
                                      

             
      
Social media, self-harm, and suicide
Sebastian Scherr
Abstract

Self-harm- and suicide-related (SHS) content on social media is
not clearly defined, and therefore, audience effects remain
scattered. This article makes three contributions: First, it offers a
definition and taxonomy for SHS content on social media with
potentially negative audience effects. SHS content on social
media is either explicit, implicit or ambivalent in nature, which
makes it hard to regulate, and challenging for media effects
research. Second, different forms of social media use are
discussed as antecedents to self-harm and suicide. And third,
functional social media affordances that shape the exposure to
problematic SHS content on social media are reviewed. The
regulation of the shape-diverse, problematic SHS content on
social media remains a pressing future challenge.
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Self-harm- and suicide-related (SHS) content on social
media includes more or less explicit depictions of self-
injurious thoughts and behaviorsdincluding suicidal

ideation, suicide attempts, and non-suicidal self-injury.
Importantly, self-injurious thoughts and behaviors
(SITBs) rose in the society as social media use gained
traction, sparking public and academic discussions about
possible connections [1e3]. On social media, users not
only passively consume content, but also create and share
it with others, which results in SHS content on social
media that is manifold, shape-diverse, and generally
recognized as particularly impactful on audiences [4e6].

The most recent, comprehensive reviews [1,2,6] have

focused on specific forms of social media use and
                     
experiences, including cybervictimization, heavy or
problematic social media use, sexting, and also exposure
to self-harm content on social media, but did not
explicitly assess how social media use can be an ante-
cedent of SITBs. Moreover, what users were actually
seeing on their social media was neither systematically
assessed, nor were the functional affordances of social
media mentioned that shape the content. These re-
views report mostly positive, small- to medium-sized
associations between specific social media use forms or
patterns and SITBs, especially among adolescents, and
less so among adults. The number of available studies is

limited, data from vulnerable groups is particularly
scarce, longitudinal studies are virtually absent [7], and
the lack of systematic social media use measures is
consistently criticized.
However, there is growing interest not only in exploring
the effects of SHS content on social media, but also in
regulating such content. As there is no clear definition or
taxonomy of SHS content on social media yet, it has
been difficult to connect findings from different studies
and to elaborate on regulation. In this article, I fill this
research gap and suggest such a definition and taxon-
omy. I define SHS social media content as explicit (e.g.,
suicide memes), implicit (e.g., references to thoughts or

symptoms), or ambivalent (e.g., metaphorical use of
suicide, as in suicide mission) depictions of thoughts or
acts of self-harm or suicide in an either fictional or non-
fictional context. Importantly, SHS content on social
media can be pre-made or livestreamed using audio,
video, text, or images. Particularly on social media, this
also includes responses to such content (e.g., comments,
likes). Table 1 shows the definition and taxonomy and
offers more specific examples of SHS content that users
can be exposed to on social media.
Recently published reviews consistently report that
existing evidence is best described as increasing but still
in the preliminary stages. There is only a limited

number of studies that yielded barely comparable find-
ings due to a lack of systematic social media measures
and an exclusive focus on specific age groups. However,
what is especially missing, is an understanding of the
underlying conceptual processes that explain how social
media impacts different users in regard to their ten-
dencies to self-harm and suicide. Reviews generally
acknowledge the twofold role of social media for SITBs
more [6] or less explicitly [2]: Social media can be a
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Table 1

Definition and taxonomy for suicidal and self-harm (SHS) content on social media

Definition Type of content Specific examples of SHS content on social media

SHS content on social
media is defined as
fictional or non-fictional,
pre-made or livestreamed
content (audio, video,
text, image) depicting
thoughts about or acts of
self-harm or suicide as
well as plans,
preparations,
arrangements, or detailed
instructions for it,
including the responses
to such content by others.

Explicit
Social media content that normalizes, glorifies,
promotes, encourages, or triggers others to self-
harm or attempt suicide, but also discourages and
judges it and raises public awareness of the issue,
including feelings of hopelessness and not wanting
to continue living, with or without references to
memories or the user’s own lived experience of
self-harm or suicide, including mocking/trolling
others about such content.

� Goodbye letters, fast-cut “mash-up videos,”
videos containing self-harm- and suicide-related
subliminal messages [29]

� Self-harm- or suicide-related artwork or memes
[33]

� Self-harm- or suicide-related “online challenges”
[34]

� Triggering imagery, including cuts, wounds, and
other forms of self-infliction [32]

� Inspirational quotes, pictures, or memes [35]
Implicit

Social media content that indirectly refers to, hints
at, or figuratively alludes to self-harm or suicide, as
well as emotions, cognitions, or behaviors often
connected to and commonly understood as co-
occurring with self-injurious behaviors.

� References to symptoms of mental disorders [36]
� References to feeling trapped or desperate [37]
� Extremely negative or (self-)destructive content

about negative emotions, mental illness,
traumatic experiences, low self-esteem, self-
hate, or self-loathing

Ambivalent
Social media content that refers to self-harm and
suicide in vague or ambiguous terms using stylistic
or literary devices, visual references, or hashtags
and codenames that circumvent upload/content
filters and/or disguise a reference publicly.

� Metaphorical use of suicide (suicide mission) or
self-harm (shot in the foot)

� Ironic, cynical, or polemic expressions
referencing self-harm or suicide

� Jokes, memes, or gifs about self-harm or suicide
� Codenames for mental disorders (e.g., using the

names Cat [if female] or Sam [if male] as a code
for self-harm or Sue or Dallas if suicidal)
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potential risk factor for SITBs, but can also protect
against them.

Based on my definition of SHS content on social media
(see Table 1), this article 1) discusses forms of social
media use as antecedents of self-harm and suicide, and
2) identifies the specific affordances of social media that
contribute or prevent them.
Social media use as an antecedent of self-
harm and suicide: Findings and
explanations
Two topoi emerge from the literature: First, not all
social media screen time is equal for SITBs, and
second, the rapid adoption of technology (i.e., Internet,
social media, smartphones) seems to be a probable
cause of SITBs as part of a cultural shift in how we
interact with each other [3]. I discuss how social media
use can be conceptualized as an antecedent of SITBs. I

will focus on social media use as well as specific social
media use phenomena, including cyberbullying, sext-
ing, and suicide-related social media use, and will
explain the evidence regarding how social media
operates in conjunction with SITBs.
                                        
Frequency and intensity of social media use
Studies focusing on social media screen time, averaged
across various media and formed into a global measure,
found small-to-no associations with well-being measures
that included indicators of self-harm and suicide [8,9].

Studies that used the same datasets, but differentiated
screen time, and specifically looked at, for example,
social media and Internet use, found slightly stronger
associations with SITBs, especially among girls [10].
Studies looking at extremely intensive, addictive, and
problematic forms of social media use usually found
small- to medium-sized associations with SITBs [2].
Cyberbullying
Social media is interpersonal in nature, and so are SITBs
[11]. Usually, a social disconnect or a thwarted belong-
ingness to others is a major risk factor for suicide,
perceived burdensomeness for others is another. How-
ever, all of these factors require that a person has ac-
quired the capability of dying by suicide. Importantly,
cybervictimization and cyberbullying perpetration can
both affect thwarted belongingness and perceived

burdensomeness. While cybervictimization has been
robustly associated with SITBs, the studies were very
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heterogeneous, and the findings were moderated by
factors such as sample age, sex, or the observed time-
frame for media effects [2,12]. Studies on the effects of
cyberbullying perpetration on SITBs are much more
scarce and much less conclusive [2]. The findings are
almost exclusively geographically constrained to the
Western hemisphere, and longitudinal, primary
research, qualitative investigations as well as intersec-

tional aspects involving racial and/or ethnic minorities,
different sexual orientations and identities, and/or dis-
abilities are missing [12].

Sexting
It remains unclear as to how sexting is related to SITBs.
Some argue that sexting generates a normative pressure
to respond, which can promote the perception that it is
necessary to engage in sexting in order to sustain
romantic relationships [1]. Feelings of being entrapped
can increase distress for vulnerable individuals and thus
contribute to SITBs [13]: Individual vulnerabilities
(e.g., mental health) and environmental stressors (e.g.,
derailed sexting episodes) can contribute to feelings of

entrapmentddefined perceptions of defeat and
humiliationdfrom which the only escape seems to be
through suicide. Further progression from suicidal
ideation to suicidal intent depends on motivational
factors, such as belongingness or social connectedness
[14]. Non-reciprocated sexting can thwart belonging-
ness, and sexts forwarded to others they were not
intended for may not only destroy a reputation and
contribute to feelings of shame, entrapment, and per-
ceptions of being a burden on one’s family, but may also
indirectly contribute to cyberbullying effects on SITBs.

However, sexting might also boost relational trust and
confidence and boost self-esteem, which has been
associated with lowered SITBs [15]. Evidence suggests
a range of small-to-large associations between sexting
and SITBs based only on a few studies, which warrants
caution regarding interpretation and bears the risk that
the true effects are actually less stable than they
currently seem to be [2].

Browsing SHS content on social media
SHS social media use has been differentiated into 1)
actively posting or talking about SITBs on social media

(i.e., social media engagement) and 2) being exposed to
SHS content on social media [1,2]. Regarding the
exposure to SHS content, it is crucial to keep in mind
that a definition such as the one presented in Table 1
had been missing, resulting in a lack of comparability
across findings. Most observed effects of SHS social
media engagement or SHS content exposure were of a
small-to-medium size [1,2]. Conditional effects and
individual vulnerabilities for social media effects were
largely disregarded and were only more recently
streamlined into existing conceptualizations.
                     
Scherr [16] suggested a media-related diathesis-stress model
that integrates influences of depression as a vulnera-
bility factor for suicide, attitudes, social norms, self-
efficacy, and emotions, which may all ultimately
contribute to self-harm and suicide. Importantly, an
ability to perform self-harm and suicide behaviors must
be present and external restrictions to performing the
behaviors must be absent. Furthermore, one could argue

that SHS content on social media resonates more
strongly with vulnerable audiences [17]. It might well
be that SHS content resonates particularly well with
vulnerable audiences’ cognitions, attitudes, and experi-
ences, which arguably increases both potentially harmful
(e.g., making suicide plans) and protective effects (e.g.,
help-seeking).

Posting SHS content on social media
Studies investigating the relationship between popular
social media interactions with others and SITBs [2,18]
repeatedly found associations between problematic
Internet use (oftentimes defined as excessive use with
similarities to addiction disorders) and SITBs; inter-

estingly, SITBs were most prevalent among those, who
used the Internet for chatting and blogging and these
are more popular activities among girls. But things are
more complicated: Nesi et al. [19] found that girls with
a suicide attempt history not only saw and posted more
SHS content on social media than boys or than girls
without suicide attempt history, they also reported to
have received the most social support, encouragement,
and distraction from their problems on social media.
One aspect that might come into play for social media
interactions is self-effects [20] that is, the effects of

message composition on an individual’s own cognitions,
emotions, attitudes, and behaviors, in contrast to recep-
tion effects (i.e., the effects of others’messages on oneself).
Similar to the mental health benefits of expressive
writing [21], social media self-effects can increase
perceived social support, well-being, and self-esteem,
and reduce depressive symptoms [20,22]. Expressive
writing (e.g., journaling, blogging) can push individuals
to re-evaluate aspects of their life and reflect upon their
emotions and emotional responses to their environment,
thereby yielding changes.

Posting about SHS content has been associated with
SITBs, and vice versa. Adolescents with higher SITB
rates commented, reposted, or talked more frequently
about suicide and suicide-related news on social media
[1]. However, one longitudinal study [23] also showed
that SITBs can predict the use of online health forums
and support groups, but their use does not automatically
translate into fewer SITBs a month later. This finding
and scarce additional evidence [15] leave room for
speculation about what other factors might have been

responsible for protective social media effects, with
social media self-effects being one plausible explanation.
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Thus, as a more general concern, future studies should
look more deeply into what people are specifically
engaging with on social media. Research on extreme
forms of social media interactions with others, including
stress disclosures (e.g., “I want to die”), for example,
found them to be associated with increased SITBs [1].
In line with social media self-effects, such extreme self-
disclosures might bring even more troublesome facets of

existing problems to the surface, resulting in harmful
backfire effects, especially when shared on social media.
Functional social media affordances and
their link with self-harm and suicide
Social media enables the broadcasting of personal, self-
related information to large, potentially global audi-
ences, which exacerbates the previously discussed SHS
antecedents. Specifically, social media comes with
affordances that can be categorized as functional, social,
identity, cognitive, and emotional affordances [24]. I
will focus on the functional affordances here. Basic social
media functions that define how content is exchanged
include its virtually boundless replicability, searchability,
scalability, permanence, editability, and composition
time [24e27].

Boundless replicability, searchability, and scalability
SHS content can be re-used by other users, to the

extent that content is shared to such an extent that it
goes “viral.” Users can find SHS content because of its
searchability and interconnectedness using hashtags to
categorize content. Hashtags can be explicit (e.g.,
#selfharm, # suicide), implicit (e.g., #sad, #heart-
broken) or ambivalent (e.g., #cat, #mysecretfamily)
and are typically self-selected by users to label and
connect uploaded content. Thereby, for example
cyberbullying is no longer limited to one school; self-
disclosures can go viral, and so can derailed sexting.

Permanence and cultural boundlessness
SHS posts potentially reach global audiences for an

indefinite timespan and irrespective of the cultural
background and social norms related to SITBs. Users
can be willingly or accidently exposed to more or less
elaborately crafted and tagged SHS social media posts
with potentially much stronger self- and audience
effects [20]. SHS content is not only able to reach
much larger audiences, but is also available and
accessible 24/7, and once online, it is hard to extin-
guish, ever (cf. Cyberbullying, sexting). Postings
about SITBs on social media might also create un-
precedented forms of public commitment that might

further increase the pressure on individuals to go
through with an announced plan [28].

Editability and boundless composition time
Finally, SHS content can be carefully prepared, pre-
recorded and/or posted with a delay [27]. The
                                        
editability of SHS content may contribute to a selective
and exaggerated public image of SITBs. This image can
deviate from the felt inner states that suicidal in-
dividuals experience for themselves, which might
further increase confusion and uncertainty. Crafting
SHS content to post on social media, on the other hand,
might also help individuals to reflect on their SITBs and
to become clearer. The asynchronicity [27] of SHS

content can prevent others from live interventions if it
remains unclear when SHS posts were actually made.
Users might choose to delay their posts or have edited
content in a way that challenges automatic upload filters
to detect hidden messages [29]. In the worst case, this
could delay or prevent posts that were meant as a cry for
help from being online.

Taken together, functional social media affordances can
make it harder to interpret findings from content ana-
lyses [25], as we do not necessarily know how the social

media posts were created and when. One way to better
understand the purpose of extreme SHS social media
posts [30] would be to follow up on those users who
posted extreme content, for example, by directly
contacting them on the platform [31].
Outlook
Self-harm- and suicide-related content on social media
is both prevalent and problematic. Scherr et al. devel-
oped and applied an image recognition algorithm to a
48 h sample of N = 13,132 pictures of self-harm posted
on Instagram in June 2018 and found between 30.0%
and 41.7% to be classified as containing explicit de-
pictions of self-harm [32]. At around the same, regula-
tors have started to acknowledge this as problematic,

and in 2019, Instagram implemented upload and con-
tent filters to its platform. It remains unknown to what
extent the implementation improved the situation.
From a regulatory perspective, clear-cut definitions and
taxonomies (see Table 1) about what content should be
controlled and what should not will become most rele-
vant moving forward.

From a media effects perspective, some social media
effects are harmful, some are helpful. Psychological
mechanisms involving various social media affordances

deserve further attention to support individuals in
seeking help when needed. Therefore, regulatory blan-
ket solutions seem inappropriate. Due to the sheer
amount of potentially problematic SHS content on
social media, upload and content filters are needed that
are capable of adaptation to the continuous flood of new
forms of SHS content [28]. Without an independent
monitoring of the available content by entities that are
not the social networking companies themselves, it is
impossible to know what users experience on these
platforms. An individual, algorithm-driven content

curation further complicates such observations. True
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media effects are impossible to assess without finding
this important piece of the puzzle.
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