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between sense of autonomy and help-seeking
intentions for self-injury
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Abstract

Background: Self-injury is a complex issue, further complicated by the fact that up to half of young people who
self-injure do not receive help. Young people who do receive help for self-injury claim they prefer to access family
and friends over more formal sources of help. This original research set out to examine the influence of negative
attitudes to professional help and a sense of autonomy on help-seeking intentions.

Methods: A cross-section of 220 university students and young adults from the community (Students = 131, other
participants = 89; mean age = 24.64) completed anonymous online questionnaires measuring self-injurious behaviour
and mental health related problems, attitudes toward seeking professional mental health help, autonomy, and
intentions to seek help for self-injury. Two separate mediation models were tested using a bootstrapping approach
to investigate intentions to seek help – one on mental health problems, and one specifically on self-injury.

Results: More positive attitudes to help-seeking were significantly associated with greater intentions to seek help,
while higher perceived autonomy was associated with lower intentions to seek help. Attitudes fully mediated the
negative relationship between autonomy and willingness to seek help for self-injury. The model also maintained
partial mediation for willingness to seek help for other mental health problems, beyond self-injury. Current self-injurers
expressed significantly more negative attitudes toward help-seeking compared to past self-injurers and those with no
history of self-injury. Similarly, current self-injurers reported being less likely to seek help from anyone compared to both
other groups.

Conclusions: This study appears to be the first to set out to compare self-injurers’ attitudes to help-seeking directly
with those of non-self-injurers, and the first to show that attitudes mediate the relationship between autonomy
and help-seeking. The findings provide evidence that will assist development of interventions targeting negative
attitudes toward seeking professional help, in order to increase help-seeking among self-injurers who would otherwise
not receive treatment.
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Introduction
In a recent systematic review, Rowe et al. [1] concluded
that up to half the adolescents who self-injure do not
seek help; but if they do, they are more likely to ap-
proach friends and family, especially if they are female.
Only six of the nineteen studies included explored bar-
riers to seeking help. Not knowing where to get help or
what to expect from the help they might receive [2], and
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having practical access problems, for instance in rural
areas [3], were major factors. Intrapsychic issues were
common, including fears that professionals or parents
might not be able to help [4], fear of loss of confidential-
ity or of being stigmatised [5], with this accentuated by
poor mental health or suicidal ideation [6]. In addition,
young people tended to minimise the seriousness of
their self-injury, and believed they could or should man-
age alone [7]. Only two studies reported possible facilita-
tors for help-seeking [2, 4]. Large scale cross-national
research confirms that almost half of young self-injurers
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do not receive help from anyone [8], and this reluctance
to seek help for self-injury may be more prominent in
younger age groups [9], with young people often relying
on the ability of others to recognise their troubles and re-
spond accordingly, rather than actively seeking help [10].
Attitudinal barriers deterring young people from seek-

ing help appear to be more important than practical bar-
riers [11]. In fact, perceived social stigma around seeking
help for mental health problems has been conceptualised
as one of the greatest barriers to getting psychological
treatment [12]. Conversely, lower perceived stigma has
been shown to be associated with more positive attitudes
toward seeking psychological help [13]. Symptom sever-
ity may not be associated with help-seeking, suggesting
social stigma and negative attitudes together may pre-
vent people from seeking psychological help, regardless
of how severe the problem [13, 14]. Conversely, positive
attitudes toward seeking professional mental health help
predict having actually sought help from a General Prac-
titioner [15]. Long et al. [16] suggest self-injury is hidden
due to awareness of the social stigma specifically sur-
rounding purposely damaging one’s body, and further,
that awareness of stigma and resentment surrounding
self-injury fosters a cycle of guilt and shame within the
self-injurer, further fuelling the behaviour.
The self-injury literature often refers to shame, guilt,

negative attitudes and stigma, but it has been unclear
exactly how, and to what extent, attitudes influence
help-seeking behaviours of self-injurers, despite being re-
peatedly shown to be a powerful barrier to seeking pro-
fessional help for other mental health problems [12–14,
17, 18]. In the current study, we hypothesized that more
positive attitudes would be associated with greater inten-
tions to seek help for self-injury (Hypothesis 1). To our
knowledge, the attitudes of self-injurers have never been
compared directly to those of non-self-injurers. We fur-
ther hypothesized that current self-injurers would report
more negative attitudes toward seeking help for self-
injury and mental health problems than either those
with no history of self-injury, or those who had ceased
self-injury for more than 12 months (‘past self-injurers’)
(Hypothesis 2).
There is little research examining the effect autonomy

has on willingness to seek help for mental health prob-
lems, though it has been suggested normal developmen-
tal needs of young people to become autonomous may
interfere with help-seeking [18]. Greater need for auton-
omy is associated with lower intentions to seek help for
a variety of common mental disorders, including anxiety
and affective disorders [19]. Conversely lower perceived
need for autonomy is associated with stronger intentions
to seek professional mental help at some point in the fu-
ture [20]. Need for autonomy appears to be a stronger
barrier to help-seeking than help-seeking fears, for a
range of other mental disorders including suicidal idea-
tion, emotional problems, affective, and anxiety disor-
ders [19, 20].
Given the existing research, the current study hypoth-

esized autonomy would directly influence intentions to
seek help for self-injury, but would also have an indirect
effect on help-seeking via attitudes toward seeking help
(Hypothesis 3). This research is the first to examine the
impact of autonomy on help-seeking for self-injury.
Based on research showing self-reliance and the belief

that self-injury can be managed without help are barriers
to seeking help for self-injury [5, 9], we predicted that
autonomy and attitudes toward seeking help would be
associated, such that those with a greater autonomy
need would also report more negative attitudes toward
seeking help for mental health problems.
Finally we predicted attitudes would mediate the effect

of the need for autonomy on help-seeking intentions,
such that attitudes toward seeking mental health help
would explain the existing relationship between auton-
omy and help-seeking intentions. Overall, this research
aimed to highlight how key barriers prevent self-injurers
from seeking help, to inform development of interven-
tions to increase the proportion of self-injurers who re-
ceive help.

Method
Procedure
Ethics approval was gained from the University of
Queensland BSSER Committee prior to data collection.
A project summary was uploaded to the Sona system
under the title: ‘Seeking help for mental health prob-
lems’. Participation in the study was voluntary and
anonymous to ensure participants felt confident respond-
ing honestly to sensitive material. On completion student
participants were given a debrief sheet and the opportun-
ity to ask questions about the research and survey mate-
rials and discuss their reactions to the survey. Participants
recruited via the Internet were automatically directed to
an online link that provided an information sheet and de-
brief page. The online survey took approximately 10–15
min to complete.

Participants
After discarding 16 partially completed surveys, a total
of 220 participants completed the study. Forty partici-
pants were male (18.2 %), 179 female (81.4 %), with one
claiming to be neither. More than half the participants
(n = 131, 59.5 %) were current University of Queensland
(UQ) students recruited through the UQ Sona system.
Students participating in introduction to psychology
courses are able to participate in research in exchange
for course credit. Other participants (n = 89, 40.5 %)
gained access to the survey through flyers posted on



Pumpa and Martin Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health  (2015) 9:27 Page 3 of 9
information boards throughout the UQ St. Lucia cam-
pus, or through online distribution of the study informa-
tion on social media pages Facebook and Twitter.
Participation was voluntary and anonymous for all par-
ticipants. Overall, participants ranged from 15–64 years
(mean 24.64 years, SD = 9.78). The majority of partici-
pants listed English as their primary language (90 %).
Other languages spoken at home included Chinese,
Hungarian, Mandarin, and Vietnamese.

Measures
Demographics
Participants recorded age in years, sex, country of birth,
primary language spoken, and if they were a current UQ
student.

Autonomy Need
Autonomy need was measured using the Need for Auton-
omy (NA) subscale of the brief version of the Barriers to
Adolescents Seeking Help scale (BASH-B) [20]. The
subscale consists of two items measured on a 5-point
Likert scale, ‘I think I should work out my own problems’
and ‘If I had a problem, I would solve it myself ’. Responses
ranged from ‘Strongly Disagree’ to ‘Strongly Agree’. The
two items were combined to form a score of perceived
need for autonomy, higher scores indicating greater per-
ceived autonomy. In the current study the two items
yielded an internal reliability coefficient of .73, within the
range .70-.78 found by other studies [19, 20].

Self Injury
Participants Brief Self-Injury Questionnaire [21]. They
first read a working definition of self-injury, before being
asked ‘Have you ever hurt yourself on purpose? (If only
once, please circle ‘yes’)’ Participants answering ‘no’
automatically bypassed the detailed self-injury section,
and completed the remaining general scales. Those an-
swering ‘yes’ were asked ‘Have you self-injured in the last
12 months?’ Those answering ‘yes’ were subsequently
classified ‘current self-injurers’; those answering ‘no’ were
classified as ‘previous self-injurers’. These groupings allow
comparison of ‘current’, ‘previous’, and ‘no history of self-
injury’ groups on all focal variables.
Items that followed assessed frequency of self-injury,

forms of self-injury, functions of self-injury, whether
anyone else was aware of their self-injury, whether help
was received for self-injury, and if ‘yes’, the source of the
help. Finally, self-injurers were asked whether their self-
injury ‘was ever to suicide?’ and if ‘yes’, how many times
they had attempted suicide.
The Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Help

Scale (ATSPHS) [22] contains 29 items, with responses on
a 5-point Likert scale from ‘Strongly Disagree’ to ‘Strongly
Agree’, and a neutral ‘neither agree nor disagree’ midpoint.
Eighteen items are framed negatively (eg. ‘Having been a
psychiatric patient is a blot on a person’s life’) with 11
items framed positively (eg. ‘If I thought I needed psy-
chiatric help, I would get it no matter who knew about
it’). Negative items were reverse scored, and the 29
items summed (range 58–133, mean 98.17), higher
scores representing more positive attitudes. Our in-
ternal reliability (.90) was consistent with the original
study (.86) [22].
The General Help-Seeking Questionnaire (GHSQ)

[23] measures intention to seek help from a range of
sources (from ‘intimate partner’ and ‘family member’,
through ‘phone helpline’, to ‘doctor/GP’) for a range of
different problems. It has predictive and construct valid-
ity, and good test-retest reliability for each of two core
items, suicidal ideation, r = .88 and emotional problems,
r = .86 [23]. Responses are on a 7-point Likert scale from
1 (Extremely Unlikely) to 7 (Extremely Likely), higher
scores indicating a greater likelihood of seeking help
from that source.
We added a third core item to assess help-seeking in

relation to self-injury, using the original matrix format.
Responses were categorised as ‘formal’ or ‘informal’
sources of help. Help-seeking from ‘informal’ and ‘for-
mal’ sources for emotional problems, suicidal ideation,
and self-injury combined yielded an internal reliability
coefficient of .91 and .87 respectively.
To form a general score of intention to seek help,

scores on the three ‘I would not seek help from anyone’
items were combined, higher scores indicating lower in-
tentions to seek help. Our internal reliability coefficient,
for the 3 combined items, was .88.
The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28) [24]

contains a total of 28 items, measured on 4-point Likert
scales. Participants were asked to answer items in refer-
ence to present and recent complaints. Four subscales
(somatic symptoms, anxiety and insomnia, social dys-
function, and depression), with seven items each, yielded
internal reliability coefficients, respectively, of .85, .90,
.84, and .92. Individual subscales were combined to form
a Total Score.

Results
Of 220 participants, 7 failed to answer at least one ques-
tion on the survey. No single variable was missing more
than 5 % of data. Little’s (MCAR) test found missing
values were randomly distributed across the dataset, χ2

(33, N = 220) = 42.77, p = .119. Missing values were there-
fore substituted using Expectation Maximisation (EM).

Self-Injury
Overall, 48.6 % of participants (n = 107) reported a his-
tory of self-injury. Of males, 35.0 % had self-injured at
least once in their life, compared to 51.4 % of females.
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There was no significant association between sex and
prevalence of self-injury, χ2 (1, n = 219) = 2.89, p = .089,
phi = −.13. Forty-eight participants (21.8 %) were ‘cur-
rently self-injuring’ and 58 participants were ‘previous
self-injurers’ (no self-injury for at least 12 months).
Cutting was the most common method of self-injury

(n = 69) followed by hitting self (n = 41) and wound pick-
ing (n = 32). Among self-injurers, 23.4 % had attempted
suicide (n = 25), and 76.6 % reported nonsuicidal self-
injury (n = 82). Independent samples t-test revealed self-
injurers who had attempted suicide did not significantly
differ from those denying suicide on variables of interest
(GHQ, attitudes, help-seeking, and autonomy need) (see
Table 1). All participants who had self-injured were in-
cluded in subsequent analyses.

Receiving Help for Self-Injury
Of the sample of self-injurers (107), sixty-three reported
someone was aware of their self-injury (59 %). Only
forty-two of all self-injurers reported receiving help for
self-injury (39.3 %). Of these, thirty-seven (88 %) re-
ceived help from professional services including doctors
or counsellors, twenty-one (50 %) reporting additional
help from family or friends. Self-injurers who did (M =
2.30, SD = 0.65) and did not receive help (M = 2.27,
SD = 0.54) for self-injury did not differ significantly on
severity of symptomatology, t(105) = 0.28, p = .783 or
sex, χ2 (1, n = 106) = 2.91, p = .509, phi = −.08.

Attitudes
Males (M = 3.16, SD = 0.51) reported significantly more
negative attitudes toward seeking help for mental health
problems than females (M = 3.43, SD = 0.57, t(217) = −2.80,
p = .006, η2 = .03). Overall, males and females with
more negative attitudes were more likely to report they
would not seek help from anyone, r = −.46, p < .001. A
one-way between-groups ANOVA with Bonferroni cor-
rection found attitudes toward seeking professional
mental health help differed significantly by history of
self injury, (F(2, 216) = 5.02, p = .007, η2 = .04). Multiple
Table 1 Independent Samples T-tests Comparing Self-injurers
who had and had not Attempted Suicide

Variables Attempted suicide Mean t df p (2-tailed)

Attitudes Yes 3.30 -0.23 105 .820

No 3.34

Autonomy Yes 4.00 0.50 105 .619

No 3.91

Help-Seeking Yes 3.80 1.10 32.16 .279

No 3.25

GHQ Yes 2.39 1.08 105 .282

No 2.25
comparisons revealed current self-injurers (M= 3.17,
SD = 0.65) reported significantly more negative attitudes
toward seeking help for mental health problems than pre-
vious self-injurers (M= 3.47, SD = 0.55), (t(216) = −2.83,
p = .015) and those with no history of self-injury (M= 3.44,
SD = 0.51), (t(216) = −2.87, p = .014). An independent
samples t-test comparing attitudes showed self-injurers
receiving help for self-injury (M = 3.48, SD = 0.63) re-
ported significantly more positive attitudes toward seek-
ing help for mental health problems compared to those
not receiving help (M = 3.23, SD = 0.58), (t(105) = 2.07,
p = .041, η2 = .04).

Need for Autonomy
Autonomy did not vary by history of self injury, F(2,
216) = 0.80, p = .453. However, overall there was a nega-
tive association between need for autonomy and atti-
tudes toward seeking help for mental health problems,
with higher autonomy associated with more negative at-
titudes (r = −.28, p < .001). In addition, those higher in
autonomy were more likely to report they would not
seek help from anyone, (r = .28, p < .001).

Help-Seeking
A one-way between-groups ANOVA with Bonferroni cor-
rections found intentions to seeking help for mental health
problems differed significantly by history of self-injury (F(2,
216) = 12.11, p < .001, η2 = .10). Post Hoc comparisons
revealed current self-injurers (M= 3.93, SD = 2.10) were
significantly less likely to seek help for mental health prob-
lems, compared to previous self-injurers (M= 2.91, SD =
1.54, t(216) = 3.07, p = .007) and those with no history of
self-injury (M= 2.49, SD = 1.57, t(216) = 4.92, p < .001).
Self-injurers receiving help for self-injury (M = 3.07, SD =
2.21) reported significantly higher intentions to seek help
for mental health problems compared to self-injurers
not receiving help (M = 4.03, SD = 1.99, t(105) = −2.33,
p = .022, η2 = .05). Participants for the sample as a whole
were significantly more likely to seek help from informal
sources (M = 51.25, SD = 16.55) than formal sources
(M = 42.96, SD = 14.43, t(219) = 6.90, p < .001). Bivariate
correlations suggested older participants were more
likely to seek help (r = −.14, p = .046).

Mediation Analysis
Two separate mediation models were tested. The first
examined attitudes as a mediator between autonomy
and help-seeking for a broader range of mental health is-
sues, including emotional problems and suicidal idea-
tion. This model included the two ‘I would not seek help
from anyone’ core items from the original GHSQ scale.
The second model examined attitudes as a mediator be-
tween autonomy and help-seeking for our core question
on self-injury. Each model was tested with and without
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controlling for covariates; there were no substantiative
changes to findings.
The SPSS ‘mediate’ macro for bootstrapping mediation

[25] was used to analyse the model to determine if atti-
tudes mediated between autonomy and help-seeking for
a range of mental health problems. This was chosen be-
cause it estimates both direct and indirect effects [26]
and yields more power to find indirect effects than the
causal steps approach developed by Baron & Kenny [27]
[28]. ‘Perceived autonomy’ was entered as the predictor
variable, ‘attitudes to seeking help for mental health
problems’ as the proposed mediator, and ‘intentions to
seek help’ as the dependent variable. For intercorrela-
tions between predictor, mediator, outcome, and covari-
ate variables please see Table 2.
Age and symptomatology were controlled for as covar-

iates to discount them as alternative explanations for
findings [25]. Coefficients were estimated from 10,000
bootstrap samples, with replacement. The 95 % bias
corrected confidence interval for the indirect effect did
not include zero (lower bound = .1323, upper bound
= .6208), indicating it was significantly different from 0
at p < .05. A test of homogeneity of regression was non-
significant (R2 = .001, F(1, 213) = .17, p = .685), indicating
autonomy and attitudes did not interact to affect help-
seeking. The total (path c) and direct effects (path cI) of
perceived autonomy on intentions to seek help were
b = 1.33, p < .001 and b = 0.98, p > .001, respectively. Atti-
tudes partially mediated the relationship between auton-
omy and help-seeking, the model accounting for 28 %
of the variance in help-seeking (Adj R2 = .28 F (4, 214) =
21.69, p < .001). Participants reporting high levels of
autonomy were more likely to have negative attitudes
toward seeking help, and they also reported lower inten-
tions to seek help. This relationship and the results of the
bootstrapping analysis are represented visually in Fig. 1.
In the second mediation model symptomatology was

again controlled for as a covariate. ‘Perceived autonomy’
was entered as the predictor variable, ‘attitudes’ as the
mediator, and ‘intentions to seek help for self-injury’ as
Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Inter-Correlations Between

Variables M SD 1 2

Age 24.62 9.80

Sex 1.82 0.39 .02

Attitudes 3.39 0.56 .28** .19**

Autonomy 3.93 0.76 -.04 -.11

Help-seekinga 2.92 1.77 -.14* -.03

GHQ 2.02 0.58 -.08 .10

Help for SIb 3.03 2.01 -.07 .02

GHSQc 5.57 3.49 -.15* -.08
a General measure of help-seeking. b Measure of help-seeking for self-injury. c Help-see
* p < .05 ** p < .01
the dependent variable. Coefficients were estimated
from 10,000 bootstrap samples, with replacement. The
test of homogeneity of regression was non-significant
(R2 = .001, F(1, 215) = .15, p = .704). The 95 % bias cor-
rected confidence interval for the indirect effect did not
include zero (lower bound = .0762, upper bound = .3465),
indicating the indirect effect was significantly different
from 0 at p < .05. This model accounted for 24 % of the
variation in help-seeking for self-injury (Adj R2 = .24
F (3, 216) = 23.75, p < .001). The total (path c) and direct
effects (path cI) of perceived autonomy on intention to
seek help were b = 0.46, p = .006 and b = 0.26 (p = .113)
respectively, suggesting attitudes fully mediated the re-
lationship between autonomy and help-seeking for self-
injury. Attitudes account for the negative relationship
between high levels of autonomy and low intentions to
seek help for self-injury. This relationship is represented
visually in Fig. 2

Discussion
This research investigated the role of attitudes toward
seeking professional help, and autonomy, on help-seeking
for self-injury. Key findings supported our original hy-
potheses that attitudes toward seeking help would mediate
the relationship between autonomy and intentions to seek
help for self-injury. In addition, differences were found be-
tween current and past self-injurers, compared with those
with no history of self-injury. The findings highlight im-
portant differences between the groups that have implica-
tions for intervention and future research.
There were no significant differences in prevalence of

self-injury between males and females in this study,
which supports recent epidemiological research [29]
and refutes older studies that may have limited ques-
tions to female methods such as cutting. The current
study was not epidemiological, and deliberately set out
to gain as many self-injurers as possible; no conclusions
should be drawn as to community rates, or university
and college rates, from the 48.6 % lifetime rate of self-
injury for the sample.
Variables in Analyses

3 4 5 6 7

-.28**

-.46** .28**

-.35** .07 .42**

-.41** .20** .88** .39**

-.45** .32** .93** .36** .80**

king for emotional problems and suicide ideation as measured by the GHSQ



Fig. 1 Bootstrapping results, with unstandardised coefficients, illustrating attitudes as a partial mediator of the autonomy and help-seeking relationship
(Mental Health problems). * p < .01, ** p < .001
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Self-injurers who claimed they had also attempted sui-
cide did not differ in terms of their attitudes, autonomy,
intentions to seek help, or level of symptomatology as
measured by the GHQ. This finding is surprising, as
NSSI has recently been distinguished from self-injury
with suicidal intent on a number of parameters, includ-
ing depression measured by the GHQ [30]. As self-
injurers who had also attempted suicide did not differ
from participants engaging in NSSI alone, there was no
significant reason to exclude them from our further ana-
lysis. While at the outset we focussed on the term ‘self-
injury’, conclusions from the current study may also be
applicable to those who ‘self-harm’ (a broader term
which by definition includes attempts at suicide) [31].
Confirming previous research [19, 20], greater need

for autonomy in our subjects was associated with being
less willing to seek help for a range of mental health
problems, and this finding extended to self-injury. This
research is the first study to investigate the relationship
between autonomy and attitudes toward seeking help in
self-injurers. In line with hypotheses, a unique finding
was that those reporting higher need for autonomy were
also more likely to express more negative attitudes
Fig. 2 Bootstrapping results, illustrating attitudes as a mediator of the auto
toward seeking professional mental help. For those need-
ing to experience their actions as autonomous and self-
initiated, getting help for a problem they believe they
can control may threaten their sense of autonomy. The
higher the sense of autonomy the more negative atti-
tudes towards getting help may become.
Negative attitudes are a well-established barrier to

seeking help for mental health problems [12, 15, 17]. In
line with our hypotheses and based on this previous
work, the current research found negative attitudes to-
ward seeking help were associated with lower intentions
to seek help for self-injury and other mental health prob-
lems. Again, our research is the first to seek to compare
attitudes toward help-seeking of current self-injurers, pre-
vious self-injurers and those with no history of self-injury.
In line with predictions, people currently self-injuring
reported more negative attitudes toward seeking help
for mental problems than past self-injurers and non-
self-injurers. This is a unique finding of the current
study, but supports existing literature [16] suggesting
that awareness of stigma and feelings of guilt and shame
experienced with self-injury may increase negative atti-
tudes toward seeking help, and create a barrier. The
nomy and help-seeking for self-injury relationship. * p < .01, ** p < .001
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causal direction of this cannot be determined without a
longitudinal research design. Negative attitudes reduce
with cessation of self-injury to the extent previous self-
injurers are indistinguishable from non-self-injurers in
terms of their attitudes toward seeking professional
mental health help. This finding suggests that changing
community and self-injurer attitudes to seeking help
may be a fruitful direction in prevention and therapy.
Of participants with a history of self-injury, fewer than

40 % had received help for their self-injury at some point
in the past, but those who had received help reported
more positive attitudes toward seeking help than self-
injurers who had not received help. Again, due to the
cross-sectional nature of the study, we do not know if
self-injurers received help because they started with
more positive attitudes toward help-seeking, or whether
more positive attitudes derive from having received help,
and evaluating this experience as favourable.
The fact that over 60 % of self-injurers reported they

had not received help concurs with other studies [8]. A
unique finding of this study, however, was that current
self-injurers were less likely to seek help for both self-
injury and other mental health problems than previous
self-injurers and non-self-injurers. This indicates those
who are currently self-injuring and in need of help are
the least likely to receive it. The finding further suggests
that cessation of self-injury may be influenced by chan-
ged intentions to seek help.
Current self-injurers reported more mental health prob-

lems than previous self-injurers, who in turn reported
more symptoms than non-self-injurers. However, symp-
tom severity as such was not related to intention to seek
help, nor to whether self-injurers had previously received
help. This is consistent with findings that symptom sever-
ity and distress are not related to help-seeking [13].
There is general consensus within the literature that ad-

olescents prefer to seek help for mental health problems
from informal sources (family or friends) rather than pro-
fessional services (hospitals and psychologists) [5, 9, 32].
While our study included a wider range of ages, it did
confirm this; overall participants were more likely to seek
help from informal sources than formal sources.
The main finding from this research was the novel

mediation model examining attitudes as a mediator be-
tween autonomy and intentions to seek help. In line
with predictions, attitudes fully mediated this relation-
ship in the context of self-injury, suggesting autonomy
has an indirect influence on intentions to seek help for
self-injury. As self-injury is socially stigmatised, and
often accompanied by shame and secrecy, it is perhaps
not surprising that attitudes play such an important role.
The need for autonomy may not be as malleable as atti-
tudes; therefore interventions to change the influence of
attitudes on help-seeking may be a more plausible and
fruitful direction in therapy or prevention. Preliminary
evidence does exist to suggest that attitudes can be
changed, for instance by an education program in
schools [33]. By implementing such strategies to im-
prove attitudes toward seeking mental health and ad-
dress existing negative beliefs about seeking mental
health help, it may be possible to increase the proportion
of self-injurers who seek help.
When the model was replicated for intentions to seek

help for suicidal ideation and emotional problems more
broadly, it remained significant for partial mediation.
Whilst specifically relevant to self-injury, implications
are that strategically influencing negative attitudes to im-
prove help-seeking for mental health problems may have
ramifications beyond self-injury.
Our research was not free of limitations. Our sample

was self-selected, and may not represent the vast major-
ity of community based self-injurers. As noted in epi-
demiological studies [29], the sex of participants is
skewed, with more females than males participating.
However, the high percentage of male self-injurers in the
current study may not reflect gender ratios of self-injury
in the community, and may have skewed our results,
given males tend to report more negative attitudes to-
ward help-seeking than females. Future research to cor-
roborate our work may need to use broader recruitment
methods to assess help-seeking for self-injury for the
general population.
Due to the cross sectional nature of this research, it is

not possible to infer causation between the measured vari-
ables and intentions to seek help. Differences between
current and previous self-injurers do suggest changes
occur concurrently with the cessation of self-injury. A lon-
gitudinal research design following self-injurers over time
is needed to determine causal inferences between auton-
omy, attitudes, and help-seeking.

Conclusions
The current study drew on qualitative studies of the role
of attitudes in help-seeking for self-injury, but utilised
standardised measures, adding to the limited literature
on help-seeking for self-injury by identifying negative at-
titudes as a major barrier to seeking help for self-injury.
Adding to the work by Rotolone and Martin [21], we
were able to distinguish current self-injurers from previ-
ous self-injurers and those with no history of self-injury
by their attitudes toward seeking help and their inten-
tions to seek help. These factors have not been previ-
ously examined.
Overall, and as expected, greater autonomy and more

negative attitudes toward help-seeking were associated
with lower intentions to seek help from anyone, and atti-
tudes toward help-seeking fully mediated the relation-
ship between autonomy and intentions to seek help for
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self-injury. As expected current self-injurers were more
likely to report more negative attitudes toward seeking
help and had lower intentions to seek help than previous
self-injurers or non-self-injurers. Previous self-injurers
and non-self-injurers were indistinguishable from one
another regarding attitudes and intentions to seek help.
These findings suggest attitudes and intentions to seek
help are factors that may be associated with the cessa-
tion of self-injury.
The findings from this study extend our knowledge of

what differentiates people who are, and are not, willing to
seek help for self-injury. Future research may wish to ex-
plore a sense of autonomy, attitudes, and intentions to
seek help, in a longitudinal study of self-injury. This would
rule out any potential confounds of the current research
and better determine specifically why those who have
stopped self-injuring have more positive attitudes toward
seeking help and are more willing to seek help.

Implications
We believe the current research has wide implications for
clinical practice and community prevention, while also
theoretically advancing understanding of the current state
of help-seeking for self-injury. Preliminary evidence sug-
gests attitudes toward help-seeking are a key barrier pre-
venting self-injurers from seeking help. As the majority of
those who self-injure do not receive help, attitudinal bar-
riers need to be addressed to encourage help-seeking.

Competing interests
Neither of the authors has competing interests. Neither received any income
or other remuneration for completing the current research.

Authors’ contributions
MP conceived the study, participated in its design, carried out the study,
performed statistical analysis and drafted the manuscript. GM supervised the
study, participated in the design of the study, helped to draft the manuscript
and revised the manuscript critically. Both authors read and approved the
final manuscript.

Received: 13 March 2015 Accepted: 15 June 2015

References
1. Rowe SL, French RS, Henderson C, Ougrin D, Slade M, Moran P. Help-seeking

behaviour and adolescent self-harm: a systematic review. Aust N Z J Psychiatry
. 2014;48(12):1083–95.

2. Klineberg E, Kelly MJ, Stansfield SA, Bhui KS. How do adolescents talk about
selfharm: a qualitative study of disclosure in an ethnically diverse urban
population in England. BMC Public Health. 2013;13:572.

3. Fadum EA, Stanley B, Rossow I, Mork E, Tormoen AJ, Mehlum L. Use of
health services following self-harm in urban versus suburban and rural areas:
a national cross-sectional study. BMJ Open. 2013;3:7. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-
2013-002570.

4. Berger E, Hasking P, Martin G. ‘Listen to them’: adolescents’ views on
helping young people who self-injure. J Adolesc. 2013;36:935–45.

5. Fortune S, Sinclair J, Hawton K. Adolescents’ views on preventing self-harm. a
large community study. Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol. 2008;43:96–104.

6. Watanabe N, Nishida A, Shimodera S, Inoue K, Oshima N, Sasaki T, et al.
Help-seeking behavior among Japanese school students who self-harm:
results from a self-report survey of 18,104 adolescents. Neuropsychiatr Dis
Treat. 2012;8:561–9.
7. Fortune S, Sinclair J, Hawton K. Help-seeking before and after episodes of
self-harm: a descriptive study in school pupils in England. BMC Public
Health. 2008;8:369.

8. Ystgaard M, Arensman E, Hawton K, Madge N, Van Heeringen K, et al.
Deliberate self-harm in adolescents: comparison between those who receive
help following self-harm and those who do not. J Adolesc. 2009;32:875–91.
doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2008.10.010.

9. Michelmore L, Hindley P. Help-seeking for suicidal thoughts and self-harm
in young people: a systematic review. Suicide and Life-threatening Behavior.
2012;42:507–24. doi:10.1111/j.1943-278X.2012.00108.

10. Leavey G, Rothi D, Paul R. Trust, autonomy and relationships: the help-seeking
preferences of young people in secondary level schools in London (UK).
J Adolesc. 2011;34:685–93. doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2010.09.004.

11. Nada-Raja S, Morrison D, Skegg K. A population-based study of help-seeking
for self-harm in young adults. Aust N Z J Psychiatry. 2003;37:600–5.
doi:10.1046/j.1440-1614.2003.01252.

12. Vogel DL, Wester SR, Larson LM. Avoidance of counselling: psychological
factors that inhibit seeking help. Journal of Counseling & Development.
2007;85:410–22. doi:10.1002/j.1556-6678.2007.tb00609.

13. Wrigley S, Jackson H, Judd F, Komiti A. Role of stigma and attitudes toward
help-seeking from a general practitioner for mental health problems in a rural
town. Aust N Z J Psychiatry. 2005;39:514–21. doi:10.1111/j.1440-1614.2005.01612.

14. Sibicky M, Dovidio JF. Stigma of psychological therapy: stereotypes,
interpersonal reactions, and the self-fulfilling prophecy. Journal of Counselling
Psychology. 1986;33:148–54. doi:10.1037/0022-0167.33.2.148.

15. Komiti A, Judd F, Jackson H. The influence of stigma and attitudes on
seeking help from a GP for mental health problems. Soc Psychiatry
Psychiatr Epidemiol. 2006;41:738–45. doi:10.1007/s00127-006-0089-4.

16. Long M, Manktelow R, Tracey A. We are all in this together: working
towards a holistic understanding of self-harm. J Psychiatr Ment Health Nurs.
2013;20:105–13. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2850.2012.01893.

17. Pisani AR, Schmeelk-Cone K, Gunzler D, Petrova M, Goldston DB, Tu X, et al.
Associations between suicidal high school students’ help-seeking and
their attitudes and perceptions of social environment. Journal of Youth &
Adolescence. 2012;41:1312–24. doi:10.1007/s10964-012-9766-7.

18. Rickwood DJ, Deane FP, Wilson CJ. When and how do young people
seek professional help for mental health problems? Med J Aust.
2007;187:35–9.

19. Wilson C, Rickwood DJ, Bushnell JA, Caputi P, Thomas SJ. The effects of
need for autonomy and preference for seeking help from informal sources
on emerging adults’ intentions to access mental health services for
common mental disorders and suicidal thoughts. Advances in Mental
Health. 2011;10:29–38.

20. Wilson C, Deane FP. Brief report: Need for autonomy and other perceived
barriers relating to adolescents’ intentions to seek professional mental
health care. J Adolesc. 2012;35:233–7. doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2010.06.011.

21. Rotolone C, Martin G. Giving up self-injury: a comparison of everyday social
and personal resources in past versus current self-injurers. Archives of
Suicide Research. 2012;16:147–58. doi:10.1080/13811118.2012.667333.

22. Fischer EH, Turner JL. Orientations to seeking professional help:
development and research utility of an attitude scale. J Consult Clin Psychol.
1970;35:79–90. doi:10.1037/h0029636.

23. Wilson C, Deane FP, Ciarrochi J, Rickwood D. Measuring help-seeking
intentions: properties of the general-help-seeking questionnaire. Can J Couns.
2005;39:15–28.

24. Goldberg DP, Hillier VF. A scaled version of the general health
questionnaire. Psychol Med. 1979;9:139–45. doi:10.1017/S0033291700021644.

25. Hayes AF, Preacher KJ. Statistical mediation analysis with a multicategorical
independent variable. Br J Math Stat Psychol. 2013;67:451–70. doi:10.1111/
bmsp.12028.

26. Preacher KJ, Hayes AF. Asymptotic and resampling strategies for assessing
and comparing indirect effects in multiple mediator models. Behaviour
Research Methods. 2008;40:879–91. doi:10.3758/BRM.40.3.879.

27. Baron RM, Kenny DA. The moderator–mediator variable distinction in social
psychological research: conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations.
J Pers Soc Psychol. 1986;51(6):1173–82. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173.

28. Fritz MS, MacKinnon DP. Required Sample Size to Detect the Mediated Effect
Psychological Science. 2007;18:3,233–239. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01882.x.

29. Martin G, Swannell S, Hazell P, Harrison J, Taylor A. Self-injury in Australia:
a community survey. Med J Aust. 2010;193(9):506–10.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2013-002570
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2013-002570
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2008.10.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1943-278X.2012.00108
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2010.09.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1440-1614.2003.01252
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2007.tb00609
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1614.2005.01612
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.33.2.148
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00127-006-0089-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2850.2012.01893
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-012-9766-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2010.06.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13811118.2012.667333
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0029636
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0033291700021644
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/bmsp.12028
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/bmsp.12028
http://dx.doi.org/10.3758/BRM.40.3.879
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01882.x


Pumpa and Martin Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health  (2015) 9:27 Page 9 of 9
30. Muehlenkamp JJ, Gutierrez PM. An investigation of differences between
self-injurious behavior and suicide attempts in a sample of adolescents.
Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior. 2004;34:12–23. doi:10.1521/
suli.34.1.12.27769.

31. Hawton K, Rodham K, Evans E, Harriss L. Adolescents who self harm: a
comparison of those who go to hospital and those who do not. Child
Adolesc Mental Health. 2009;14:24–30. doi:10.1111/j.1475-3588.2008.00485.

32. Evans E, Hawton K, Rodham K. In what ways are adolescents who engage
in self-harm or experience thoughts of self-harm different in terms of help-
seeking, communication and coping strategies? J Adolesc. 2005;28:573–87.
doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2004.11.001.

33. Muehlenkamp J, Walsh B, McDade M. Preventing non-suicidal self-injury
in adolescents: the signs of self-injury program. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence. 2010;39:306–14. doi:10.1007/s10964-009-9450-8.
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

http://dx.doi.org/10.1521/suli.34.1.12.27769
http://dx.doi.org/10.1521/suli.34.1.12.27769
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-3588.2008.00485
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2004.11.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-009-9450-8

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Introduction
	Method
	Procedure
	Participants
	Measures
	Demographics
	Autonomy Need
	Self Injury


	Results
	Self-Injury
	Receiving Help for Self-Injury
	Attitudes
	Need for Autonomy
	Help-Seeking
	Mediation Analysis


	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Implications

	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	References



