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Abstract

The aim of this study is to gather and present the state of the art on non-suicidal  
self-harm content created and shared by young people and adolescents on X 
(Twitter). The methodology applied consists of a descriptive review of scientific ar-
ticles published in journals (in English and Spanish) between 2013 and July 2023 
in international multidisciplinary databases (WOS, SCOPUS and GOOGLE SCHOLAR). 
After searching, reviewing and screening the publications, 15 articles were select-
ed and analysed. Based on a thorough analysis of the studies that inform these 
publications, the most relevant topics covered, and methodologies used have been 
identified. This review highlights the scarcity of studies on the subject specifically 
in the field of communication/sociology and serves as a basis for further studies 
of an interdisciplinary nature to address existing gaps.

Keywords
Non-suicidal self-harm; X/Twitter; Youngsters; Teenagers.

Resumen

El objetivo de la investigación es reunir y exponer el estado del arte sobre el 
contenido de autolesiones no suicidas creado y compartido por los jóvenes y ado-
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lescentes en X (Twitter). La metodología aplicada en la investigación consiste en 
una revisión descriptiva de artículos científicos publicados en revistas (en inglés y 
español), entre 2013 y julio de 2023, en bases de datos multidisciplinares interna-
cionales (WOS, SCOPUS y GOOGLE SCHOLAR). Mediante la estrategia de búsqueda, 
revisión y criba de las publicaciones se han seleccionado y analizado 15 artículos. 
El resultado del análisis exhaustivo de los estudios que informan estas publicacio-
nes ha permitido identificar los temas tratados y las metodologías utilizadas más 
relevantes. Esta revisión pone de manifiesto la escasez de estudios al respecto des-
de el ámbito exclusivo de la comunicación/sociología y sirve de base para plantear 
estudios posteriores de carácter interdisciplinar que den respuesta a las lagunas 
existentes.

Palabras clave
Autolesiones No Suicidas; X/Twitter; Jóvenes; Adolescentes.

Resumo

O objetivo da pesquisa é reunir e apresentar o estado da arte sobre conteúdosnão 
suicidas de automutilação criados e compartilhados por jovens e adolescentes no X 
(Twitter). A metodologia aplicada na pesquisa consiste em umarevisãodescritiva de 
artigos científicos publicados em periódicos (em inglês e espanhol), entre 2013 e 
julho de 2023, em bases de dados multidisciplinares internacionais (WOS, SCOPUS 
e GOOGLE SCHOLAR). Através da estratégia de busca, revisão e triagem de publi-
cações, foramselecionados e analisados 15 artigos. O resultado da análiseexaus-
tiva dos estudos relatados nestaspublicaçõespermitiu identificar os temas mais 
relevantes discutidos e as metodologias utilizadas. Esta revisão destaca a escassez 
de estudosnesse sentido no campo exclusivo da comunicação/sociologia e serve 
de base para proporestudos interdisciplinares posteriores que respondamàslacunas 
existentes.

Palavras-chave
AutomutilaçãoNãoSuicida; X/Twitter; Jovens; Adolescentes.
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1. Introduction

Non-suicidal self-harm (NSSH) is a behaviour in which an individual repeated-
ly inflicts minor-to-moderate, often painful injuries to the surface of his or her 
body without suicidal intent (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). People who 
self-harm intentionally injure themselves through cutting, burning or hitting, to 
enable them to manage pain they are unable to cope with (Klonsky, 2011). It is 
important to differentiate this conduct from suicide, as the intention is different 
and although suicidal behaviour can be potentially self-injurious, the ultimate 
purpose is to die (American Psychiatric Association, 2022).

NSSH has increased among teenagers and young people, which has prompted 
a number of associations to sound the alarm, such as the American Psychiatric 
Association (2022), UNICEF (UNICEF, 2021a & 2021b; Leiva, 2023), Fundación 
ANAR (Informe anual. Teléfono chat ANAR, 2023), the  Spanish  Ministerio de 
Sanidad (2021), FAD-Fundación de Ayuda contra la Drogadicción (Kuric et al., 
2023), Asociación Española de Pediatría (AEP, 2022) and Asociación Española de 
Pediatría de Atención Primaria (AEPAP) (López et al., 2023). There is no spe-
cific profile of the young people who engage in this behaviour, although some 
believe that it is more common among the female population, nor is it aligned 
with a single gender, origin, culture or social class. Furthermore, the data on 
self-harm among young people vary greatly, and only 0.21-6.5% of teenagers 
who self-harm have requested medical care (Faura‐Garcia et al., 2022); this re-
sults in significant differences in the data published about teenagers: interna-
tionally, prevalence ranges between 1.5 and 54.8% while in Spain it is between 
0.58% and 74.9% (Faura-Garcia, Orue, Calvete, 2021; Pérez et al., 2021). These 
works demonstrate growing concern about the increase in NSSH among academ-
ics, whose studies address and describe the profiles of the young people who 
self-harm (Cipriano, Cella &  Cotrufo, 2017), the existence of communities of 
young people who discuss this subject on social media (Lerman et al., 2023) and 
how the act of self-injury is becoming normalised and romanticised (Khasawneh 
et al., 2021).

On social media, in the last few years the sharing of self-harm experiences 
and suicidal acts among teenagers has become increasingly common. A 15% in-
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crease was observed in posts about stressful situations on social media between 
2013 and 2017 (Abi-Jaoude et al., 2020) because they share their thoughts and 
opinions in order to be understood and not be judged (Wang et al., 2017). X/
Twitter is a social network with more than 556 million active users (Fernández, 
Rosa, 2024). The platform’s users are able to find the content, which tends to 
be textual content, photographs and videos, by means of ambiguous hashtags 
such as #blithe (NSSH), #Deb (depression) or #ouchtwt utilised to avoid being 
detected by the platform (Brown et al., 2018). X/Twitter has a policy relating 
to suicide and self-harm, with the goal of preventing this conduct; however, the 
images appear with a content warning text stating “sensitive content” (Twitter, 
2023) and there are different opinions in the literature regarding the platform’s 
content moderation stance. In this regard, acknowledging an emerging field in 
research has become of interest. This paper proposes to review how self-harm 
content created and shared by young people and teenagers on X/Twitter is being 
studied and identify gaps in the bibliography in order to inform future research 
in the field.

2. Methodology

The main aim of this study is to reveal the current situation regarding self-harm- 
related posts shared on social media by young people and teenagers. In this case, 
the study has focused on the social network known as X (Twitter until 2023). The 
secondary objectives set are as follows:

1.	Identification of scientific research on self-harm content created and shared 
by young people and teenagers on X/Twitter.

2.	Determination of the research topics covered in these studies and their spe-
cific domains.

3.	Identification of the methods and tools used to locate the self-harm content 
on X/Twitter, as well as the young people and teenagers who share it.

4.	Determination of the methodologies used to analyse the content shared 
about self-harm by young people and teenagers on X/Twitter.

https://doi.org/10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164
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The methodology followed is the methodology of a scientific literature review, 
in accordance with the stages and guidelines for systematic review of scientif-
ic articles (Sánchez-Meca, 2022). Research was gathered about communication 
about self-harm among young people of social media via X/Twitter. The tasks 
performed in the review (Emparanza & Urreta, 2005; Sánchez-Meca, 2022) were 
the following: defining the study selection criteria; searching for and locating the 
studies; selecting and screening the articles; extracting data from the studies; and 
summarising and interpreting the results: categorising the topics covered in the 
research studies.

2.1 Definition of the selection criteria

The chosen eligibility criteria consisted of content on non-suicidal self-harm 
(NSSH) created and shared by young people and teenagers on X/Twitter. This 
study also defined the following criteria for screening the articles:

•	 Target group: the study population must be teenagers and/or young 
people.

•	 Topic of the article: it must be related to self-harm.
•	 Distribution channel of the messages: the X/Twitter social network.
•	 Language: it was decided that the language of the publication should be 

English or Spanish.
•	 Source type: the article must be published in research journals.
•	 Time frame: the decade between 2013 and (July) 2023.

2.2 Search for sources and study localisation strategy

The literature search used words associated with self-harm content on X/Twitter 
and was carried out on the most well-known international multidisciplinary data-
bases: Web of Science Core Collection, SCOPUS and Google Scholar. The descriptors 
applied were key words in English referring to the object of the study: “Twitter”; 

https://doi.org/10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164
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“adolescents”, “teen/s”, “young  people”; and “self-harm”, “self-injury”, “cut”. 
With regard to how they were related to the Boolean operators, the term combi-
nations used were:

1.	Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND teen.
2.	Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND teens.
3.	Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND adolescents.
4.	Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND young AND people.
5.	Twitter AND self-injury AND cut AND teen.
6.	Twitter AND self- injury AND cut AND teens.
7.	Twitter AND self-injury AND cut AND adolescents.
8.	Twitter AND self-injury AND cut AND young AND people.

The initial search retrieved a total of 63,304 articles (Table 1). Twitter’s name 
change, to X, began on 23 July 2023, while the review was being performed.

Table 1. The phases of the search for and selection of articles on self-harm content 
shared by young people and teenagers on X (Twitter) (2013-2023)

INITIAL SEARCH Google 
Scholar

SCOPUS WOS

− Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND teen;
− Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND teens;
− Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND adolescents;
− Twitter AND self-harm AND cut AND young AND people

42,990 39 3

− Twitter AND self-injury AND teen;
− Twitter AND self- injury AND teens;
− Twitter AND self- injury AND adolescents;
− Twitter AND self- injury AND young AND people.

20,270 0 2

TOTAL number of publications found in the initial search 63,260 39 5

RESEARCH REVIEW EXCLUSION CRITERIA 74 36 0

REVIEW AND DISCUSSION BETWEEN RESEARCHERS 14 1 0

TOTAL ARTICLES FOR ANALYSIS 15

Source: developed by the authors.

https://doi.org/10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164
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2.3 Selection and screening of articles

In the document selection phase, an initial assessment was performed of the total 
number of articles retrieved through access to the title and the abstract. Articles 
pertaining to messages about self-harm on Twitter by young people and teenagers 
were included in the Excel database for the review. For this initial screening, the 
following causes for exclusion were applied (Table 2):

•	 The article is not related to X (Twitter) or social media.
•	 The research uses X (Twitter) as a method to recruit the subjects who partic-

ipate in the study.
•	 The article is not directly related to self-harm.
•	 The research does not focus on young people/teenagers.
•	 The article is written in other languages (neither English nor Spanish).
•	 The reference is not for a research journal publication, preprints or processing.
•	 The article is a duplicate.

Table 2. Selection criteria for the review of studies on self-harm content on  
X (Twitter) shared by young people and teenagers (2013-2023):  

inclusion and exclusion criteria

SELECTION CRITERIA INCLUSION CRITERIA EXCLUSION CRITERIA
Target group Young people and teenagers Not focused on young people and 

teenagers

Topic of article Self-harm Does not allude to self-harm

Distribution channel Twitter social network Study is not related to Twitter or social 
media

Language Spanish and English Written in other languages

Type of source Research article, preprints or 
processing

Not a research article, preprints or 
processing
Is a duplicate

Date of publication January 2013 to July 2023 Prior to January 2013
After July 2023

Source: developed by the authors.

https://doi.org/10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164
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As a result of the first screening, the number of articles was substantially nar-
rowed down to 110 studies. Next, the filtered body of articles resulting from this 
screening was subjected to a more in-depth assessment by the researchers who, af-
ter an individual selection of the articles, discussed any discrepancies and reached 
a consensus on the most suitable studies to be included in the definitive group. 
Ultimately, the body of texts consisted of 15 articles which had been published 
between 2013 and 2023.

The presentation of the report for the systematic review follows the PRISMA 
statement 2020 (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses) reporting guidelines, which can be applied to social or educational un-
dertakings (Sánchez-Meca, 2022). The PRISMA 2020 flow diagram has been drafted 
following the indications of Yepes-Nuñez et al. (2021), which is the translation of 
the original document by Page et al. (2021). This tool sets out the flow of informa-
tion through the different phases of a systematic review, indicating the number of 
records identified, excluded and ultimately included. Figure 1 specifies the process 
of identifying, screening and finally including the work to be analysed through 
this procedure and the flow diagram is used as the basis for new systematic reviews 
that only include searches in databases and records, as it is the most appropriate 
for the study being performed.

Once duplicate articles had been excluded, the exclusion criteria applied and 
the articles reviewed by the researchers, out of the 63,304 references retrieved 
from the three databases chosen there were 15 articles that met the selection 
criteria (Table 3). Of these, 7% (1 article) were retrieved from SCOPUS and the 
remaining 93% (14 articles) from Google Scholar.

2.4 Data extraction

After selecting the definitive articles, the information pertaining to the focus of 
this study’s analysis was extracted. Two relevant types of information can be dis-
cerned (Sánchez-Meca, 2022): information referring to the characteristics of the 
studies and the results from the question considered in the review. The data were 
included in a database, using a Microsoft Excel table.

https://doi.org/10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164
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Figure 1. Flow diagram for the review of articles on self-harm content on X (Twitter) 
shared by young people and teenagers (2013-2023)

Records identified from:

Database (n=3)

Records (n=63,304)

Id
en
tif
ic
at
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n

Google Scholar

(n=63,260)
SCOPUS

(n=39)

WOS

(n=5)
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screening:

(n=63,194)
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Other reasons: 20 first pages of

Google Scholar

(n=63,160)

Sc
re
en
in
g

Records screened

(n=110)

Records excluded by research

screening

(n=93)

Publications searched for retrieval

(n=24)
Publications not retrieved

(n=2)

Publications assessed to determine admissibility

(n=22)

Excluded reports

Reason 1 the main topic is not

NSSH (n=3)

Reason 2 it does not study

Twitter X (n=4)

In
cl
ud
ed Studies included in the review

(n=15)

Publications of the studies included in the review

(n=15)

Source: Compiled by the authors based on the PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic 
reviews that only included searches in databases and records from Page et al. (2021) and the 

translation to Spanish by Yepes-Nuñez et al. (2021).
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The following characteristics were extracted from the research presented in the articles 
in order to perform the comprehensive review and text analysis: the identifying details 
for the articles (title, author, year and country), hypothesis and research questions, re-
search methodology used and limitations, characteristics of the sample: selection cri-
teria, subjects (age range) articles and main findings: result and conclusions (Table 3).

Table 3. Main data of the selected articles

No. Title Author(s) Publication Area of 
knowledge

Country

1 Analysis of non-suicidal 
self-injury posts on 
Twitter: A quantitative 
and qualitative research

Silva et al. 
(2021)

Research, Society 
and Development

Health  
sciences

Brazil

Main findings
Following a qualitative analysis of 663 tweets about self-harm, social networks are viewed 
as a promoter of self-harm practices and can also be used as a space for support. It high-
lights the importance of public health actions that include monitoring and managing online 
content on behaviour.

2 Communication Patterns 
of Adolescent Self-Harm 
Suffering in Interper-
sonal Relationships

Gustina S. & 
Wirman, W. 
(2022).

Jurnal Kajian 
Komunikasi

Communication Indonesia

Main findings
Surveys were performed on young people who self-harm and who upload content on Twitter. 
Twitter is a medium where young people who self-harm are looking for self-fulfilment and 
meeting up with other adolescents who understand them. It is suggested that physical 
and emotional closeness between parents and children should be built in order to reduce 
self-harming behaviour among teenagers.

3 Exploring Suicidality on 
Social Media: Qualita-
tive Analysis of Twitter

Perry, I. 
& Park, A. 
(2021)

IEEE Conference 
Publication

IT and health 
sciences

United 
States

Main findings
Through a qualitative and quantitative study and with the help of an application program-
ming interface or API (retrieving the hashtags #selfharm and #selfinjury), it examines the 
suicidality content expressed on Twitter, in which self-harm appears incidentally. One of its 
most significant findings is identifying the jargon or jokes around these topics.

(continued)

https://doi.org/10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164
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No. Title Author(s) Publication Area of 
knowledge

Country

4 Identifying Depressive 
Symptoms from Tweets: 
Figurative Language  
Enabled Multitask 
Learning Framework

Yadav, S., 
et al. (2020)

Proceedings of 
the 28th Interna-
tional Conference 
on Computational 
Linguistics

IT and health 
sciences

United 
States

Main findings
The experimental results of the study demonstrated that the BERT-based multi-task learning 
framework (BERT: Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers for pre-training 
natural language) was an effective method to identify depressive symptoms in tweets. They 
propose improving the model to detect symptoms of depression and other conduct through 
user communications.

5 Investigating non- 
suicidal self-injury  
discussions on Twitter

Alhassan, M. 
A., & Pen-
nington, D. 
(2021)

International 
Conference on 
Social Media 
and Data Min-
ing-ICSMDM.

IT United 
Kingdom

Main findings
The methodology involved retrieving tweets using #selfharm and #selfinjury hashtags 
through Twitter Archive Google Sheets (TAGS) and, by viewing the data, to know who had 
generated this content in the United Kingdom. The results included the finding that #self-
harm and #selfinjury hashtags are generated by non-professional users (nearly half of the 
users, or 47%).

6 Mentally Ill and Cute as 
Hell: Menhera Girls and 
Portrayals of Self-Injury 
in Japanese Popular 
Culture

Seko, Y., & 
Kikuchi, M. 
(2022). 

Frontiers Communication 
sciences and IT

Japan

Main findings
An analysis of blogs, anime websites and games identified three self-harm-related types of 
girls: sad girls (vulnerable, abnormal, deranged, potentially erotic), mad women (obsessive, 
manipulative and unfeminine), and cuties (a subculture from Harajuku, known as the mecca 
of youth countercultures). The article proposes exploring the cultural environment in which 
people explain, perform and make sense of self-harm because this can help towards under-
standing their behaviour and that of their followers.

Table 3. Main data of the selected articles (continued)

(continued)
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No. Title Author(s) Publication Area of 
knowledge

Country

7 Peer Responses to  
Trans Youth Tweeting 
about Self-Harm and 
Suicidality

Simms, D. 
(2020)

Creative nursing Health sci-
ences

United 
Kingdom

Main findings
Through interviews of young trans people aged 14-18 years who tweeted about self-harm, 
it was identified that they do not encourage self-injurious behaviour in their interactions or 
tweet dismissive replies to expressions of anguish in comparison with young people in gen-
eral. The content included suicidal thoughts (45.5% - 48.1%) and thoughts of self-harming 
(11.1% - 14.7%); suicide attempts were relatively rare (2.8% - 9.3%).

8 Self-harm: detection 
and support on Twitter

Alhassam 
Abubakar, M., 
et al. (2021)

arXiv IT United 
Kingdom 
and Nigeria

Main findings
Through an analysis of self-harming content on Twitter (by means of an API), a number of 
ways are suggested to provide online help. One of the conclusions drawn is that social me-
dia could be a useful tool for support, advice and raising awareness. Hashtag strategies by 
associations can contribute to helping with these behaviours, such as @MindCharity with 
the hashtag #MentalHealthAwarenessWeek

9 Semi-Supervised 
Approach to Monitor-
ing Clinical Depressive 
Symptoms in Social 
Media

Yazdavar, 
A. H., et al. 
(2017)

IEEE IT and Psy-
chology

United 
States

Main findings
A model was created to detect depressive symptoms in tweets. To do so, they used PHQ-9 
3 on a scale of depression of nine items, which incorporated DSM-V. The PHQ-9 model de-
tected the main topics and the most used words and terms, such as self-harm. Among their 
results, it was observed that the tool automatically detected clinical depression symptoms 
with an accuracy of 68% and precision of 72%.

10 Suicide Risk Prediction 
by Tracking Self-Harm 
Aspects in Tweets: NUS-
IDS at the CLPsych 2021 
Shared Task

Gollapalli, S. 
et al. (2021)

Proceedings of 
the Seventh Work-
shop on Computa-
tional Linguistics 
and Clinical 
Psychology

IT and Psy-
chology

Singapore

Table 3. Main data of the selected articles (continued)

(continued)
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No. Title Author(s) Publication Area of 
knowledge

Country

Main findings
The learning model demonstrated its effectiveness in identifying a user’s risk of suicide and 
self-harming. Through a content analysis model, it is possible to anticipate the risk of suicide 
and self-harm. Keywords were identified through the SHTM (Self-Harm Topic Model), including 
“death”, “bruises”, “emotional”, “cut”, “panic”, “sadness” and “guilt”, among others.

11 The Instagram/Facebook 
ban on graphic self-
harm imagery: A senti-
ment analysis and topic 
modeling approach

Smith, H. & 
Cipolli, W. 
(2022)

Policy & Internet Law and math-
ematics

United 
States

Main findings
An analysis was conducted through a quantitative study and an API of users’ feelings about 
the banning of images of self-harm by Instagram. The keywords used were “self-injurious 
behaviour”, “non-suicidal self-injury” and “self-harm”. Following the banning of certain 
words on the social network, the adolescents’ reaction was to feel their body had been  
censured by not being able to communicate, with an increase in anger and sadness.

12 Tracking Suicide Risk 
Factors Through Twitter 
in the US

Jashinsky, J., 
et al. (2014)

Crisis Health 
sciences, IT 
and artificial 
intelligence

United 
States

Main findings
Through an analysis of 1,659,274 tweets, a significant correlation was observed between 
state Twitter-derived data and actual suicide and self-harm data. It is possible that Twitter 
may be a viable tool for large-scale, real-time monitoring of suicide risk factors. A directed 
response mechanisms via tweets could be created.

13 Unveiling self-harm be-
haviour: what can social 
media site Twitter tell 
us about self-harm? A 
qualitative exploration

Hilton, C. 
(2017)

Journal of clini-
cal nursing

Psychology 
and communi-
cation

United 
Kingdom

Main findings
After an analysis of 362 tweets related to self-harm, the reaction from the general public 
towards self-harm content demonstrated that the content was misunderstood and even rid-
iculed. It was concluded that Twitter could serve as support for people who self-harm and 
could at the same time normalise self-harming behaviour and perpetuate it.

Table 3. Main data of the selected articles (continued)

(continued)
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No. Title Author(s) Publication Area of 
knowledge

Country

14 Visualización e inter-
pretación de las interac-
ciones en los mensajes 
de autolesiones no sui-
cidas (ANS) en Twitter

Martínez- 
Pastor, E., 
et al.(2023)

Revista Redes Communication 
sciences and IT

Spain

Main findings
Through an analysis of the hashtags #shtwt and #ouchietwt (via an API) two types of con-
versations were detected: one between associations or other organisations that consume/
produce NSSH-related content led by experts and focusing on the #selfharm hashtag; and 
another between young people and teenagers in which they shared their distress, among 
peers, focused around hashtags such as #shtwt and #ouchietwt.

15 What twitter can tell us 
about user experiences 
of crisis text lines: A 
qualitative study

Coady, A., 
et al. (2022)

Internet Inter-
ventions

Psychology Canada

Main findings
The study analysed the experience of users who had resorted to the @CrisisTextLine ser-
vice, which offers free help 24 hours a day, seven days a week, via text-based messages on 
Twitter about anxiety, depression, suicide and self-harm, among others. It was concluded 
that this was a good mechanism for providing solutions for the young and adolescent 
population.

3. Results

The findings obtained from the review, with regard to the objectives set out in this 
paper, are the following:

3.1 Identification of scientific research on self-harm content  
created and shared by young people and teenagers on X/Twitter

A total of 15 articles were located and reviewed, the identifying details of which 
are provided in Table 3. In terms of the geographic origin of the studies by country, 

Table 3. Main data of the selected articles (continued)
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five were from the United States of America (3, 4, 9, 11, 12), four from the United 
Kingdom (5, 7, 8, 13), one from Spain (14), one from Canada (15), one from Japan 
(6), one from Singapore (10) and one from Brazil (1).

3.2 Determination of the topics covered in these research studies 
and their specific domain.

A qualitative analysis was conducted (Gámez-Guadix et al., 2020) of the 15 articles 
selected to identify the main topics covered in the research. The results revealed 
four main topics:

1.	Identification of the profiles, users and messages about self-harm (n=6).
2.	Systems to detect and prevent self-harm (n=4).
3.	Content analysis of the messages (n=2).
4.	Analysis of the reception of the messages in the audience (n=1).

As regards the areas of knowledge of the studies, nine have been identified 
as multidisciplinary studies – Communication Sciences+IT (6, 14), Health scienc-
es+IT (3, 4, 12), Psychology+IT (9, 10), Communication Sciences+Psychology (13), 
Law+Mathematics (11)– while six are attached to specific areas of knowledge –
Health sciences (1, 7), IT (5, 8), Communication Sciences (2), Psychology (15).

3.3 Identification of the methods and tools they used to locate the 
self-harm content on X/Twitter, as well as the young people and 
teenagers who share it.

When selecting the elements from X/Twitter to be analysed, the research studies 
adopted different search and categorisation criteria, divided between those which 
focus on users (2, 7, 9, 10, 4), on hashtags (5, 14, 8), on keywords (1, 3, 11, 12, 
13, 14) or on corporate accounts (15). There is a significant difference in the 
research studies in the first block, as the searches for NSSH-related words, expres-
sions or hashtags are performed after selecting specific users, thereby limiting the 
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study population. Specific criteria are followed for the selection, such as having 
published multimedia NSSH content (2), trans users aged between 14 and 18 years 
old (7), users who have been diagnosed with depressive symptoms (9), self-reported  
depressed users (4), or registered users who attempted or committed suicide (10). 
As regards the hashtags or keywords selected, in general the most repeated NSSH-
related terms are “self-harm” and “self-injury”, with and without a hyphen, al-
though specific categorisation systems also feature, using tags (3), hashtags in 
the ambiguous language of the community of young people who self-harm such as 
#shtwt or #ouchietwt (14) or searches that include phrases or expressions contain-
ing several words for example, expressing a desire to hurt themselves (1).

With regard to the universe under analysis, the research studies focus on select-
ing tweets without specifying a target in the majority (75%) of the cases (1, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 14, 15), and analyse the demographic or social characteristics 
after a screening process conducted through keywords or hashtags. Segmentation 
by target population, when performed, is carried out in accordance with the spe-
cific objectives of each study. In the review, we observed different target popula-
tions, such as young people aged 20 years old (2), trans youth aged between 14 
and 18 years old (7), men and women aged between 17 and 54 years old (13) and 
X/Twitter users in Singapore who attempted or committed suicide (10).

3.4 Determination of the methodologies used to analyse the 
self-harm-related content shared by young people and teenagers 
on X/Twitter

As regards the first topic (identification of the profiles, users and messages about 
self-harm), all the articles reviewed, except one (6), use quantitative method-
ologies, focusing on analysing story-based fictional characters who demonstrate 
NSSH behaviours. The quantitative methodology strategies centre on searching for 
content or users related to NSSH, and include the use of APIs (3, 14), tools such as 
Twitter Archive Google Sheets (TAGS) (5), as well as content analysis of the tweets 
(7) and use of algorithm-aided topic modelling (5, 9). The qualitative methodolo-
gies applied are phenomenological approaches (2) and thematic analysis (3, 13) of 
the publications. Meanwhile, for the second topic (systems to detect and prevent 
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self-harm), quantitative methodology predominates (15, 10, 4, 12), with data 
mining techniques applied to text and the creation of predictive models (4, 10), 
whereas the qualitative methodology centres on qualitative content analysis of 
the tweets (15, 12). For topic 3 (content analysis of the messages) data mining 
and probabilistic data modelling techniques are again used (11), as well as qual-
itative data analysis (1). Lastly, for the fourth topic (analysis of the reception of 
the messages in the audience), a quantitative methodological approach has been 
found, based on a search for hashtags, in addition to content analysis (8).

4. Discussion

Numerous studies have shown how social media platforms are spaces used mostly 
by young people (Newman et al., 2023), and X/Twitter is among the platforms 
widely used by teenagers (Anderson, Faverio & Gottfried, 2023). There has been an 
emergence of communities of young people who share their thoughts about self-
harm (Lerman et al., 2023). The characteristic of these communities is that they 
create their own language through hashtags, keywords and expressions, images 
or memes, excluding those who do not share their interests (Martínez & Gaete-
Salgado, 2023). This is a language that a user needs to be familiar with in order 
to be able to draw nearer to the community, know what is being talked about and 
even be able to help them (Martínez & Gaete-Selgado, 2023; Guccini & McKinley, 
2022). One of the pillars in building these communities is the development of 
their own language, which is evident in the hashtag. This reality is the starting 
point for nine of the studies when screening their analysis samples (1, 4, 7, 9, 10, 
11, 12, 13, 15) mainly in the selection of keywords. Although there are studies 
where the keyword is a single word or a limited number of them – “self-harm” 
(13), “Crisis Text Line” (15), “self-mutilation” (1), “self-harm/non suicidal self- 
injury” (11) – in the majority of this group the keywords range in number from 10 
to 20 (7, 9, 10, 12) and even more than 100 (4). Among this selection, the most 
repeated keywords are: “self-harm”, “anorexia”, “cut”, “bulimia”, “scar”, “razor”, 
“blade”, “suicide”, “anxiety”, “bruise”, “sadness”, “rip-skin” and “scratch”. The 
articles include research studies where screening is based on hashtags (3, 8, 14), 
with #selfharm and #selfinjury featuring repeatedly. In one case (14), up to 43 
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hashtags associated with three blocks – #selfharm, #shtwt and #ouchietwt – were 
retrieved (Martínez et al, 2024).

Against this background, the discussion among the articles analysed re-
garding use of X/Twitter and potential consequences (both positive and neg-
ative) for young people at risk of self-harm is particularly relevant. Firstly, we 
encounter research studies where X/Twitter is perceived as positive for people 
at risk of self-harm (7, 8, 12, 15), which highlight the potential of social media 
to enable these users to express their emotions and experiences without feeling 
judged (7), the contingency of using the information contained in the social net-
work to create predictive models that help to prevent episodes of self-harm (12), 
or the opportunities for prevention-oriented organisations to accomplish adviso-
ry, support and awareness-raising activities (8, 15). The same number of studies 
(1, 2, 5, 13) opt to highlight the ambiguity of the use of social media and the 
consequences (both positive and negative) of NSSH-related posts on young peo-
ple, with the latter including exposure to negative messages that can encourage 
future self-harming (5), difficulties in communicating between young people at 
risk of self-harm and their family environment (2), and understanding and feeling 
themselves to be considered a valuable individual in the community. These aspects 
could help to normalise self-harm and perpetuate the behaviour (1, 13). In just 
two research studies, the results present X/Twitter as a social media network with 
net negative effects by relating negative comments on the network with a greater 
incidence of depression markers (9) or by concluding that most of the comments 
on the social network are negatively labelled (29 negative tags compared to 2 pos-
itive tags) (3). Finally, there are studies where X/Twitter is not analysed positively 
or negatively, but from a neutral approach (4, 6, 10, 11, 14).

Furthermore, studies on self-harming communication or behaviour among 
young people and teenagers on X/Twitter draw from an abundance of theoretical 
approaches and analysis methodologies. Among the research, there are a great-
er number of studies focusing on developing mathematical and computerised 
models (4, 5, 9, 10), including the creation of automated algorithms or algorithms 
with well-known guidelines such as Machine Based Learning (Samoili et al., 2021). 
Therefore, and as has been described in the review of the existing literature, the 
use not only of different APIs but also of big data programs is now frequent 
when searching for and selecting information on social media. It is paramount to 
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identify this nascent digital community of young people which is growing around 
the subject of NSSH on social media, whether using hashtags or keywords.

Analysis of the aims of the analysed studies reveals that just one is directed 
towards assessing the actions of a NSSH-related support organisation (15) 
through its X/Twitter account, @CrisisTextLine, and it comes to the conclusion 
that the existence of this account has a positive effect on the young people 
who could perform self-harming behaviours, by being able to advise those young 
people and also those in their family and/or personal circle. Prevention with 
regard to self-harm is centred on creating models which, based on a series of 
interactions on X/Twitter, could calculate a platform user’s potential risk of self-
harm (4, 5, 9, 10). The results of these models are promising, with success rates of 
over 70% in the model that predicts suicidal tendencies (4). However, they are far 
from having achieved a degree of effectiveness that enables them to be adopted 
with assurance by public administrations or by public or private health services. 
Furthermore, no proposals of action relating to preventing behaviour that tends 
towards self-harming have been observed, despite express mentions of the impor-
tance of public health activities to monitor possible self-harm content (1, 12). 
The corpus for this review has focused on analysing and interpreting user actions, 
postponing other types of initiatives such as digital literacy or developing guide-
lines such as manuals of best practices.

In accordance with Duarte, Noriega and Fregoso (2021), it is noteworthy that 
there are no studies that address this behaviour as a multi-factor and multi-cause 
phenomenon nor any that analyse socialisation contexts in academic and family- 
based environments or which describe risk factors or factors for protection 
associated with the use of the public space. There is also a complete absence of 
qualitative works about communication in the digital community. Due to all this, 
it would be fitting for there to be future research along these lines of work.

5. Conclusions

The main conclusion of the review performed on self-harm content on X/Twitter 
shared by young people and teenagers is that the scientific production on this 
specific topic is limited compared to research studies that focus on studying online 

https://doi.org/10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164


Literature Review on Self-harm Content on X (Twitter) Created and Shared... | 21

DOI: 10.7195/ri14.v23i1.2164 |  ISSN: 1697-8293 |  2025 Vol. 23 Nº 1 |  ICONO14

self-harm content (SCO-Self-harm Content Online) in different communities and 
social networks.

The majority of the studies found during the search process refer to NSSH as 
a factor associated with depression prior to suicidal thoughts and attempts, but 
never as a behaviour in itself. This seems to have stalled the study of self-harm, 
its prevention and its emergence among children and teenagers. Understanding 
why young people begin the practice of self-harming is key to addressing the 
need that triggers this behaviour in other ways which are not self-destructive. 
Technological tools are required to detect and locate the messages, which is only 
possible through combining the insights from different scientific disciplines. In 
fact, the scientific discipline which has most advanced the detection of online 
self-harm content is computing, through training artificial intelligence to process 
written language and interpret it contextually, which makes it possible to distin-
guish between literal and figurative use, for example. In this respect, an interdis-
ciplinary approach which integrates proven methodologies that can be adapted to 
overcome the limitations found thus far is suggested.

At the same time, it must be taken into account that social media is evolving 
and young people and teenagers migrate to more attractive and apparently novel 
content platforms (like TikTok). Thus, the information contained in this study 
can serve as the basis for continuing to search the content shared in the digital 
environment in order to reach young people and teenagers and provide them with 
the help they need.
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