions   Total       Female  Male       Chi²      Df    P
                                            %            %           %
Stop negative thoughts	 66.67      67.18      61.11      0.27      1      0.60 
Self-punishment	 	 57.48      59.18      38.89      2.78      1      0.09 
See who loves him/her 	 33.18      34.72      16.67      2.42      1      0.12
Scare somebody	 	 15.96      16.49      10.53      0.46      1      0.50
Show desperation	 	 27.57      28.06      22.22      0.28      1      0.60
Wish to die	          	 22.54      22.05      27.78      0.31      1      0.58
To get attention	 	 17.29      17.86      11.11      0.53      1      0.47
Get back at somebody	 28.24      29.08      20.00      0.74      1      0.39

        Signal	 	 Help
Intrapersonal function	 	 	 	 0.21*	 	  0.03	

Interpersonal function	 	 	 	 0.12		 	 -0.01

Procedure In the spring of 2007 an advertisement with a link to an online self report questionnaire was published on eight popular 
Flemish youth websites. The advertisement did not contain any specification of the aim of the study (e.g., NSSI was not 
mentioned as being the focus of the study). Interested participants could select the link, which directed them to the online 
questionnaire. All data were directly encrypted to and saved on a hidden, secured database housed within the University 
network. 

Participants

To examine whether functions were significantly different between boys and girls, the Pearson Chi Square test statistic was 
used. Principal axis factoring with oblimin rotation was used to investigate the structure of the function questionnaire. An 
eigenvalue higher than 1 was used to determine the number of factors. The Pearson correlation was used to examine the 
correlations between help-seeking behaviour and functionality.

Overall, the most commonly endorsed functions for NSSI were 
‘stopping negative thoughts/feelings’ and ‘self-punishment’. NSSI also 
has strong interpersonal functions in at least a third of the cases (e.g., 
‘to see if somebody loves him/her’). With regard to gender, we found 
no significant differences in the proportion of girls and boys endorsing 
the separate functions. 

Analyses

(Klonsky, 2007)

Two factors were retained with an eigenvalue higher than 1. The first 
factor contains interpersonal functions (social functions); the second 
factor consists of the intrapersonal functions (automatic functions). This 
distinction confirms the function model of Nock and Cha (2009). There 
are no gender differences on factor level (Mgirls= 0.25 ; SD= 0.29; Mboys= 
0.13; SD= 0.19; t (1, N=219)= 2.91; p=.09).
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The component Signal is short for ‘to give a signal to the outside world’ 
and Help is ‘to seek/receive professional help’. We found a strong 
positive correlation between SIGNAL and intrapersonal functions, 
meaning that the stronger the intrapersonal function, the greater the 
likelihood of signalling the outside world. 

*p≤0.01


