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Adolescents’ Experiences of Non-Suicidal Self-Injury: An Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis Study

Ko, Jung A" - Kim, Ji Young®

'Department of Nursing, Hwasung Medi-Science University, Hwasung
“College of Nursing, Jeonbuk Research Institute of Nursing Science, Jeonbuk National University, Jeonju, Korea

Purpose: This qualitative study used interpretative phenomenological analysis and photovoice methods to explore the meaning of non-sui-
cidal self-injury experienced by adolescents. Methods: Participants were adolescents enrolled in middle and high schools in Gyeonggi-do
and Jeollabuk-do who were selected through snowball sampling. Six participants had repeatedly engaged in self-injurious behavior for over
a year. Data were collected through in-depth interviews and the photovoice method between November 2020 and July 2021, The collected
data were analyzed using six steps of interpretative phenomenological analysis. Results: The results yielded 5 main themes and 18 sub-
themes. The main themes were ‘a silent cry to an indifferent world’, ‘a heartache that one endures with scars’, ‘an inescapable cycle’, ‘filling
the space in one’s heart’, and ‘healing the wounds'. The study findings revealed that the self-injurious behavior of adolescents began as a
consequence of feeling lost and struggling with conflicts at home and school, which helped them relieve tension and pain. Nonetheless, in-
flicting self-injury only left signs of regret and remorse, which became a trace that the participants wanted to hide. However, the wounds
healed after receiving attention and support from others, They were determined to stop engaging in repeated self-injurious behaviors and
made efforts to do so. Conclusion: This study can be used as a basis for the development of educational programs to prevent non-suicidal
self-injury in adolescents. Additionally, it can inform nursing interventions that focus on building support systems to help adolescents who
attempt self-injury.
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Table 1. The Characteristics of the Participants
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Duration Hist f
LB R Frequency of NSSI

ID Sex Age (yr)  Education (grade) Methods of NSSI of NSSI' NSSI in the . . i
at time of interview
(yr)  past yeart
1 Female 16 High school 1 Wrist cutting 3 Yes Once a month
2 Female 17 High school 2 Wrist cutting, hitting or bruising 1 Yes Once a month
3 Female 15 Middle school 3 Wrist cutting 2 Yes Twice a month
4 Female 15 Middle school 3 Wrist cutting 3 Yes Twice a month
5 Female 16 High school 1 Wrist cutting 3 Yes 2~4 times a month
6 Female 17 High school 2 Wrist cutting, hitting, scratching 3 Yes Once a month

NSSI = Non-suicidal self-injury.

*Experiences that injured themselves on more than 5 days in the past year without trying to die.
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Table 2. List of Main Themes, Subthemes, and Participant's Statements

Main themes Subthemes Participants' statements
Asilent Lost without a - There is nothing that | want to do, nothing I like, or nothing | do well. (P 1)
cry to an place to put one's - Everyone at school was studying, but | was having a difficult time. | really did not want to be at school. (P 6)
indifferent  mind to - (omitted) | was so jealous when | saw my friends having fun. (P 5)
world Hurt from - Dad yelled at me not to come home. | did not go back home for three months. (P 1)
heartless parents - Mom and dad scolded me a lot. It is more difficult because they don't understand me; they only hit me. (P 3)
and bullying - Friends excluded me from their group-- so | couldn't even go to school--. (P 4)
friends
The temptation - | stumbled across it while browsing social media. Everyone said that they hurt themselves-- | thought,
began “Everyone hurts themselves when it gets hard." (P 3)
coincidentally - My friend was doing it (self-harming). | didn't have any problems then, but | copied what my friend did--. (P 4)
- In the beginning, they suggested it. They said, “Try it if things become too tough for you-- It gets better
when you see some blood.” (P 5)
A heartache The liberation of - After doing it once, the thing stuck inside me was released. (P 2)
that one trapped emotions - (by self-harming) You can solve things right away without any help from others. (P 3)
endures - My heart was like a gutter. Clogged and stuffy-- in a dirty state. (P 5)
with scars  An emotion-filled - | want to escape this feeling as soon as possible- | don't want to bottle it up. (P 2)
dumpster one - | want to self-harm because | will bleed afterward. | feel at ease after doing it. (P 4)
wants to empty - Because | simply want to stop feeling stifled constantly. (P 6)
A punishment to - | hate everything | have done. Everything makes me regretful, and | want to erase myself. (P 4)
oneself - From then on, | start blaming myself and doing things like self-harming--. (P 5)
A remedy for one's - (after self-harming) The thing that was stuck here felt a little better. (P 1)
heart - When things get so tough that | want to die, | hurt myself, but it doesn't hurt at all. (P 3)
- (while self-harming) | think being hurt- is helpful because it makes me feel relieved. (P 6)
An A deepening - It didn't hurt-- my heart is what hurts, not this. (P 3)
inescapable  swamp of - It feels empty even after you hurt yourself. Then | look for something else, | think. (P 4)
cycle temptation - | used to cut my wrist and then strangle myself. | think cutting was insufficient. (P 6)
An interminable - I don't even think about it now that | have been doing it (self-harming). It has become a habit. (P 1)
and dangerous - Just like one cannot quit smoking-- it was difficult to stop self-harming. (P 3)
habit - It used to hurt in the beginning, but now it has become a habit and does not hurt. (P 4)
Ablurry line - It was half and half. | just didn't want to live~ | put everything down. (P 5)
between life and - | think | left a text message because | thought | would die soon. (P 6)
death
Filling the Unexpected - | was very happy at that time because they liked me a lot. (P 3)
space in attention and - | was so grateful when my friend told me that it did not matter whether the rumors were true or not. (P 4)
one's heart  support from a

friend

Feeling regretful
thinking about
struggling parents

- | held back, thinking, “Who am | to do anything to the body that my parents gave me?" (P 3)

- We cried talking to each other, and | told my mom that | was sorry. (P 4)

- | thought that | should not be this way, considering my mother's suffering-- | regret it, and now we are on
good terms. (P 5)

Do not want

to disappoint
one's girlfriend/
boyfriend

- Everyone is better than me-- | want to rely on them-- so | reduced self-harming. (P 1)
- | have not hurt myself since | met my current boyfriend because he hates it. (P 5)

Encouragement
from strangers

- On social media, you can say things that you cannot tell anyone-- and they don't jump down my throat. (P 2)
- | posted anonymously, and people whom | didn't even know expressed so much concern for me. It was a
big consolation for me. (P 3)

https://doi.org/10.4040/jkan.23075 https://jkan.or.kr
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Table 2. Continued

Main themes Subthemes Participants' statements
Healing the  Traces of the - | keep covering it up~ | also worry about my friends looking at it. (P 1)
wounds wounds one - | did not want to look at the injury. | felt embarrassed and ashamed every time | visited the hospital for

wants to hide treatment. (P 2)

- To hide the scars of self-harming, | got a tattoo of a snail onto my arms, this means to tell myself to take it
slow. | still have some old scars, but they're beautiful. (P 6)

Resisting and
overcoming
impulses

- | kept telling myself, “It's okay! It's okay!" (P 3)
- If I have a good cry when | feel like hurting myself, | resist the urge. (P 4)
- | just kept writing in my diary while holding back tears. | wrote without thinking, but it was so good. (P 5)

Believing that one

can stop oneself that. (P 1)

- My family appreciates me to a certain extent. They say that my vibe has changed a lot, and it's nice to see

- | have come to think that | should study hard at school, and now | have a dream. (P 4)
- | did not want to be swayed by anything or become addicted. | hated relying on self-harm. (P 6)

P = Participant.
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Figure 1. Photos of participants through the photovoice activity. (A) Swaying blossom (my precarious self), (B) sewer (garbage dump of
emotions), (C) be consoled (my personal bamboo forest), (D) tattoo (memories | want to erase), (E) my diary (my efforts to overcome).
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