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Abstract: Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) represents a reliable and unique predictor of future suicide attempts and 
is thus a critical mental health concern. Given the stigma associated with NSSI, many individuals who self-injure 
are drawn to communicating about NSSI through social media and other online platforms. With the emergence 
of online NSSI content, major social networks have made efforts to limit or ban access to content that promotes 
or encourages a broad range of self-harm behaviors, including self-injury and eating disorder behaviour. In these 
cases, pro-self-harm has been historically used as a blanket term to refer to pro-eating disorder and pro-self-
injury content. The present commentary addresses the potentially problematic way we may limit access to self-
harm content on social media by highlighting important nuances and distinctions regarding the nature of what 
is broadly defined as pro-self-harm content. Relevant implications for researchers, practitioners, and policy 
developers are discussed. 
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Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) refers to the 
deliberate damage of one’s own body tissue (e.g., 
cutting, burning), in the absence of suicidal intent 
(Nock & Favazza, 2009). Up to one in five youth and 
emerging adults report lifetime NSSI engagement 
(Lewis & Heath, 2015; Swannell et al., 2014). 
Individuals who repeatedly self-injure report 
considerable mental health difficulties and are at 
significantly higher risk for suicide (Lewis & Heath, 
2015). Indeed, recent evidence indicates that 
engagement in NSSI uniquely predicts later suicidal 
thinking and behaviour (Kiekens et al., 2018). Hence, 
NSSI represents a pressing concern among youth and 
young adults. Given the stigma associated with NSSI 
(see Staniland et al., 2020), individuals who self-
injure often seek support online, with such content 
being pervasive on social networking sites, message 

boards, and personal websites (e.g., Harris & 
Roberts, 2013; Kaukiainen & Martin, 2017; Lewis & 
Seko, 2016; Niwa & Mandrusiak, 2012; Whitlock et 
al., 2006). To this end, coupled with concerns about 
sustained NSSI engagement such as the exacerbation 
of suicide risk (Kiekens et al., 2018), recent research 
has focused on the manner by which NSSI material is 
presented online, and the impact this may have for 
individuals accessing such content (for a review see 
Lewis & Seko, 2016).  
One area of concern pertains to the notion of pro-
self-harm content—namely, material that appears to 
promote, encourage, or glorify a broad range of self-
harm behaviours. For instance, pro-eating disorder 
content has previously been noted as common and 
easily accessible on platforms such as Tumblr and 
thus scrutinized for providing tips and guidelines that 
supported users in the advancement, maintenance, 
and concealing of eating disordered behaviours. 
(Martin, 2004; Shade, 2003; Uca, 2004). Along these 
lines, NSSI content also emerged as a concern, with 
online messaging boards, blogs, and social media 
(e.g., YouTube) being identified as platforms on 
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which individuals could find support, but may also be 
exposed to content that normalized NSSI and 
maintained or encouraged the behaviour (Lewis et 
al., 2011; Whitlock et al., 2006). As a result, several 
efforts have been made to ban content rendered 
harmful to people who accessed it. For example, 
Yahoo! began prohibiting pro-eating disorder sites in 
2001 (Holahan, 2001); subsequent efforts were 
made by Tumblr and Pinterest to remove broadly 
defined “self-harm material,” (Fung et al., 2019; 
Tumblr, 2012). Similarly, numerous major social 
networks (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) have made efforts 
to constrain or restrict access to promotive self-harm 
content in an effort to keep users safe online. 
In line with the above, Instagram (an image-based 
platform) has recently recognized the importance of 
giving users a space to share about self-harm and to 
procure social support (Instagram, 2019); however 
they highlight a caveat that “content which could be 
helpful to some may be harmful to others” 
(Instagram, 2019). Indeed, images do not need to be 
inherently promoting or encouraging self-harm to be 
banned. Instagram advises that to avoid having 
content removed, users could include trigger 
warnings, links to help services, and making posts 
that emphasize help-seeking, reduce stigma, and 
promote hope and recovery. Because these 
guidelines are not consistently adhered to by 
individuals who post this kind of material, Instagram 
and many social media platforms inadvertently ban 
a large portion of self-injury related content – 
regardless of whether it promotes the behaviour. In 
response, many youth are driven to use secret 
hashtags, which arguably makes these behaviours 
secretive and potentially further stigmatized 
(Fulcher et al., 2020). Adding complexity to this issue 
is the historical conflation of self-injury and eating 
disorder online content. Presently, social media sites 
such as Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest continue to 
conflate self-injury and eating disordered content 
under the umbrella term “self-harm.” Unfortunately, 
in doing so, the complexity and nuanced differences 
between these different forms of online content is 
overlooked. Accordingly, the aim of the present 
commentary is to discuss how much of the online 
content related to NSSI may be inappropriately 
categorized as promoting or encouraging self-harm 
and how online content related to NSSI is distinct 
from eating disorder content and should be treated 
accordingly. We end by presenting implications and 
future directions for researchers, practitioners, and 
policy developers. 
 
Online Non-Suicidal Self-Injury Content 
 
A recent review of the literature points to several 
potential risks of online NSSI material, some of which 

include the potential for material to trigger NSSI 
urges (e.g., via access to graphic imagery), contribute 
to stigma among individuals who engage in NSSI 
(e.g., through propagation of myths or criticism from 
others), and reinforce NSSI engagement (i.e., 
repeated access to hopeless messages could thwart 
help-seeking and recovery efforts) (Lewis & Seko, 
2016). Interestingly, the promotion of NSSI has not 
been reported as a major risk associated with online 
NSSI content (Lewis & Seko, 2016; Messina & 
Iwasaki, 2011). In consonance with these reports, 
Brown and colleagues (2020) interviewed 59 
participants (mean age 16.7) who publish and 
engage with NSSI content on Instagram and found 
that 30.5% report having been triggered by online 
content, whereas 89.5% report indifference or 
positive reactions to the content (i.e., helping others, 
identification, motivation to stop NSSI). Therefore, 
although researchers have indicated that there may 
be some NSSI material that carries some risk (see 
Lewis & Seko, 2016), this is not the same as the 
content encouraging the behaviour itself. As such, 
NSSI content should not be broadly referred to as 
“promoting or encouraging self-harm” in the policies 
proposed by social media platforms. 
In the case of triggering NSSI, the concern that 
graphic NSSI images (e.g., those depicting NSSI 
wounds) may provoke instances of NSSI is both 
understandable and, to a degree, substantiated in 
the literature (Baker & Lewis, 2013; Brown et al., 
2020). However, this does not necessarily imply that 
images posted online are uploaded with the intent to 
trigger or promote NSSI. Indeed, much of the 
literature examining people’s motives for posting 
these images would suggest that users 
predominately post these images for social 
connection, self-disclosure, authentication of their 
experience, or to document their NSSI over time 
(Brown et al., 2020; Lewis & Michal, 2016; Rodham 
et al., 2013; Whitlock et al., 2006). Moreover, studies 
have found that even when individuals’ online 
messages acknowledge that NSSI helps to alleviate 
intense and painful emotions, they do not actually 
encourage users to engage in NSSI (Lewis & Baker, 
2011; Lewis et al., 2011; Rodham et al., 2013). Thus, 
while certain forms of content may provoke NSSI 
urges, it seems that much of this material is posted 
without this explicit goal in mind. In this way, there 
is a difference between the motive underlying what 
is posted and the potential impact of the material.  
With respect to NSSI reinforcement, concerns 
relating to the promotion of NSSI primarily rest in the 
potential for hopeless messages about recovery to 
thwart help-seeking and contribute to continued 
NSSI (Lewis & Baker, 2011; Lewis et al., 2011;  Lewis, 
Rosenrot & Messner, 2012). However, rather than 
actively trying to discourage recovery, these posts 
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largely appear to be illustrating a person’s difficulty 
with recovery, which may be posted with the goal of: 
1) chronicling their own experience (Brown et al., 
2020; Fulcher et al., 2020; Rodham et al., 2013), or 2) 
deterring others from continuing with NSSI (e.g., 
posting a message such as ‘you shouldn’t keep self-
injuring, you should stop’) (Lewis & Baker, 2011; 
Lewis et al., 2011). Here again, these types of 
messages do not equate to encouraging NSSI. 
Instead, it seems that the potential for NSSI to be 
reinforced (e.g., by repeatedly accessing helpless 
messages about recovery) is an unintended 
consequence of these kinds of posts. In a similar 
manner, even content in which individuals share 
strategies about NSSI (e.g., concealing scars, ‘safe 
ways’ to self-injure) does not necessarily come from 
a place of encouraging NSSI. Rather, such content 
may be posted from a place of care for others; that 
is, to prevent unintended outcomes (e.g., infection) 
or to help mitigate stigmatizing and judgemental 
responses from others (Lewis, Heath et al., 2012; 
Lewis & Seko, 2016). Taken together, despite the 
concerns expressed through prominent social media 
outlets that NSSI is being promoted (Instagram, 
2019; Tumblr, 2019), the empirical literature points 
to other reasons for much of the NSSI material 
posted online. Commensurate with this, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that several large examinations of 
online NSSI content (e.g., personal websites, 
YouTube, Tumblr) have found a paucity of material 
that seems to purposely “promote” NSSI (Fulcher et 
al., 2020; Lewis & Baker, 2011; Rodham et al., 2013). 
 
Online Pro-NSSI and Pro-ED Content 
 
The overarching perception of broad self-harm 
content as being promotive in nature may stem from 
concerns pertinent to the more widely studied 
online pro-eating disorder content. (Borzekowski et 
al., 2010; Lipczynska, 2007; Rodgers et al., 2016; 
Rouleau & von Ranson, 2011). However, there are 
important distinctions between online NSSI material 
(which, as noted earlier, tends not to actively 
promote NSSI) and material that is referred to as pro-
ED. To this end, when all such material is widely 
perceived as promoting or encouraging self-harm 
(broadly defined), there is potential to overlook key 
differences between  these forms of online material. 
While no study has concurrently examined both pro-
ED and NSSI content (including pro-NSSI content), 
there is some literature pointing to pro-ED content 
as potentially more prevalent than material explicitly 
promoting NSSI (Borzekowski et al., 2010; Cheong et 
al., 2012; Lewis et al., 2011; Syed-Abdul et al., 2013). 
For instance, in a comprehensive study examining 
the nature of self-injury videos on YouTube, only 7% 
were classified as “pro self-injury” (Lewis et al., 

2011). Yet, a study examining anorexia-related 
YouTube videos found that close to one-third of the 
videos were pro-anorexia (Syed-Abdul et al., 2013). 
Moreover, several past reports (e.g., Borzekowski et 
al., 2010; Rouleau & von Ranson, 2011) as well as 
recent research (e.g., Ging & Garvey, 2018) indicate 
pro-eating disorder material is fairly common online.  
Although it may appear that pro-NSSI content is 
relatively less common than pro-eating disorder 
material, a few points warrant consideration. 
Notably, no study of which we are aware has directly 
compared the prevalence of eating disorder and NSSI 
content online; such a study would be a valued 
contribution to the field.  Further, the use of 
hashtags to maneuver around extant social media 
guidelines may contribute to more covert content 
and the creation of groups in which potentially 
harmful material about NSSI is shared. For example, 
if a social network platform were to ban use of the 
hashtag #selfharm, users may modify the hashtag to 
share material (e.g., adding extra m’s to the end of 
#selfharm). Accordingly, there may be risks 
associated with sharing content using these more 
covert hashtags. Research examining the motives of 
individuals seeking to avoid having their content 
banned by using different hashtags is thus needed. 
Second, as described above, online NSSI content may 
contribute to NSSI enactment, but the motive behind 
the content in question seldom aims to explicitly 
promote users to self-injure (Lewis & Michal, 2016; 
Lewis & Seko, 2016; Rodham et al., 2013). However, 
in the context of pro-ED content, there seems to be 
more explicit mention of promoting and encouraging 
eating disordered behaviours (Borzekowski et al., 
2010; Lipczynska, 2007; Rodgers et al., 2016; 
Rouleau & von Ranson, 2011). For example, 
members of pro-ED sites commonly provide tips and 
strategies on how to maintain and increase eating 
disordered behaviour with the explicit goal of losing 
significant weight (Lipczynska, 2007). The provision 
of such advice may exacerbate the severity of ED 
behaviours. Further, members of pro-ED sites share 
photos that glorify thin models with the intent to 
inspire other members to maintain or progress their 
ED behaviours (i.e., thinspiration) (Borzekowski et 
al., 2010; Rouleau & von Ranson, 2011). In contrast, 
research examining online NSSI material, indicates 
that while users share some strategies (e.g., NSSI 
methods, concealing NSSI), these strategies are not 
shared with the intention of helping users advance 
their NSSI engagement toward a specific goal (Brown 
et al., 2020; Lewis et al., 2011; Lewis & Michal, 2016; 
Lewis & Seko, 2016). That is, online self-injury 
content does not seem to encourage users to engage 
in more frequent or severe NSSI.  
Lastly, the manner and extent to which recovery-
based messages are communicated may further 
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distinguish pro-ED content from online self-injury 
material. A content analysis of pro-ED websites 
found that 16% offer rules of membership to users, 
wherein social support from other users is 
contingent on the maintenance of eating disordered 
behaviours (Rodham et al., 2013). Arguably, these 
rules of membership could lead users to feel 
pressure to continue ED behaviours in order to 
maintain social support. As noted earlier, online NSSI 
content commonly references recovery as a goal that 
is difficult or impossible to achieve, rather than 
actively discouraging it (Brown et al., 2020; Fulcher 
et al., 2020; Lewis & Baker, 2011; Lewis et al., 2011; 
Rodham et al., 2013). 
 
Summary and Future Directions 
 
The present paper aimed to offer insight into the 
scope and nature of online self-injury material, while 
commenting on the potentially inappropriate way 
that both eating disorder and self-injury content has 
been, at times, jointly categorized as promoting or 
encouraging in nature. To this end, a critical 
reflection of the language that mental health 
professionals, researchers, and policy developers 
use when referencing NSSI content online is 
warranted. This is especially important considering 
the impact that language can have on individuals 
who self-injure (e.g., exacerbating stigma; Lewis, 
2017; Hasking & Boyes, 2018; Staniland et al., 2020). 
Indeed, certain framings (e.g., referring to most or all 
online content depicting NSSI as pro-NSSI) may 
inadvertently misconstrue the true nature of the 
material’s intent, thereby stigmatizing or invalidating 
the individual who posted the material.  
When referring to NSSI content, it may be important 
to consider using an alternative descriptor than 
“pro” to describe most, if not all, of this material. 
Indeed, much of the NSSI material online does not 
appear to actively or overtly promote or encourage 
NSSI enactment (Lewis & Seko, 2016; Lewis et al., 
2019). Online NSSI content is nuanced and complex. 
While there is content that may trigger NSSI 
engagement (Brown et al., 2020), this not the same 
as content that promotes or urges users to engage in 
NSSI. Importantly, this is not to say that there is no 
“pro-NSSI” content online, but that such content 
may be more difficult to access, such as through the 
use of secretive hashtags (Fulcher et al., 2020). This 
notwithstanding, even material found via different 
hashtags may have few qualities befitting the 
categorization of “pro-NSSI” (Brown et al., 2020).  
To date, of the content that may exist online, no 
research has evaluated the characteristics or impact 
of pro-NSSI content. If terms such as pro-NSSI are to 
be used in any context, they should be 

contextualized and explicitly defined for readers to 
avoid obfuscation with the majority of online NSSI 
material, which does not promote the behaviour 
(Lewis et al., 2019). Indeed, the term pro-NSSI should 
only be used when the material explicitly promotes 
or encourages self-injury. Thus, it may be premature 
to ban online NSSI content on websites and social 
media platforms under the guise of limiting access to 
what is deemed “pro-NSSI” content. Doing so may 
inadvertently remove an otherwise needed and 
helpful outlet (and platform) for individuals with 
lived experience. 
Mental health professionals will likely encounter 
clients who engage in NSSI and/or have an eating 
disorder, and who also access related online content 
(Lewis & Heath, 2015). Although there are guidelines 
to assist clinicians when working with clients in this 
regard (Lewis & Arbuthnott, 2014; Lewis, Heath et 
al., 2012; Lewis et al., 2019), these guidelines do not 
explicitly mention or demarcate pro-ED and pro-self-
injury content (or even self-injury versus pro self-
injury content). If all online NSSI content is viewed as 
promoting the behaviour, there is potential for 
clients to feel misunderstood or invalidated when 
sharing that they view or post this content online 
(Lewis et al., 2019). By virtue of gaining a more 
refined understanding of the various forms of online 
ED and NSSI content, practitioners may be able to 
engage in more effective dialogue with clients about 
their online activity and thus foster a greater 
understanding of the impact such activity may have 
on client well-being. 
Finally, in keeping with recent policies on several 
social media platforms, resources should be readily 
available to people who search for self-injury and 
eating disorder content online (Instagram, 2019; 
Lewis, Heath et al., 2012; Lewis & Arbuthnott, 2014; 
Lewis et al., 2019; Storey, 2016; Tumblr, 2019). To 
this end, we offer a list of resources that may be 
helpful to researchers, clinicians, and policy makers 
in Table 1. Currently, users accessing pro-NSSI and 
pro-ED content are provided general resources 
pertaining to an array of concerns. The utility of 
these resources could be enhanced if the resultant 
resources were specifically tailored to the nature of 
the search (e.g., NSSI-specific resources on 
alternative coping strategies, or ED-specific 
resources on body image and healthy eating). 
Partnerships with reputable organizations 
specializing in NSSI (e.g., siosoutreach.org) or EDs 
(nedic.ca) can further ensure users have access to 
the most up-to-date, research-informed, and helpful 
resources. Ultimately, such efforts are conducive to 
mitigating the possible detrimental effects of 
harmful online material. 
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Table 1. Online resources for self-injury and eating disorders 

Online Self-injury Resources 

Canada/International Self-injury Outreach & Support: www.sioutreach.org 

Australia Shedding Light on Self-injury:  www.self-injury.org.au  

United States Self-injury& Recovery Resources: www.selfinjury.bctr.cornell.edu 

International International Society for the Study of Self-injury: www.itriples.org 

Online Eating Disorder Resources 

Canada 
National Eating Disorders Information Centre NEDIC): www.nedic.ca  
National Initiative for Eating Disorders (NIED): www.nied.ca  
Body Brave: www.bodybrave.ca    

Australia Eating Recovery Center: www.eatingrecoverycenter.com 

United States National Eating Disorder Association: www.nationaleatingdisorders.org  

United Kingdom BEAT Eating Disorders: www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk 
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