
Research, Society and Development, v. 11, n. 3, e49411326776, 2022 

(CC BY 4.0) | ISSN 2525-3409 | DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.33448/rsd-v11i3.26776 
 

 

1 

Self-harm, anxiety, and depression in adolescents attending a public school in a city 

in southern Minas Gerais, Brazil  

Autolesão, ansiedade e depressão em adolescentes de uma escola de um município do sul de Minas 

Gerais, Brasil 

Autolesiones, ansiedad y depresión en adolescentes de una escuela de un municipio del sur de Minas 

Gerais, Brasil 

 

Received: 02/09/2022 | Reviewed: 02/16/2022 | Accept: 02/23/2022 | Published: 03/04/2022 

 

Mariane Inaraí Alves 
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6792-1398 

Universidade Federal de Alfenas, Brazil 
E-mail: mariane.alves@unifal-mg.edu.br 

Adriana Olimpia Barbosa Felipe 
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4491-5750 

Universidade Federal de Alfenas, Brazil 
E-mail: adriana.felipe@unifal-mg.edu.br 

Denis da Silva Moreira  
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5055-5210 

Universidade Federal de Alfenas, Brazil 

E-mail: denis.moreira@unifal-mg.edu.br 

 

Abstract  

Objective: The objective of this study was to identify the presence of self-harm behavior among adolescents, the 

methods and reasons for this behavior, and to assess the association with the sociodemographic, anxiety, and 

depression variables. Methodology: This is a quantitative, descriptive, cross-sectional study carried out with 73 

adolescents attending a school in a city in southern Minas Gerais, Brazil. The data collection instruments used were 

the following: Characterization, Economic Classification, Functional Assessment of Self - Mutilation, Screen for 

Child Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders, and the Children's Depression Inventory. Results: Self-harm was 

evidenced in 84.9% of the participants, 72.6% presented anxiety symptoms, 50.6% presented depression symptoms, 

and 37.1 % presented suicidal ideation. The methods used for self-harm were the following: poking wounds, hitting 

and biting oneself, and skin cutting.  The main motivations were the following: to relieve feelings of emptiness or 

indifference, to cease negative feelings or sensations, and to feel relaxed. Self-harm is associated with the female 

gender, suicidal ideation, anxiety, and depression. Conclusion: It is concluded that self-harm is a risk factor for suicide 

and generates significant suffering interfering negatively in the lives of adolescents. The need for greater attention to 

the mental health of adolescents in the school context is highlighted. 

Keywords: Nursing; Adolescent; Self-harm; Self-Injurious behavior; Mental health; Anxiety; Depression. 

 

Resumo 

Objetivo: O objetivo foi identificar a presença de autolesão entre os adolescentes, os métodos e motivos para esse 

comportamento e avaliar a associação com as variáveis sociodemográficas, ansiedade e depressão. Metodologia: 

Trata-se de uma pesquisa quantitativa, descritiva, transversal, realizada com 73 adolescentes de uma escola de um 

município do sul de Minas Gerais, Brasil. Instrumento de coleta de dados: Caracterização, Classificação Econômica, 

Functional Assessment of Self - Mutilation, Screen for Child Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders e o Children’s 

Depression Inventory. Resultados: Evidenciou-se a autolesão em 84,9% dos participantes, 72,6% com sintomas de 

ansiedade e 50,6 % com sintomas depressivos, 37,1 % apresentaram ideação suicida. Os métodos de autolesão foram: 

cutucar ferimentos, bater e morder em si mesmo e cortar a pele. Os principais motivos: aliviar a sensação de vazio ou 

indiferença, parar sentimentos ou sensações ruins e sentir-se relaxado. A autolesão está associada ao sexo feminino, 

ideação suicida, ansiedade e depressão. Conclusão: Conclui-se que a autolesão é um fator de risco para o suicídio e 

gera um sofrimento significativo interferindo negativamente na vida dos adolescentes. Destaca-se a necessidade de 

uma maior atenção à saúde mental dos adolescentes no contexto escolar. 

Palavras-chave: Enfermagem; Adolescente; Autolesão; Comportamento autolesivo; Saúde mental; Ansiedade; 

Depressão. 
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Resumen  

Objetivo: El objetivo fue identificar la presencia de autolesiones entre adolescentes, los métodos y motivos de este 

comportamiento y evaluar la asociación con variables sociodemográficas, ansiedad y depresión. Metodología: Se trata 

de un estudio cuantitativo, descriptivo, transversal, realizado con 73 adolescentes de una escuela de un municipio del 

sur de Minas Gerais, Brasil. Instrumento de recolección de datos: Caracterización, Clasificación Económica, 

Evaluación Funcional de Automutilaciones, Tamizaje de Trastornos Emocionales Relacionados con la Ansiedad 

Infantil e Inventario de Depresión Infantil. Resultados: Se evidenció autolesión en 84,9% de los participantes, 72,6% 

con síntomas de ansiedad y 50,6% con síntomas depresivos, 37,1% con ideación suicida. Los métodos de autolesión 

eran: pincharse las heridas, golpearse y morderse, y cortarse la piel. Los principales motivos: aliviar la sensación de 

vacío o indiferencia, frenar malos sentimientos o sensaciones y sentirse relajado. Las autolesiones se asocian con el 

género femenino, la ideación suicida, la ansiedad y la depresión. Conclusión: Se concluye que la autolesión es un 

factor de riesgo para el suicidio y genera un sufrimiento significativo, interfiriendo negativamente en la vida de los 

adolescentes. Se destaca la necesidad de una mayor atención a la salud mental de los adolescentes en el contexto 

escolar. 

Palabras clave: Enfermería; Adolescente; Auto lastimarse; Comportamiento auto agresivo; Salud mental; Ansiedad; 

Depresión. 

 

1. Introduction  

Self-harm is a significant issue in adolescence, and it is strongly related to attempts (Hooley et al., 2020) and death by 

suicide (Hawton et al., 2013). Approximately 40-60% of people who die by suicide have performed self-harm previously, 

meaning that the risk of suicide is higher for those who exhibit self-harm behavior (Geulayov et al., 2019; Owens et al., 2002).  

Non-suicidal self-harm can be characterized as an individual's repeated behavior of causing superficial injuries to their 

body without suicidal intent.  It most often begins in early adolescence and can continue for several years (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2014; Fortes et al., 2017). It is a common practice, with a lifetime prevalence of 7.5 to 46.5% in 

adolescents (Cipriano et al., 2017). Evidence exists supporting that it is associated with a range of psychological issues: 

depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (Bentley et al., 2014). 

The World Health Organization (WHO) includes self-harm in the context of self-inflicted violence, corresponding to 

the intentional use of actual or threatened physical force against oneself. The types of self-inflicted violence are the following: 

suicide attempts, suicide, and self-harm (World Health Organization, 2014). In 2016, the Practice manual for establishing and 

maintaining surveillance systems for suicide attempts and self-harm was released, which aims to establish and maintain 

surveillance systems for suicide attempts and self-harm (World Health Organization, 2016). 

In this context, in April 2019, the National Policy for Self-harm and Suicide Prevention was established in Brazil, and 

within its objectives are the following: the promotion of mental health; the prevention of self-induced violence; the control of 

the determining and conditioning factors of mental health; the guarantee of access to psychosocial care for people in 

psychological distress, especially those with a history of suicidal ideation, self-harm, and suicide attempts. This policy also 

guides the compulsory notification of suspected or proven cases of self-harm violence by public and private health and 

educational establishments (Law nº. 13,819, April 26, 2019). 

It is noteworthy that monitoring self-harm assists in detecting behavioral aspects that are important for suicide 

prevention and for planning and implementing alternative treatments (Hawton et al., 2015). It is complemented that only a 

limited number of studies have been published in Brazil investigating self-harm in adolescence (Fonseca et al., 2018) and it is a 

condition that warrants further studies to be carried out to be better understood (Hooley et al., 2020). 

 In this sense, studies addressing this issue can contribute to public health policies aimed at adolescents (Fonseca et 

al., 2018). Given the above, the objective of this study was to identify the presence of self-harm among adolescents, the 

methods and reasons for this behavior, and to assess the association with the sociodemographic, anxiety, and depression 

variables. 
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2. Methodology  

This was a descriptive, cross-sectional study, based on a quantitative methodological approach, carried out with 73 

adolescents attending a public school in a city in southern Minas Gerais, Brazil. 

The sampling was of the non-probability type, and it was used for convenience. The inclusion criteria were the 

following: age ranging from 12 to 18 years, being literate, and being regularly enrolled in school. The exclusion criterion was 

to present deficiencies in the interpretation process, reading, and visual acuity. 

Data collection took place in October 2019, and five self-applicable instruments were used. 

A sociodemographic questionnaire was used to characterize the adolescents (Tavares et al., 2004). The economic 

classification was based on the Brazilian Economic Classification Criteria, and according to their score, participants are 

classified into one of the following economic classes: A - 45 to 100 points; B1 - 38 to 44; B2 - 29 to 37; C1 -23 to 28; C2 - 27 

to 17; D-E - 0 to 16 (Brazilian Association of Research Companies, 2016). 

The Functional Assessment of Self-Mutilation (FASM) (Lloyd, 1997), translated and adapted to Brazilian Portuguese, 

was used to assess self-harm. The FASM is a self-report scale that examines the forms and means used, frequency, and reasons 

for self-harm behavior (Giusti, 2013) and considers self-harm behavior to be the practice of self-harm at least once in the last 

year (Lloyd, 1997).  

To assess anxiety, the Screen for Child Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders (SCARED), translated and validated for 

use with the Brazilian population, consists of 38 items that assess anxiety in the population aged from 7 to 17 years. The cut-

off point is 34 points, participants with scores equal to or higher present anxiety symptoms (Barbosa et al., 2002). 

In the assessment of depression, the Children's Depression Inventory (CDI), translated and adapted for Brazilian 

socio-cultural characteristics (Gouveia et al., 1995), consists of 27 items and measures depressive symptomatology in children 

and adolescents aged from 7 to 17 years (Coutinho et al., 2014). The cut-off point is 17 points, and participants with scores 

equal to or higher present depressive symptomatology (Gouveia et al., 1995; Rodrigues-Palucci & Loureiro, 2017).  

Before starting data collection, the adolescents were informed of the study objectives and method and were given the 

Informed Consent Form for their signature. They were also asked to hand in the Informed Consent Form to their parents and 

guardians to authorize their participation in the study. 

This study complied with Resolution 466/12 (National Health Council, 2013) and obtained approval with legal 

opinion number 3,509,507 from the Research Ethics Committee. Anonymity and confidentiality of the information provided 

by respondents were guaranteed. 

For data analysis, the Bioestat software version 5.0 was used, based on descriptive statistics with distribution and 

frequency analysis, for the association between sociodemographic variables with self-harm the Fisher's exact test was used.  To 

evaluate the probabilities the Odds Ratio test was used. In the association of self-harm with anxiety, the t-test for independent 

samples was used, and in the association with depression, the Mann-Whitney test was used. For the analysis of variance in the 

association of suicidal ideation with anxiety and depression, the Kruskal-Wallis test was used.  The significance level was 5%. 

 

3. Results  

Regarding the participants' characterization, most of them were female (64.4%), aged 15 years on average, 68.5% 

were in high school, belonging to economic classes C1 and B2 (57.5%), single (97.3%), and not working (74%).  

Self-harm was presented by 84.9 percent of the participants, 72.6 percent presented anxiety symptoms, and 50.6 

percent presented depression symptoms, 37.1 percent were thinking about committing suicide while they performed self-harm, 

58 percent reported feeling little or no pain, and 91.9 percent were not under the influence of alcohol or other drugs.  
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The most frequent methods of self-harm reported were the following: poking wounds, hitting and biting oneself, and 

skin cutting. The main motivations were the following: to relieve feelings of emptiness or indifference, to cease negative 

feelings or sensations, and to feel relaxed. 

A statistically significant association was observed between the gender and self-harm variables by the Odds Ratio 

(OR). The female gender was nine times more likely to develop self-harm behavior, as presented in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 - Relationship between the sociodemographic variables and self-harm practiced by adolescents attending a school in a 

city in southern Minas Gerais, Brazil, 2021. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: A = upper class, B= upper-middle class, C= middle class, D= working class, E= lower class; † Fisher’s Exact Test; ‡ OR: 

Odds Ratio. Source: Authors (2021). 

 

In Table 2, the analyses of self-harm association with anxiety and depression were presented, and there was a 

significant association with higher mean scores of the participants who practiced it. 

 

Table 2 - Analysis of self-harm alongside anxiety and depression scores in adolescents attending a school in a city in southern 

Minas Gerais, Brazil, 2021. 

  Anxiety Depression 

Self-harm n Mean  Median p-value Mean Median p-value 

Present                                    62                           49,77 52,00 0,0011† 

 

18,97 18,00 0,0001‡ 

Absent 11                          29,27 26,00   7,36   5,00 

Note:  p: significance level; †T-test for independent samples; ‡Mann-Whitney test. Source: Authors (2021). 

 

                        Self-harm 

 Sociodemographic 

       variables                        Present (%)     Absent (%)        † p-value         OR            ‡ p-value 

Gender       

Female 44(93,6) 03(6,4) 

0.0011 

 

9.1667 

 

0.0019 
Male 16(61,5) 10(38,4) 

Age range       

12 to 14 years 15(88,2) 02(11,8) 

1.0000 

 

1.4362 

 

0.9619 
15 to 17 years 47(83,9) 09(16,1) 

Works       

Yes  16(84,2) 03(15,8) 

0,6873 

 

0.6667 

    

0.8993 
No 48(88,9) 06(11,1) 

Academic year       

Middle school  

20(87,0) 

 

03(13,0) 

 

 

1.0000 

 

 

1.2698 

 

 

0.9808 High school 42(84,0) 08(16,0) 

Marital status       

single 60(84,5) 11(15,5)  

1.0000 

-  

- 
married 02(100) 0 - 

Economic classification       

A and B 27(84,4) 05(15,6)  

1.0000 

 

1.2698 

 

0,8319 
C, D and E 35(85,4) 06(14,6) 
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A significant association of self-harm with suicidal ideation was evidenced, adolescents who practiced self-harm were 

14.8 times more likely to experience suicidal ideation, as presented in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 - Association of self-harm with suicidal ideation in adolescents attending a school in a city in southern Minas Gerais, 

Brazil, 2021. 

                       

                                                 Self-harm 

 

Variables                   Present (%)    Absent (%)    Total       p value† 

 

 

 

 

OR 

 

 

 

p-value‡ 

Suicidal ideation                    

 

 

14,8 

 

 

 

 

0,0056 

Present   37(97,4) 1(2,6) 38  

0,0024 Absent     25(71,4) 10(28,6)     35 

Total  62 11 73  

Note: † Fisher’s Exact test; ‡ OR: Odds Ratio. The suicidal ideation variable was analyzed using the Children’s 

Depression Inventory. Source: Authors (2021). 

 

The association of suicidal ideation with anxiety and depression scores are presented in Tables 4 and 5, respectively.  

A significant difference can be found in the scores of participants who did not think about committing suicide (no suicidal 

ideation) compared to those who expressed this thought but stated that they would not do it, and those who wanted to commit 

suicide (with suicidal ideation); adolescents experiencing suicidal ideation presented higher anxiety and depression scores.  

 

Table 4- Association of suicidal ideation with anxiety scores in adolescents attending a school in a city in southern Minas 

Gerais, Brazil, 2021. 

Note: p: significance level; ns: non-significant; Kruskal-Wallis test. Source: Authors (2021). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anxiety 

Variables 
Mean 

scores 

Mean positions Dunn's method comparisons 

R1 R2 R3 

Difference 

between 

positions 

calculated z  
critical 

z  
p-value 

I do not think 

about 

committing 

suicide 

n=35 

38,40 

28,47 43,58 50,50 

1 e 2 15,10 2,88 2,39 <0,05 

I think about 

it, but I 

would not do 

it 

n=31 

53,38 1 e 3 22,02 2,50 2,39 <0,05 

I want to 

commit 

suicide 

n=7 

58,42 2 e 3 6,91 0,77 2,39 ns 
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Table 5 - Association of suicidal ideation with depression scores in adolescents attending a school in a city in southern Minas 

Gerais, Brazil, 2021.  

Depression 

Variables 
Mean 

scores 

Mean positions   Dunn's method comparisons 

R1 R2 R3 

Difference 

between 

positions 

calculated z 
critical 

z 
p-value 

I do not think 

about 

committing 

suicide 

n=35 

11,8 

25,38 44,08 63,71 

1 e 2 18,69 3,57 

 

2,39 

 

<0,05 

I think about 

it, but I would 

not do it 

n=31 

20,0 1 e 3 38,32 4,36 2,39 <0,05 

I want to 

commit 

suicide 

n=7 

31,7 2 e 3 19,63 2,21 2,39 ns 

Note: p: significance level; ns: non-significant; Kruskal-Wallis test. Source: Authors (2021). 

 

4. Discussion 

The incidence of self-harm found in the present study was 84.9%, a proportion higher than that found in the literature 

(Carvalho et al., 2017; Fonseca et al., 2018; Monto et al., 2018; Santos et al., 2020; Swannell et al., 2014). It should be noted 

that the studies that have been used to investigate self-harm are quite heterogeneous regarding the instruments applied and 

diagnostic criteria (Cipriano et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2018), it is inferred that the rates of self-harm incidence are divergent 

and should be interpreted with caution.  

It is believed that the high percentage found in the present study may be related to the epidemic nature of self-harm 

displayed on the internet, through websites (Otto & Santos, 2016) and in the school and university settings (Whitlock et al., 

2006), allowing the dissemination and disclosure of this behavior (Otto & Santos, 2016). However, given the economic, 

cultural, and regional characteristics of the adolescents in the present study, further research is needed to better understand this 

variable.  

Adolescence is identified as a risk period for self-harm behavior with the onset occurring from 13 to 15 years (Glenn 

& Klonsky, 2009; Hawton et al., 2013; Nock et al., 2004; Zetterqvist, 2015), these data converge with those of the present 

study. Self-harm during adolescence is considered a visible marker of emotional and behavioral issues that generate negative 

psychosocial consequences throughout life (Borschmann et al., 2017).  

The adolescents participating in the present study reported feeling little or no pain (58%), such data differs from a 

survey assessing the experience of pain during self-harm in which 62% of participants reported feeling pain during self-harm 

frequently and 36% felt it sometimes, and only one participant reported feeling no pain at all (Selby et al., 2019).  

According to DeAngelis (2015), self-harm is related to a phenomenon called pain relief, an unpleasant physical 

reaction to an initial painful stimulus, but over time and with repetition of this stimulus the pain reaction becomes less evident 

and the self-harm behavior becomes more frequent. 

The present study's findings regarding the methods of self-harm reported by adolescents resemble a survey carried out 

in Serbia in which the most common methods of self-harm among adolescents were cutting, biting, and strong scratching 
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(Kostić et al., 2019). According to Carvalho et al. (2017) adolescents opt for quicker types of self-harm that are less 

judgemental without the need to wait for an opportunity to have sharp instruments at their availability and accessible thus 

bringing relief from the emotional suffering that afflicts them so heavily.  

The motivations reported by the adolescents in this study for the practice of self-harm corroborate a study carried out 

in the school context of a city in Minas Gerais, Brazil (Fonseca et al., 2018). Intrapersonal functions, mostly those related to 

emotional regulation and search for relief from negative feelings (Raupp et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2018), control of thoughts 

and distress, through escape, avoidance, replacement, or modification of these emotions are related to the motivation of the 

practice for self-harm behavior (Taylor et al., 2018). 

The self-harm behavior found in this study was more prevalent in females, which is in line with other studies (Fonseca 

et al., 2018; Monto et al., 2018), and they are also more likely to report at least one self-harm incident (Monto et al., 2018). 

One in three females has practiced self-harm at least once between the ages of 13 and 20, while for males this number was one 

in five. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that there are considerable gender differences in the course of self-harm over time 

(Steinhoff et al., 2020). 

Cultural and family behavioral rules and norms of obedience and respect are related to self-harm, including social and 

religious oppression and exploitative discrimination, especially toward girls. In addition, girls tend to take more responsibility 

for household chores, care for other family members, are more subject to sexual abuse and exploitation, exclusion from 

education and decision-making, and unemployment (Quarshie et al., 2020). 

In the present study, 37.1% of the adolescents who practiced self-harm reported suicidal ideation and presented higher 

anxiety and depression scores. Those with suicidal ideation also presented higher anxiety and depression scores. A higher 

proportion of suicidal ideation was found in a survey that investigated the intention of practicing self-harm among young 

Latinas aged between 11 and 19 years, where 52.7% of the adolescents performed self-harm with suicidal intent (Gulbas et al., 

2015).  

Self-harm is considered a marker of mental disorder severity and can be used in predicting suicide attempts (Kiekens 

et al., 2018), it is also associated with depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2014; Bentley et al., 2014; Izadi-Mazidi et al., 2019; Wasserman, 2016). Adolescents who have practiced self-

harm present higher scores of suicidal ideation and stronger associations with depression, shame, self-criticism, stress, and 

anxiety (Carvalho et al., 2017).  

Self-harm is a concerning behavior, over time it may take less effort from individuals to perform it, and it may 

become a chronic behavior due to its recurring nature (Liu, 2017).   

The prevalence of suicidal behavior is high among adolescents (Simões et al., 2019) and it is a serious public health 

issue that is among the leading causes of death in this group (World Health Organization, 2020).  It is noteworthy that 

depression, which peaks during adolescence, is an important risk factor for suicide (Salk et al., 2017), and that the rate of 

suicidal ideation among adolescents suffering from depression is higher (Avenevoli et al., 2015; Tarlow et al., 2019), and it is 

also related to anxiety (Biswas et al., 2020), which is in line with the present study's findings.  

In a global study carried out with adolescents aged between 13 and 19, it was found that the overall prevalence of 

suicidal ideation was 16.9%, suicide planning and attempts were 17.0% (Uddin et al., 2019). An increase in the occurrence of 

suicide among adolescents is observed which can generate negative consequences for both the victim's family and social circle 

(Moreira & Bastos, 2015).   

In Brazil, the rate of suicidal ideation among adolescents is high, which may be related to the high exposure to risk 

factors they are subject to (family history of suicide, mental health changes such as depression, exposure to violence, use of 

alcohol, and other drugs, and family issues) (Moreira & Bastos, 2015). 
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The WHO recognizes suicide prevention as a public health priority (World Health Organization, 2014), and guides the 

implementation of a surveillance system for suicide attempts and self-harm in order to improve the quality of data that can 

assist in guiding and prioritizing interventions and contribute to the implementation of effective strategies for suicide 

prevention (World Health Organization, 2016). In addition, initiatives aimed at providing suicide prevention are necessary and 

should consider the cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds of the country in question (Uddin et al., 2019). 

 

5. Conclusion 

High rates of self-harm behavior (84.9%) were found in this study, the main motivations for practicing self-harm are 

related to the regulation of one's emotions, self-harm is associated with suicidal ideation, depression, and anxiety, and 

adolescents with suicidal ideation presented higher anxiety and depression scores.  Regarding gender, girls presented a higher 

proportion of self-harm. 

It is worth noting that 37.1% of the participants were thinking of committing suicide when they were practicing self-

harm, a fact that deserves attention as it is a risk factor for suicide. Moreover, the practice of this behavior generates significant 

suffering and can interfere negatively in their lives. 

The need for more attention to the mental health of adolescents in the school context is highlighted, such as the 

training of education professionals to identify risk factors for self-harm behavior, the implementation of strategic and 

multisectoral actions including education and health professionals, along with family members.  

Therefore, it is essential to consolidate more effective public policies, which go beyond health institutions, aimed at 

promoting mental health for adolescents in the school setting, which is one of the places where adolescents spend most of their 

time. 

Carrying out further studies that validate the self-harm scale used in this study for the Brazilian population in the 

various contexts in which adolescents are inserted and that aim to better understand gender differences regarding self-harm is 

suggested. Furthermore, studies that implement interventional strategies that support adolescents in the regulation of their 

emotions, that contribute to the promotion of mental health and the reduction of self-harm behavior are relevant. 
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