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Resum
Les autolesions no suïcides (ANS) en adolescents estan 
augmentant com a mecanisme d'afrontament de les emocions 
negatives. En aquest treball els nostres objectius són conèixer 
la perspectiva dels professionals de la salut i la intervenció 
social sobre si les xarxes socials són un factor de risc per al 
desenvolupament d'autolesions i el rol de la família pel que 
fa al benestar emocional del menor. S'han fet 19 entrevistes 
a experts sanitaris i del treball/l'educació social especialitzats 
en adolescència, autolesions i famílies. Aquestes es van fer 
per mitjà d'internet i de manera presencial entre els mesos 
de març i maig de 2024. Les principals conclusions són que 
les xarxes socials promouen les autolesions i simplifiquen el 
llenguatge a través de mems, abreviatures i codis, afecten 
el desenvolupament d'habilitats socials bàsiques en els 
adolescents i n'alteren la salut mental. D'aquí la importància 
d'una bona comunicació amb la família per promoure el 
benestar emocional dels joves.

Paraules clau
Xarxes socials, socialització digital, autolesions no suïcides, 
salut mental, família, adolescents, joves, menors.

Abstract 
Non-suicidal self-harm (NSSH) in adolescents is increasing as 
a coping mechanism for negative emotions. In this paper, our 
objectives are to find out the perspective of health and social 
intervention professionals on whether social media are a risk 
factor for the development of self-harm and the role of the 
family in the emotional well-being of the child. Nineteen in-
terviews were conducted with health and labour/social work/
education experts specialised in adolescence, self-harm and 
families. They were conducted online and in person between 
March and May 2024. The main findings are that social me-
dia promote self-harm and simplify language through memes, 
abbreviations and codes, affecting the development of basic 
social skills in adolescents and disrupting their mental health. 
Hence the importance of good communication with the family 
to promote the emotional well-being of young people.
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increase in the use of technologies to the increase in self-harm 
in young people.

In this context, as there are few studies that reflect the 
perspective of experts (Martínez-Rodríguez et al., 2024; De 
Rivera et al., 2021) in relation to our two topics of study, family 
and social media, we believe it is appropriate to know what 
professionals who work directly in the area of adolescent mental 
health, healthcare professionals and social work experts in non-
clinical settings, think about the role of the family environment 
in terms of the emotional well-being of children and the effects 
of social media on the development of self-harming behaviours.

1.2 State of play
Adolescence defines an essential period of human life in which 
social and emotional habits necessary for adulthood and 
emotional balance are acquired (Albarracín & González, 2020). 
Family bonds generated since childhood, such as attachment 
and the feeling of protection or safety at home, directly affect 
the mental health and identity configuration of the adolescent 
(Duarte-Tánori et al., 2023). Attachment during childhood 
generates an affective bond between parents and children, 
serving as a model for their social and emotional relationships 
throughout their lives (Gladys, 2003).

Previous studies point to the importance of attachment and 
the correct acquisition of social skills. Gladys (2003) points out 
that a conflictive family environment generates deficits in social 
skills, as well as alterations in self-perception and behaviour, 
causing anxiety. Wang et al. (2019) highlight attachment 
security as a protective factor for self-harm. Conflicts in the 
family and negative affectivity are related to self-harming 
behaviours (Obando et al., 2018). As opposed to healthy 
parenting with positive affection that acts as a protective factor 
against distress and self-harm (Duarte-Tánori et al., 2023).

Young people report that the best help a child can receive in 
dealing with self-harm is to have an environment in which they 
can talk and be listened to actively without being judged (Berger 
et al., 2014), and where they have the confidence to talk about 
this behaviour (Fortune et al., 2008). Young people also report 
a need for more love, support and care from families, and for 
them to show more interest in their children’s lives (Fortune et 
al., 2008). 

Several studies warn that parents’ negative emotional 
reactions, such as shame, guilt (Ferrey et al., 2015), fear, 
confusion or prejudice, can increase the child’s distress and 
self-harming behaviour and act as a barrier to asking for help 
(Hasking et al., 2015). During adolescence, the child continues 
to need the family as the first support figure in complicated 
situations (Albarracín & González, 2020). Young people turn 
to the peer group rather than the family for support, which 
shows a perceived lack of parental understanding (Hasking 
et al., 2015). This creates the potential for a copycat effect, 
increasing the likelihood of self-harm in the peer group (Hasking 
et al., 2013). 

However, some studies indicate that parents do not know how 

1. Introduction

1.1 Justification
Non-suicidal self-harm (NSSH) is a set of behaviours through 
which people inflict physical harm on themselves as a way of 
reducing intense psychological distress, but without the intention 
of causing death, with cuts, blows and burns being the main 
methods (Agüero et al., 2018); Nock, 2014; Rascón, 2024; 
Xiao et al., 2022). This behaviour is frequent in adolescence, 
and decreases from the age of majority onwards (Faura-García 
et al., 2021); Steinhoff, 2021; Xiao et al., 2022).

Numerous studies point to an increase in self-harm (Nock, 
2014; Wester et al., 2018). However, prevalence figures in 
adolescents show a high variability, partly due to the fact that 
only 0.21% to 6.5% of young people who self-harm seek medical 
care (Faura-García et al., 2022). This limitation in seeking help 
contributes to the disparity in published figures: internationally, 
the figures vary between 1.5% and 54.8%, while in Spain they 
range from 0.58% to 74.9% (Bousoño Serrano et al., 2021; 
Faura-García et al., 2021; Calvete et al., 2017). The use of 
different assessment methodologies (Swannell et al., 2014) or 
populations analysed in the studies (Faura-García et al., 2021) 
also affect the variation in this data, and there is no consensus 
on the incidence of self-harm. However, the literature estimates 
an overall prevalence of 16-22% (Farkas et al., 2023).

A child’s upbringing, care and family dynamics are key 
elements in their socialisation and the development of their 
mental health, which are factors that can affect the onset 
of self-harming behaviours (Albarracín & González, 2020). 
Parent-child communication and feeling that the home is 
a safe space are essential for the emotional well-being of 
the adolescent (De Rivera et al., 2021). However, family 
interaction time is decreasing, as families have less and less 
time to spend together (Gladys, 2003). This generates feelings 
of loneliness and incomprehension in the child that undermine 
their mental health (Curtis, 2018). Many young people turn to 
social media for company, making it one of the primary means 
of communication and interaction among teenagers. 

According to data from Spain’s National Statistics Office (INE) 
(2023), seven out of ten children aged 10-15 have a mobile 
phone and 94.7% use the internet. In addition, 90.8% of young 
people aged 11-17 go online daily and 98.5% are registered 
on at least one social network, with Instagram and TikTok being 
the most used (Andrade et al., 2021). Furthermore, 68.5% of 
young people use the internet constantly, spending more than 
five hours a day online (Lopez-Iglésias et al., 2023). However, 
the literature shows a link between the development of self-
harm in adolescents and internet use (Duarte-Tánori et al., 
2023).

Virtual socialisation has harmful effects on the mental 
health of young people (López-Iglesias, 2023). The content 
they consume alters their emotional balance, making them 
vulnerable to self-harm as a way of self-regulating distress 
(Ruiz et al., 2023). The ANAR Foundation (2024) relates the 
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to deal with self-harm, as they are afraid of encouraging self-
harm and feel abandoned in the absence of resources, peer 
support and information to guide them on how to act (Whitlock 
et al., 2017), while others are reluctant to seek information 
because of the taboo of self-harm (Ferrey et al., 2015). Kelada 
et al. (2016) report that parents do not know how to deal with 
their children’s self-harm, feel insecure and think they do not 
have the skills to help them. This reveals the importance of 
efforts to raise awareness so that parents are equipped to help 
a child with self-harm (Whitlock et al., 2017).

Given the perceived social isolation of young people (Primack 
et al., 2017) and the uncertainty of a home where there is 
a lack of communication, the internet becomes a space of 
refuge and risk related to emotional distress, such as anxiety 
or depression, which can lead to self-harm (Carbonell et al., 
2012); Duarte-Tánori et al., 2023; Ruiz et al., 2023).

Digital communities of children who self-harm have been 
created on social media (Gustina Sari et al., 2022; Martín 
Muñoz & Atauri Mezquida, 2024; Martínez-Pastor et al., 2023) 
where young people show and talk about self-harm, establishing 
environments that promote this behaviour (Conceição Silva et 
al., 2021; Hilton, 2016; Khasawneh et al., 2021; Martínez-
Pastor et al., 2023). 

Some authors believe that digital communities can lead to 
the normalisation of self-harm (Khasawneh et al., 2021), 
due to continuous exposure to images and videos of self-
harm. Normalisation discourages people from seeking help 
(Susi et al., 2023), enhances the development of self-harm 
and increases its frequency due to the imitation effect (Chen 
et al., 2021); Susi et al., 2023), as the practices shown in 
the visualised content are reproduced (Memon et al., 2018). 
Zdanow & Wright (2012) point to the internet as a gateway to 
self-harm or suicide, given they promote this type of content.

Finally, social media are generating a metalanguage that 
simplifies words to the minimum expression (Sabando & 
Rodríguez, 2019), leading young people to configure their own 
language that only they understand (Martínez-Pastor & Gaete-
Salgado, 2023). This affects their ability to relate in the physical 
world and isolates them increasingly in the digital environment 
(Nasibova, 2018).

2. Objectives

This study aims to achieve the following objectives:
	- O1: To understand the role of the family environment 

in terms of emotional well-being and the development 
of self-harming behaviours in adolescents based on the 
discourse of experts.

	- O2: To research the perspective of professionals regarding 
the effects of social media on children’s mental health 
and self-harming behaviours.

3. Methodology

This research is based on a qualitative study whereby, through 
in-depth interviews, we have been able to extensively reflect the 
discourse of health and social intervention professionals who 
specialise in children and self-harm. We consider the semi-
structured interview to be the most appropriate technique for 
achieving our research objectives, as through the use of open-
ended questions and topics, the experts were able to extensively 
develop their opinions, knowledge and experiences (Ibarra-Sáiz, 
2023), allowing us to obtain a large amount of information with 
a wide range of nuances. In addition, this technique made it 
possible to clarify any doubts related to the answers during the 
process, allowing us to collect comprehensive, accurate and 
complete information (Díaz-Bravo et al., 2013).

Nineteen interviews were conducted, ten with health 
professionals (psychologists, child and adolescent psychiatrists, 
paediatricians and nurses) and nine with social workers and 
educators. Both specialise in intervention with young people 
and adolescents, with and without mental disorders (anorexia, 
bulimia, borderline personality disorder), and their families, both 
in health centres (primary care, hospitals, day centres, private 
practices) and in non-profit associations (see Table 1). The 
selection criteria for this panel of experts, in accordance with the 
research objectives, were as follows: training and specialisation 
in adolescents, self-harm and families. Considering that this 
professional profile has the most knowledge regarding the 
subject of study.

The experts on this panel belong to two types of institutions: 
from the field of health and social work/education/psychology. 
The healthcare professionals are members of institutions 
such as the Sociedad Internacional de Autolesión, the 
Spanish Sociedad Española de Médicos de Atención Primaria 
(SEMERGEN), the Spanish Sociedad Española de Medicina de 
la Adolescencia (SEMA), the Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 
Unit of the Department of Psychiatry and Medical Psychology 
of the Universidad de Navarra Hospital, the Vidal i Barraquer 
Foundation and the ASISA Centro Médico Caracas. They are also 
from psychotherapeutic centres: ISNISS Psicología y Formación 
(ISNISS Psychology and Training), Centro de Psicología Ínsula 
(Ínsula Psychology Centre), Serendipia Psicólogos (Serendipia 
Psychologists) and Centro Psicopedagógico Municipal 
(Municipal Psychopedagogical Centre) (Alcobendas City 
Council).

The social workers/educators and psychologists work for 
non-profit associations or foundations focused on caring for 
children and families in vulnerable situations. The participating 
associations are: FAD Juventud Foundation, AVIFES, La 
Rueca Asociación, ACTUA sccl, Asociación Cultural La Kalle, 
Acción Joven Madrid and Grupo ABD. One person also works 
at the Centre of Education and Juvenile Detention (CEIMJ) in 
Zaragoza.

In addition, some interviewees are also academics and 
lecturers in public and private universities. 
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Interviewee name Profession Specialisation Gender Public/private institution Location
Health professionals
Fernando Gallego 

Mata

Health Psychologist Adolescence-Families Male Serendipia Psicólogos (private) Madrid 

(Pozuelo)
Gonzalo García Prado Social Worker, 

Doctor of Sociology

Juvenile centres Male CEIMJ Zaragoza

Univ. Zaragoza (public)

Zaragoza

Miguel Marino Rey Health Psychologist Adolescence-Family Male Centro de Psicología Ínsula  (private) Madrid
Juan Faura García Health Psychologist 

Nurse

Self-harm Male President of the  Sociedad Internacional 

de la Autolesión (private)

Madrid

Anna Carrió Llach Social Worker (in a 

health centre)

Psychologist

Adolescence 

and community 

rehabilitation

Female Sant Andreu Community Rehabilitation 

Service - Vidal i Barraquer Foundation 

(public)

Barcelona

Luis Fernando López

Health Psychologist Self-harm in 

adolescents

Male ISNISS Psicología y Formación (private) Madrid

Azucena Díez Suarez Psychiatrist Childhood and 

Adolescence

Female Department of Psychiatry and Medical 

Psychology Clínica Universidad Navarra l 

(public)

Navarre

Ana Gemma 

Hernández Osado

Clinical Psychologist Children and Youth Female ASISA Centro Médico Caracas (private) Madrid

* Clinical Psychologist Childhood and 

Adolescence

Female Schools (public) Madrid 

(Alcobendas)
Luis Rodríguez 

Molinero

Paediatrician

Doctor of Medicine

Adolescent Medicine, 

accredited by the 

Spanish Paediatric 

Association (AEP)

Male Recoletas-La Marquesina Medical 

Centre. Sociedad Española Medicina 

Adolescencia (private)

Valladolid

Xavier Díaz Carrasco General Practitioner Family and 

community medicine

Male Paediatrics, EAP (psychopedagogical 

counselling and guidance team) 

Esparreguera. Catalan Health Service 

(public). Child and Adolescent Working 

Group Coordinator SEMERGEN (private)

Barcelona

Verónica Olmo Dorado General Practitioner Family and 

community medicine

Female Torreblanca Health Centre. Andalusian 

Health Service (public). Mental Health 

Working Group Coordinator

SEMERGEN (private)

Seville

Social Intervention Professionals
* Social Psychologist Children and families Female AVIFES (private) Bilbao
* Social and 

Community 

Psychologist

Guidance for children 

and families

Female FAD Juventud Foundation (private) Madrid

Judit Cordero Greciano Social Psychologist Adolescence-Family Female La Rueca Asociación (private) Madrid
Joan Naharro Via Social Worker and 

Educator

Adolescence-Families Male ACTUA sccl (private) Barcelona

Marta Gil Pinel Social Educator

Psychologist

Socio-educational 

intervention for 

adolescents at risk of 

social exclusion

Female Asociación La Kalle (private) Madrid

Laura Moreno Rozas Social Psychologist Holistic mental health 

and Drug use

Female SAE (Specialised Therapeutic Care and 

Accompaniment Service). Grupo ABD 

(private)

Madrid

Ildefonso Javier Gómez 

- Uribarri

Social Psychologist Adolescent and family 

social intervention

Male Acción Joven. Grupo ABD (private) Madrid

Source: prepared by the authors.
*Note: The names of those professionals who have not consent to publication have been anonymized.

Table 1. Panel of experts in health and social intervention

https://serendipiapsicologos.com/
https://insulapsicologiamadrid.es/
https://www.autolesion.com/
https://www.autolesion.com/
https://www.fvb.cat/es/
https://www.isniss.es/
https://www.cun.es/
https://www.asisa.es/seguros-de-salud
https://www.adolescenciasema.org/
https://www.adolescenciasema.org/
https://semergen.es/
https://semergen.es/
https://avifes.org/
https://fad.es/
https://larueca.org/
https://actua.coop/
https://lakalle.org/
https://abd.ong/
https://abd.ong/
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When determining the number of interviews, priority was given 
to quality rather than quantity, and sufficient variety of discourse 
was collected in order to reach the saturation level (Pedraz 
Marcos et al., 2014); Martín-Crespo & Salamanca, 2007).

A database was created with contacts obtained from scientific 
literature on mental health, adolescence and self-harm,1 health 
websites and Spanish medical societies.2 Personal contacts of 
the researchers in terms of child and youth psychologists were 
also included. A mass email was sent out and respondents were 
interviewed. All other experts interviewed were found using 
the "snowballing" technique (identification of informants from 
networks of contacts of the object of study) (Merriam, 2009). 
When we conducted an interview, we obtained new contacts.

With the aim of seeking diversity in the discourses, although 
not a statistical representation of this, we tried to ensure 
that interviewees were from different areas of Spain (Madrid, 
Barcelona, Bilbao, Navarre, Zaragoza and Valladolid), and from 
both public and private institutions, avoiding bias. Additionally, 
the sample consists of 9 men and 10 women, eliminating 
gender as a possible source of bias.

Experts were recruited following ethical criteria, informing 
them of the objectives, process and data processing, with 
voluntary participation and express consent. The option of 
public acknowledgement in the final report was offered. The 
interviews, conducted between March and May 2024, were 
either face-to-face or online, lasting 90 minutes on average, 
and in some cases 2 or 2.5 hours.

To create the questionnaire and the response analysis, two 
thematic areas of interest were established for the study: family 
and self-harm and social media and children’s mental health. 
The most relevant answers given by the experts for each topic 
were selected according to the research objectives.

4. Results

4.1 Objective 1: Family environment and self-harming 
behaviours
Families believe that the more material and financial resources 
you have, the better you live. However, experts believe this to 
be a misconception, stating that what creates a comfortable 
family environment is attention, help and active listening 
between parents and children.

“There are families that when we ask the parents which 
school year their child is in, they don’t know. I always say: “you 
don’t know if your child is in year one, two or three?” And they 
say: “Er no... I think they’re in year two, but I’m not sure” So, 
of course, when you are dealing with a family where the father 
doesn’t even know what year the child is in at school, you can 
imagine the level we’re at, and the truth is that the parents 
are more focused on their work than on attending to the needs 
of the family”.

Paediatrician. Sociedad Española de Medicina de la 
Adolescencia (SEMA)

Young people report that they do not feel accompanied or 
supported by their families or protected at home.

“When we look at how adolescents are doing at home, there 
is one very revealing question: Do you feel loved at home? And 
it’s very interesting how almost everyone responds in the same 
way: “I don’t doubt that my parents love me, but I don’t feel 
loved” So, there is always an emotional background. It’s the 
lack of affection or the lack of expression of that affection that 
leads us to suffer”. 

Paediatrician. Sociedad Española de Medicina de la 
Adolescencia (SEMA)

Families generally seek help when the child has already self-
harmed and cuts or blood are found. However, in most cases, 
parents don’t know the reason for the self-harm due to this lack 
of communication with their children.

In other cases, they haven’t even detected the self-harm 
and simply come because they observe changes in the child’s 
behaviour, but don’t know or understand the background to it. 
There have also been cases where self-harm is detected outside 
the home, rather than in the family environment, with a friend 
or one of the friend’s parents informing the parents that their 
child is self-harming.

“Most parents know what it is, but don’t know what’s behind 
it. The feeling of loneliness or sadness is often not identified 
until the self-harm occurs. They also come for cases of 
bullying that they don’t discover until they see the self-harm. 
But young people don’t verbalise that they feel accompanied, 
they don’t feel supported by the family... so the situation of 
hopelessness leads them to self-harm”. 

Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychologist. ASISA Centro 
Médico Caracas.

Family reactions such as a lack of empathy regarding the 
causes of the child’s discomfort are dangerous, as they create 
a feeling of incomprehension and invalidation in the child, 
hindering family support and recovery. However, although it is 
less common, there are also cases where parents provide their 
children with the right support.

“Self-harm in itself is not the problem, it’s the manifestation 
of the problem. Parents would openly tell you that they are 
focused on the manifestation of the problem, not the problem 
itself”.

Clinical Psychologist, Specialist in Self-harm. ISNISS 
Psicología y Formación.

Sometimes, given typical adolescent behaviour, when there is 
significant suffering, they do not express it, due to shame, guilt, 
fear of being told off or subjected to control, because there is no 
habit of communicating with the family, not wanting to scare 
their parents or simply not knowing how to tell them. Mothers 
are more empathetic and affectionate than fathers, who tend to 
be colder and less understanding.



Self-harm, adolescents and mental health on social media and in the family environment R. Moraleda & E. Martínez

22
Quaderns del CAC 51 - February 2025

Professionals stress the importance of dedicating quality time 
to children and providing understanding in order to create a 
healthy family environment, where it is easy to verbalise 
negative emotions and provide tools in order to regulate such 
feelings. This would be a highly preventive formula for self-
harm and part of the solution.

“What I have seen that provides the best protection for any 
adolescent, just like in the case of addictions, is the social 
network, not social media, but the social network [...] that 
would boost self-esteem or being more comfortable in your 
own skin or having someone to share your emotions with”.

Health Psychologist. Specialist in Family and Adolescence. 
Ínsula Centro Psicología.

Experts point to the importance of developing self-harm 
awareness programmes for adults that promote a better 
understanding of the process that children go through.

“Parents don’t provide very good support, they do their best 
to be there, but... they often do more harm than good. They 
need information and a basic understanding so that they don’t 
slap the child and say “Come on, get studying what you have 
to and stop hurting yourself”.” 

Clinical Psychologist, Specialist in Self-harm. ISNISS 
Psicología y Formación

4.2 Objective 2: Effects of social media on adolescent 
mental health
4.2.1 Normalisation of self-harm
Health workers warn of a dangerous normalisation of self-harm 
by adolescents. Professionals understand that social media 
have a very important role to play, as we are currently facing 
an exponential proliferation of online content about self-harm.

Through social media, adolescents have a direct way of 
connecting with other young people suffering the same 
discomfort who suggest self-harm as an escape route. Many of 
them discover it in this way as a tool for emotional regulation, 
leading to an imitation effect.

“I remember a girl aged 10 or 11 who started self-harming 
during the pandemic because someone on a social network 
told her that it could be a good idea, that it might help [...] 
When we looked at her screen time, we saw that she was 
spending 14-18 hours a day on the internet, at the age of 10. 
We told the parents to remove all screens and encouraged 
them to buy a puppy, and that solved everything. She was 
cured. It’s a full-blown sociological case”.

Psychiatrist, Specialist in Children and Adolescents. 
Universidad de Navarra Hospital.

The highly personalised algorithm of social media exclusively 
displays content that may be of interest to the child based 
on their behaviour on the internet (Macías, 2023), so if the 
adolescent consumes content about self-harm, the network 
will forward similar content to them. As a result, people who 

consume self-harm content automatically receive more self-
harm content, and with increasing frequency (Macías, 2023). 

“The content I see on TikTok is not everything on TikTok, but 
is based on what I have searched for and what the algorithm 
interprets as being of interest to me [...] TikTok can push over-
normalisation through encapsulation. If it only shows a certain 
type of content, I will easily perceive this as more normal than 
it really is”.

Social Worker and Educator. Asociación ACTUA sccl.

4.2.2 Poorer social skills
According to experts, another harmful effect of social media on 
adolescents is related to the complex process of developing and 
learning social skills.

On the net, communication develops through emoticons, 
stickers, memes, acronyms, abbreviations or codes, lacking the 
basic structure that gives depth to what we think and express. 
A language that does not allow us to communicate and express 
ourselves in complex, articulated language. According to 
experts, this underdevelopment of language is having serious 
consequences for adolescents, who are unable to express their 
emotions through words:

“Self-harm is the only way for them to communicate the 
pain they feel through the boundaries of their skin, which they 
are unable to express through words. It is a form of creative 
communication, the only way they have found to be able to 
express what is happening to them”.

Clinical Psychologist, Specialist in self-harm. ISNISS 
Psicología y Formación

However, the current dumbing down of language is affecting 
the mental health of our adolescents. Therefore, many young 
people that self-harm have coping problems and no previous 
pathologies.

“Tomorrow’s adults are going to lack the communication and 
coping skills to deal with the challenges life is going to throw 
at them. Because the question is not whether life will hit them 
in the face, but when. And when this does happen, if they 
don’t have the skills to deal with it, we’re going to have a 
population at very, very high risk”.

Clinical Psychologist, Specialist in self-harm. ISNISS 
Psicología y Formación

The difficulty for the adolescent of expressing themself through 
words enhances their sense of isolation, reducing face-to-face 
social relations and enclosing them in the virtual setting they 
feel comfortable in. This makes it difficult for them to build 
strong friendship networks to support them in bad times, which 
is a risk factor for self-harm. 

“There is an involution of the language that is hindering 
processes that were already established and it’s not decreasing, 
rather it’s increasing more and more”.

Clinical Psychologist, Specialist in Self-harm. ISNISS 
Psicología y Formación
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4.2.3 Digital communities and false companionship 
that foster feelings of loneliness among young people
Many adolescents who self-harm turn to social media to find 
companionship and peer groups. These groups validate self-
harm, as the topic of conversation is not about looking at 
alternatives, but about seeing how others self-harm.

“TikTok will encourage you to keep posting videos by showing 
you how many views you have or the impact of your discourse 
on other people, giving you a false sense of projection and 
bonding, and this can be very dangerous for self-harm”.

Social Worker and Educator. Asociación ACTUA sccl.

Social media are causing a rapid transition in the way 
young people self-harm. Previously, self-harm occurred alone, 
in private, and the person hid their suffering and behaviour. 
Currently, the concealment of self-harm occurs in the real 
world, but in the virtual space it becomes completely public. 
Adolescents are turning the behaviour almost into an act of 
bonding whereby self-harm is romanticised. They are two very 
different ways of engaging in the same behaviour, and the 
change is due to digital socialisation, according to experts.

“It gives the sense that the fear of self-harm is removed, 
or of somebody coming out of the closet, so it has become 
something that is easier to share than it used to be”.

Social worker and educator. Asociación ACTUA sccl.

In these groups, young people create their own language, 
which identifies them and is known only to them, in order to 
maintain the exclusivity and intimacy of the group, which acts 
as a place of refuge for them.

“I have seen WhatsApp messages that remind me of 
the cryptic language used by the military when they send 
messages to each other so that no one understands what they 
are saying. At that level they are [...] the metalanguages or 
neolanguages of young people on social media are part of their 
idiosyncrasy. For them it is a way of protecting themselves, 
so that nobody knows what is happening to them, or only 
my buddy knows, the one I love, the one I like, the one who 
understands me and is there for me, but neither my father, nor 
the professional, nor the journalist, nor anyone else is going to 
know anything [...] They communicate secretly in search of a 
place of refuge in that network [...] and the intimacy that the 
group is completely theirs”.

Paediatrician. Sociedad Española de Medicina de la 
Adolescencia (SEMA)

However, what really protects and supports any adolescent 
are secure and quality bonds, in family and friendships. Social 
media and the internet should be used as a complement and for 
information seeking, not as an end in itself.

“The person will stop self-harming when they no longer need 
to do so, i.e. when other structures appear that allow the 
suffering that the self-harm symbolises to be contained”.

Social Worker and Educator. Asociación ACTUA sccl.

4.2.4 Social media addiction
Experts warn of the addictive effect of social media and their 
consequences. Social media fall into the category of so-called 
non-substance addictions, producing mechanisms in the brain 
that are very similar to those of drugs by activating the release of 
dopamine, a hormone that activates the pleasure mechanisms.

“We have had patients admitted for screen detoxification 
and circadian rhythm recovery because they may not have 
left their room for 2 years, not going to school, not talking to 
anyone; they only talked to online therapists”.

Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist. Universidad de Navarra 
Hospital

They warn of the importance of raising social awareness of the 
danger we are putting young people in when we put them in 
front of a screen from a very early age:

“It is a very delicate age, and society as a whole, families and 
schools must take this into account in order to protect young 
people because they are more sensitive” 

Paediatrician. Sociedad Española Medicina de la 
Adolescencia (SEMA)

5. Discussion

Experts stress the importance of the role of the family in the 
emotional well-being of young people. Parents have less and 
less time to talk to their children, a perception also echoed by 
Gladys (2003), although this author associates the decrease in 
family interaction time with the increasing distances between 
work and home, and the time this entails.

This decrease in the time available for parents to dedicate to 
their children is causing the family to no longer be a space for 
communication, active listening and attention to the problems 
and needs of the children, leading young people to feel neither 
supported nor protected by their families. This is why, according 
to experts, many parents do not know that their child is unwell 
until they discover they are self-harming. This fits with young 
people with this behaviour preferring to talk to friends rather 
than their parents as they feel misunderstood by them (Hasking 
et al., 2015), and with young people demanding more love 
and a demonstration of greater parental interest in their lives 
(Fortune et al., 2008). This situation produces strong emotional 
suffering in young people, as detected in the interventions of 
the professionals we interviewed.

For a child to grow up with good mental health, professionals 
warn of the essential need for the family to be a warm space 
where a secure and non-judgmental attachment is fostered 
from childhood as a protective factor against emotional distress 
and self-harm (Duarte-Tánori et al., 2023). Invalidation of 
children’s discomfort or parental reactions such as guilt or 
shame are a major barrier to their recovery, and may even 
enhance self-harming behaviour, which was also observed by 
Hasking et al. (2015).



Self-harm, adolescents and mental health on social media and in the family environment R. Moraleda & E. Martínez

24
Quaderns del CAC 51 - February 2025

this interaction in the physical space could have changed the 
conclusions.

Professionals warn of the harmful effects of the high 
simplification of language in social media (Narciso et al., 2024). 
Adolescents are being affected in terms of the acquisition of 
social skills such as communication, conflict resolution or 
emotional expression, as they lack the necessary language. This 
means that young people are increasingly rejecting the physical 
world and becoming more immersed in the virtual world, as 
they understand it and are better able to deal with it, thus 
increasing their social isolation. This observation is consistent 
with findings from other research, which indicate that frequent 
use of social networking sites generates antisocial behaviour in 
young people, reduces the time spent on other activities, such 
as physical social interactions or sporting activities, decreases 
their public contact and enhances depressive states (Batool et 
al, 2023); Erreygers et al., 2017). 

Therefore, for health and social education professionals, social 
media are an important risk factor for adolescent mental health 
and self-harm, given the number of harmful effects they have 
on young people, which may alter their emotional well-being; 
a perspective corroborated by the empirical data provided by 
multiple studies in the literature (Duarte-Tánori et al., 2023; 
García, 2017; Lira et al., 2017; López-Iglesias et al., 2023; 
Martín & Chaves, 2022; Martín Critikián & Medina Núñez, 
2021). 

6. Conclusions

Digital socialisation without a conscious and consistent 
regulation of the negative effects of online browsing is putting 
our young people in a serious position of vulnerability and 
danger to their health. Therefore, it is striking that, despite the 
scientific evidence, there is still no regulation that effectively 
reduces the risks of online browsing for young people and 
avoids content about self-harm.

Experts warn that our young people are already suffering 
the serious consequences of their addictive exposure to social 
media. An exposure they say could be avoided by greatly 
limiting access to mobile phones, implementing educational 
programmes that provide tools for a more conscious use of the 
internet, promoting psycho-affective education and creating 
family environments that teach how healthy and enriching 
physical social interaction is from childhood, so that the child 
learns to love and desire this type of interaction, seeing the 
physical rather than the virtual space as a place of greater 
protection.

7. Limitations and future lines of research

We came up against certain methodological limitations related 
to the number of interviews conducted, as a larger number 

Therefore, in order to facilitate the de-stigmatisation of self-
harm and mental health problems, experts are pointing out 
the urgent need to implement programmes that inform adults 
of this issue, and the important role that the family can play 
in such behaviours either developing or being prevented. This 
claim, based on the experience of professionals, is consistent 
with studies indicating that parents do not know how to deal 
with self-harm and lack resources to guide them (Whitlock et 
al., 2017).

The estrangement that young people feel from their parents 
increases their feeling of loneliness (Primack et al., 2017), 
leading them to seek companionship in social media. However, 
experts warn of a number of harmful effects on young people’s 
mental health resulting from their use. As also indicated by 
several empirical studies, they alter the emotional balance of the 
young person, enhancing states of anxiety or depression, and 
may promote self-harm as a strategy for regulating discomfort 
(Duarte-Tánori et al., 2023; Moss et al., 2023; Ruiz et al., 
2023). However, other work shows social media as positive 
spaces, as they promote social interaction between young 
people (Alhassan & Pennington, 2021) and reduce feelings of 
isolation (Moss et al., 2023).

According to experts, social media are normalising self-harm, 
making it desirable and even a sign of identity among teenagers, 
as a result of their algorithmic design. This perspective is 
consistent with the literature, which indicates that continuous 
exposure to self-harm content online can normalise this 
behaviour and be a gateway to it (Khasawneh et al., 2021; 
Zdanow & Wright, 2012).

Young people who self-harm share their cases with peers, 
giving rise to digital communities around this behaviour (Martín 
Muñoz & Atauri Mezquida, 2024). From a professional point of 
view, this poses a great risk for young people, as it enhances the 
imitation effect and complicates therapeutic treatment, which 
begins by understanding self-harm as a risk. The studies by Susi 
et al. (2023) and Chen et al. (2021) support this perception 
by pointing to the normalisation of NSSH as a deterrent to 
psychological help and an enhancer of the imitation effect.

In digital communities, young people seek support and 
understanding (Martínez-Pastor et al., 2023). However, 
professionals warn that companionship through social media 
is not true companionship. Young people have a sense of being 
accompanied, but when they have a problem in the real world 
they are alone, that company is not there (Nasibova, 2018). 
Furthermore, they consider that these communities focus on 
self-harming behaviour, rather than on ways to stop it, and 
encourage young people to self-harm more and more seriously 
and frequently, as a result of the dictatorship of the like (Martín 
Critikián & Medina Núñez, 2021). However, some studies 
conclude that digital communities benefit young people by 
providing a place of support (Alhassan & Pennington, 2021). 
This may be because this study only analyses content uploaded 
by young people to Twitter, but taking into account that the 
virtual world is full of untruths, perhaps knowing the effects of 
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would have possibly provided more variability in terms of 
the responses. We also faced the limitations of a qualitative 
study, namely the lack of representativeness. This expert panel 
could be implemented at national level, thus providing a more 
representative view of the perception of health professionals. 
As future lines of research, we suggest the study of NSSH in 
other possible targets, such as: the prison population, women 
who are victims of gender-based violence or the elderly. Another 
possible line of research would be to work with young people 
with NSSH and see if their experiences coincide with the 
professional perception.

Notes

1	 Some sources consulted: Faura-García et al., 2022; Vázquez 

López et al., 2023; Vázquez Fernández et al., 2014.

2	 Links, websites and companies consulted, in Table 1. Other 

sources: Sociedad Española Urgencias Pediatría | LOGPSIC-

Centros Psicología y Logopedia | Sociedad Española 

Psiquiatría y Salud Mental | Hospital Sant Joan de Déu | 

Hospital Infantil Niño Jesús | El Neuropediatra.
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