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Social Media Effects and Self- Harm Behaviors Among Young People:

Theoretical and Methodological Challenges

Argyro Kefala®

ABSTRACT

The pervasiveness of social media in the lives of the young has prompted a growing number of
studies investigating their effects on online and offline behaviors, especially when it comes to
risk or self -harm behaviors. The examination of self- harm behaviors both suicidal and non-
suicidal is grounded primarily in psychological and medical research but the increase in the
number of adolescents who self- harm, in the last few years, expanded research into the use of
social media. While there were both positive and negative accounts of the relationship of social
media use to self- harm, this paper addresses the issue from a communication perspective. The
main argument of this paper is that social media are complex interactive, multimodal and
multidirectional environments and user created cultures that cannot be understood through
traditional theories of media effects or simply in quantitative terms of uses and gratifications.
Drawing from contemporary studies on media effects and social media affordances, this is an
attempt to map the theoretical and methodological challenges in an effort to lay the ground for an
enhanced understanding of social media as mediators in self-harming behaviors. A review of
current studies in this field reconfirms the conditional and indirect character of media effects
identifying at the same time the limitations and gaps in the examination of a complex behavior as
it relates to multimodal “self- mass communication” (Castells, 2009) that leads to new forms of
“socialized communication”. Further research on social media affordances and their effects on
the cognitive and social-emotional development of young people will provide a better analytical
framework not only for the assessment of self-harm but also for using social media to mitigate
negative behaviors.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In recent years there have been reports showing that self-harm, involving different forms of self-
injury as a way of coping with negative emotions, has become a major public health issue,
affecting primarily the young. Several studies indicate that incidents of self-harm have been
increasing, especially amongst girls. For example, in the UK, recent studies provided
documentation of the rising rate of common mental disorders, suicide and non- suicidal self-
harm among young adults (Morgan et al, 2017; McManus et al, 2019, 2020; Bould et al, 2019),
pointing to an alarming trend. There is also growing evidence that social technologies may have
a negative impact on the overall mental wellbeing of the young (Kelly et al., 2019; RSPH, 2019;
Shakya & Christakis, 2017).

The Royal Society for Public Health (UK) report (2017) on “Social media and young people’s
mental health and wellbeing” described social media as “more addictive than cigarettes and
alcohol” stressing that social media use is linked with increased rates of anxiety, depression, and
poor sleep. It is interesting to note that two key recommendations of the report stress the
necessity for professionals who engage with young people to have a social media training as well
as the need for additional research to be carried out into the effects of social media on young
people’s mental health. The pervasiveness of social media in the lives of young people has
prompted a growing number of studies investigating their effects on online and offline behaviors,
as social media provide new multidirectional spaces for interpersonal and intrapersonal
communication, information dissemination, and community building (Valkenburg, 2017).
Although there has been a long “media effects” tradition in communication studies, a literature
review has shown that communication scholars have minimally engaged with research on social
media and mental disorders due to the special nature and complexity of those behaviors. On the
other hand, research in the medical community was conducted from a psychological perspective
that has not considered key theories and concepts from the field of digital communication that
might have been useful in the analysis of a multifaceted problem. Several studies have been able
to shed light on negative behaviors; however, they have provided partial and often conflicting
views as to the role of social media. (Livingstone et al., 2018; Dyson et al, 2016). It needs to be
said though that most researchers have stressed the need for further research recognizing the
evolving and dynamic character of social media (Keles et al, 2019; Nesi et al., 2020).

This paper argues that the study of self-harming behaviors will greatly benefit from the adoption
of an interdisciplinary approach that takes into consideration the latest theories and research
findings from the field of media and communication. The aim is to identify the gaps in
psychological research and contribute to the discussion from a communication perspective that
would address some of the conceptual and methodological challenges presented.
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2 METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES IN PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Conclusions from a major systematic review of 26 studies conducted in the period 2000-2014
(Dyson et al, 2016) identified both beneficial and detrimental effects for young people who use
social media to discuss and view deliberate self-harm. Researchers were also interested in
exploring the therapeutic potential of online communities. Another review of 13 studies
exploring the relationship of social media and depression, anxiety and psychological distress in
adolescents (Keles et al, 2019) found a “general correlation” between social media and mental
health problems, “However, most authors noted that the observed relationship is too complex for
straightforward statements. Few studies were designed to explore this complexity although some
assessed the effect of mediating and moderating factors”. (Keles et al, p. 89)

A large-scale study based on data of 10,000 14-year olds in the UK (Kelly et al. 2018) offered
new insights on social media use and adolescent mental health finding that poor sleep, online
harassment, poor body image and low self-esteem were strongly associated with depressive
symptoms. These symptoms were higher among girls who also appeared to have a higher daily
use of social media as opposed to the boys. “Time spent” or “daily use” on social media appears
to be a key variable investigated in several studies, although researchers acknowledge the pitfalls
of measuring this variable (Riehm et al.,2019)

A recent meta-analysis based on 61 eligible studies focusing on social media use and self-
injurious thoughts and behaviors (Nesi et al. 2020) identified a range of problematic behaviors
connected to the social media, such as cyber victimization, exposure to and generation of SITB-
related content, addictive use, and sexting. Most studies suggested medium effects, while
negative social media behaviors were associated to cyberbullying, exposure to harmful content,
and excessive media use. Studies have also found positive social media effects as tools of social
support through networks of friends and helping those at risk to access mental health resources
(Goodyear & Armour, 2019; Lavis & Winter 2020).

Several studies are platform- specific or comparative of social media platforms, focusing
primarily on the thematic analysis of different forms of content and their connection to self-
harm behaviors. For example, based on the fact that pictures of non-suicidal self- injury (NSSI)
such as self-cutting is frequently posted on Instagram, it was argued that social reinforcement
might play a role in posting those images and policy recommendations to social media platforms
to regulate their content were deemed necessary (Brown et al, 2017). Following a highly
publicized suicide of a young woman in the UK associated to exposure to graphic harmful social
media content, there was a public outcry and a call from public health authorities to social media
platforms to regulate their content and block this type of imagery (BBC, 2019).

The focus of studies on social media content is based on research suggesting that direct exposure
to both suicidal behaviors and acts of self-harm through social media may increase those
behaviors, especially in more vulnerable individuals. The “blue whale challenge” is a clear
example of social media content that encourages teenagers and young adults to engage in self-
harm and eventually commit suicide having a “contagion” effect (Lupariello et al., 2019). A
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study of related videos on YouTube and Twitter posts found that they may have unintentional
harmful effects, but “normalizing” negative content is a real threat pointing to the importance of
applying safe messaging guidelines (Khasawneh et al, 2020). The potential of a copycat
influence due to exposure to graphic content (Arendt, Scherr, & Romer, 2019) poses another
serious concern.

It seems though that in the absence of a causal relationship and the presence of many mediating
factors, when content is not explicitly related to an act of self- harm, researchers are divided on
the issue. Some argue that, both intentional and accidental exposure to NSSI content on
Instagram, may elicit emotional disturbance in some users, and this is statistically related to self-
harm and suicidal behaviors (Arendt et al, 2019). While others in an analysis of images across
three social media sites found no posts that actually encouraged users to self-harm and very few
posts portraying self- harm as attractive (Shanahan et al. 2019). Overall, most studies suggest
correlations based on repeated exposure, the contagion effect, modeling and ideation, social
reinforcement and normalizing effects. On the policy side, two major themes emerge as
recommendations to the industry from almost all relevant studies: first, regulation of social
media content linked to harmful behaviors and second, awareness and control of time spent on
social media.

It appears that a good number of the limitations and gaps reported originate in theoretical and
methodological challenges that are present but they have not been identified mostly due to the
complexity of moderating and mediating variables at work (Valkenburg & Peter, 2016) as well
as the dynamic and constantly evolving new media environments. In fact, current findings about
moderate, indirect, and conditional effects of social media on self-harm agree with most findings
of a large body of research in the media effects area. Problems arise when there is not a clear
account of the moderating and mediating variables. Another type of challenge comes from the
nature of social media networks themselves. For example, measuring “time spent” on social
media in a static way may lead to inaccurate conclusions because social media offer both
synchronous and a-synchronous access and one needs also to take into account the practice of
“multitasking”. It seems though that even when the amount of time spent, for example more than
3 hours per day, increases the risk for mental health problems the conclusion of what needs to be
done does not only refer to setting limits to daily use of social media but it extends to
recommendations such as “increasing media literacy” and “redesigning social media platforms”
(Riehm et al., 2019), suggestions that point to a multifactorial problem and the complexity of an
effective response strategy.

Similarly, an analysis based on “content” will be more accurate if one takes into consideration
the specific affordances of each social media network, the audience dynamics, and the special
characteristics of specific online communities based on different social variables. Content is
certainly significant but it should not be treated in a static way, as it is co-created in a dynamic
social media environment (Miller et al. 2016).
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3 TOWARDS A SOCIAL MEDIA EFFECTS FRAMEWORK

In an attempt to address those issues, psychological research of the social media impact on self —
harm will benefit immensely from a long tradition of communication research on media effects,
an updated non-deterministic approach on social media “affordances” and a consideration of the
role of “affect” (Hipfl, 2018; Liinenborg, & Maier, 2018) in social media. Furthermore, research
will benefit from a critical cultural perspective that considers wider issues on digital culture,
online community building, and new identity formation through a digital networked self
(Papacharisi, 2010). To this end, drawing from the work of Valkeburg (2013; 2016), Valkenburg
& Peter (2013) I argue for the necessity of a “social media effects framework” which lays out the
media and non-media variables at play in the media effects process incorporating at the same
time the technological affordances of a dynamic and constantly evolving digital media
environment.

Valkenburg & Peter (2013a) explained that dispositional, developmental, and social context
factors have a key role in the media effects process in predicting media use and influencing the
way in which media content is processed as they interact with specific media properties. In other
words, properties of media affect how media content is processed but the effects of this property-
driven processing are contingent upon specific dispositions, the developmental level, and social
context factors of the media user. In proposing a Differential Susceptibility Media Effects
Model, Valkenburg and Peter (2013a) created a comprehensive media- effects model that
identifies the roles and relationships between media and non-media variables, which shed light
into the complexity of the media effects process contingent upon mediating and moderating
variables that may also account for what many studies reported as “small” or inconsistent effects.

Building on the same approach, Valkenburg et al. (2016), through their comprehensive
systematic review of studies on media effects research, identified five key features of micro-level
media effects theories in mass communication research (shown in bold) that connect the (a)
media with (b) the user and (c) the types of effects which are conditional, indirect, and
transactional. Taking into consideration the conditional, indirect and transactional nature of
media effects a researcher will find a great variation from one young adult to another making it
harder to draw general conclusions on the beneficial or harmful effects on social media on the
young. This also points to the need to focus on person-specific effects (Beyens et al., 2020).
Consequently, based on the variables discussed above, one can examine specific groups or
individuals who are at a higher risk of being affected in an effort to promote targeted prevention
or intervention by the medical community.
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Table 1.

Framework of analysis based on Valkenburg et al. (2016)

Mass media User/receiver- Media effects

mediators
*Media properties eDispositional eConditional
emodality,content eDevelopmental eIndirect
estuctural eSocial context eTransactional
properties ( Print, eResponse states
TV, radio, film, «Selectivity of
Internet)- media use
property driven
processing
L J L J L J

The analytical rigor of this model is based on the fact that the type of media effects, in our case
social media linked to self-harm, are related to and/or moderated and mediated by a number of
variables the researcher has to take into consideration. The three main components of the
diagram examine the technological properties of the media, the dispositional, developmental and
response states of the users/producers and the types of effects which most findings suggest they
are conditional, indirect and transactional. Since most media effects are conditional and indirect,
it can be hard to identify them unless the mediating variables can be measured. For example, in
the case of self-harm it would be important to consider different response states such as
cognitive, emotional, excitative, as part of the mental processes of media use which can
influence message processing on the part of the user. Consequently, high response states may
produce stronger and long-lasting effects which in turn may be connected to harmful behaviors.

Overall, this model allows to consider the interplay of individual, societal, and technological
parameters and raise questions at both the micro and macro level. Given the indirect and
conditional nature of effects, psychological research can focus on who would be the ones to
study based on predispositions and clinical definitions of mental disorders and self-harming
behaviors. Communication research, on the other hand, can study the phenomenon at both the
technological/media level and the broader digital culture level.
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If we are looking for more generalized trends affecting increasing numbers of young people, one
needs to go deeper and examine the following research questions:

o the specific technological affordances of social media and to what extent and under
which conditions they make harmful behaviors possible or they produce a “normalizing
effect”

e the specific characteristics of online communities and their connection to harmful
behaviors

e the relationship between online and offline behavior when the boundaries are
increasingly blurred

e the broader socio-cultural transformation through a wide spread digital culture and the new
digital/networked identities as parameters contributing to mental health issues

4 A TECHNOLOGICAL AFFORDANCES FRAMEWORK

To further enhance our understanding of the function and appeal of social media, a growing body
of academic literature on “technological affordances” provides additional analytical tools to
consider in the effort to build a more comprehensive media effects framework for the analysis of
this phenomenon. In that direction, the “Mechanisms and Conditions model” proposed by Davis
(2020), will allow us to enhance our understanding of the property driven processing through an
updated model of technological affordances. This model does not derive from the media effects
tradition in communication research but it can certainly broaden our perspective on “how” social
media affordances afford “for whom” and “under what conditions” and how this new
understanding can be applied to the examination of issues related to social media effects
regarding self-harm. Since “Affordances are how objects shape action for socially situated
subjects” (Davis, 2020, p.6) it would be useful to learn from a Science and Technology Studies
perspective where materiality and human agency are always connected. In the operationalizing
framework for the analysis of affordances below (Table 2) one can see the communication
process connecting all components: the mechanisms (how they afford), under what
circumstances, for whom (users/audiences) and with what outcomes. Although some elements
discussed here appear in the previous model, this particular approach allows for a political and
normative focus to the question of social media and the link to self-harm and mental wellbeing.
If mechanisms and conditions are connected to negative outcomes, one can make a stronger case
for re-design and develop mitigating strategies: “Demarcating the conditions under which
technical systems request, demand, encourage, discourage, refuse, and allow not only identifies
the politics and values in technical systems but also lays the groundwork for intentional
(re)design” (Davis, 2020, p.20).

For example, when examining user behavior in the context of a specific social media network,
content is of primary importance. However, it is equally important to understand how those
platforms encourage or discourage, refuse or allow as a response to user-initiated action. These
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technological responses matter because they can allow or deter users’ initiatives. They can also
be linked to specific emotional response states, which in turn may be linked to harmful
behaviors. The fact that social media dominate the emotional lives of the young points to the
need for studying further the role of affect in social media, a question which is currently explored
in academic research from a multidisciplinary perspective (Sampson et al., 2018). Further to
that, studies (Zhao et al., 2013) have identified physical, cognitive, affective, and control
functions in the affordances of social media interaction. Future research may explore the role of
those functions in either triggering a self-harm incident or playing a therapeutic role in providing
online support to those affected. It would be very important for researchers to examine possible
therapeutic affordances in serious health conditions (Merolli et al., 2014) in the context of
developing mitigating strategies to tackle those problems.

Table 2.

The Media Effects Process based on Davis (2020) Mechanisms and Conditions Framework

Aff
etechnological eSocially eAttitudes
features *Conditions situated eBehaviors
Mechanisms ePerception eRelational o Actions
*Request eDexterity «Co-
eDemand eCultural/insti constitutive
eEncourage tutional *End-users
eDiscourage legitimacy eDevelopers
eRefuse eAdvertisers
eAllow

— ——/ ~— ~—
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5 APROPOSED FRAMEWORK INTEGRATING THE TWO MODELS

Drawing elements from both models discussed above, | propose an operationalizing framework
(Table. 3) for studying the relationship between social media and self- harm that incorporates the
key properties and technological affordances of social media placing them in a dynamic and
multimodal context. In this table one can see the complexity of social media properties that lead
to a different focus of research questions, the type of effects produced and the type of
relationship to be identified. Research so far has raised questions that cover some of these
variables but there are still many areas which have not been studied, indicated by a question
mark. This is an effort to map areas that need to be examined utilizing analytical categories that
have not been thoroughly studied. The further investigation of affective and therapeutic
affordances and the types of effects they produce would enrich our knowledge on those issues
(Dodemaide et al., 2019). For example, taking into consideration that self- harm relates to coping
with difficult or negative emotions, the examination of platform specific effects as they relate to
norms expressing emotion (Waterloo et al., 2018) may contribute to this research area. Similarly,
one can examine to what extent social media can provide the mechanisms to mitigate risks
(Record et al., 2019) or provide therapeutic affordances via peer support through social media
interaction (Lavis et al., 2020). Furthermore, the focus on the audience helps us define the
subjects of examination based on the specific affordances of “networked publics”. As defined by
boyd (2010) the four main affordances of social media “persistence, visibility, spreadability, and
searchability” can alter and amplify social dynamics; they do not dictate the participants’
behavior but the environment of their engagement and participation. This typology may extend
the conversation to broader cultural effects and to what extent social media may
encourage/prevent self-harming behaviors beyond those subjects who are clinically defined as
self-harming. In other words, extending the research from individualized effects to wider online
community cultural effects.
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Table 3. Operationalizing framework for the study of social media and self-harm

TECHNOLOGICAL | Media property | Focus on Self  —harm- | Outcomes
properties of social | driven degree of | /Effects
media processing correlation

Content creation Dynamic Type of 4 Platform
construction/user | content/reception Effects and
created and co- | Sharing/creation self-media
created effects

Variability-Platform | Request How it affords ? Platform

specific Demand For whom specific effects

Architecture Encourage

affordances Discourage
Refuse
Allow

Affective “affective Control, ? Media design

affordances bandwidth”- expression, specific

Therapeutic affective management  of emotional

Affordances computing, emotions/  new effects
emotional design | definition of

intimacy

Time /frequency synchronous and | Quantity and v Repeated

Moment of use in | a-synchronous Quality of time exposure

relation to incident multitasking when Effects

Other effects

Intrapersonal Self- Self- esteem, v Expression

communication representation, body image effects
self- disclosure

Interpersonal Interactivity Social v Feedback

communication properties comparison, peer effects
(signs, symbolic | influence
interaction)

Audience -dynamic | Active Type of ? Participation
engagement vs. | interaction Effects
passive
reception

Online community Characteristics Digital self/ new ? Socio- cultural

Support communities | of specific | identities effects
online Narration
communities Self-

Synchronous/ management
Asynchronous

Closed/open
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CONCLUSIONS

This paper attempted to address some key theoretical challenges and methodological gaps in the
study of the relationship between self- harming behaviors and social media use. The gaps
identified stem primarily from a static view of the nature of social media platforms and the
presence of multiple non-media variables at work. In raising those issues, the paper stressed the
need for an interdisciplinary approach that will benefit from the latest communication research
on social media, taking into consideration the role of the technological affordances and their
effect as well as the dynamic interplay of mass and interpersonal communication in a multimodal
environment of network publics. In that direction it is necessary to develop a dynamic social
media effects framework which may address some of these gaps. Applying the proposed
conceptual framework to the study of self-harm in future research will enhance our
understanding of the role of social media in negative behaviors and identify ways of mitigating
those risks.
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