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ABSTRACT 

Pre-COVID-19 pandemic, suicide, and suicidal behaviour were serious public health 

concerns that had a global influence on youth. However, there are concerns about the 

possible Pandemic-related factors contributing to self-harming thoughts and 

behaviours. At the same time, the antecedents of self-harm thought have been 

examined previously; this study aimed at exploring suicidal ideation –the 

preoccupation to kill oneself — among young adults who are prone to be affected by 

pandemic-related conditions. This Cross-sectional study investigated the role of sex, 

psychological distress, and social media addiction in predicting Self-harm thoughts 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Three hundred forty undergraduates cutting across 

the various faculties were conveniently selected from LASU to respond to the 

standardised questionnaire. It was hypothesised that male undergraduate students 

would be more susceptible to self-harm thoughts than female undergraduate students, 

and psychological distress and social media will have an independent and joint 

influence on Self-harm thoughts. The result revealed that there was a significant 

influence of sex on self-harm thoughts (t= 2.17; df (340); P <.05). Furthermore, male 

undergraduate students were more likely to have thoughts of self-harm than female 

undergraduate students. It was also revealed that psychological distress and social 

media addiction jointly (R2 = 0.89, F (2,339) = 16.56, p < .05) and independently 

predicted Self-harm thoughts. The findings suggested that Clinicians and 

counsellors, when assessing students with thoughts of self-harm, should consider 

finding out the extent of usage of social media and its addiction as it should be one 

of the important aspects to look out for during assessment. Additionally, University 

management should work on novel and practical approaches to detect early 

symptoms of psychological distress and advance suicide prevention efforts to secure 

the precious lives of Students.  
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INTRODUCTION 

COVID-19 was widely declared a pandemic by the 

World Health Organization (WHO) in March 2020 

and presented significant health, economic, and 

social threats to livelihood. Since its advent, 

COVID-19 has been tagged as the perfect storm of 

a risk factor for self-harm thoughts and myriads of 

other mental health issues (Reger et al., 2020). 

Time-series modelling of the Spanish Flu pandemic, 

which lasted from 1918-1920, and caused well over 

20 million deaths worldwide, led to a modest rise in 

the national suicide rate in the USA (Wasserman, 

1992). Likewise, there is some evidence that 

previous endemics, epidemics, and pandemics were 

associated with rises in suicide and suicidal 

behaviour (Zortea et al., 2020). In Nigeria, the first 

COVID-19 case was detected on 27 February 2020. 

With the excessive increase in the number of cases, 

social gathering regulations, compulsory use of 

facemasks, and lockdown orders were put in place 

by the Nigerian government (Amzat, 2020). The 

widespread news of the adverse effect of 

contracting the virus, sudden rules and restrictions 

of movement, compulsory use of face masks and 

physical distancing rules ushered in a state of 

emotional discomfort in the general populace.  

Self-harm thoughts -often conceptualised as 

suicidal ideation- is an act or intent of deliberately 

wanting to harm oneself through actions such as 

burning, cutting, and taking harmful substances to 

cope with severe emotional or physical pain and 

distress. This deliberate and voluntary physical self-

injury that is not life-threatening and is without any 

conscious suicidal intent (Borges et al., 1995; 

Herpetz, 1995) has been a pervasive public health 

concern and has left extensive impacts on 

adolescents and young adults globally. According to 

WHO (2019), suicide is listed as the fourth leading 

cause of death among 15-19-year-olds worldwide, 

and every year approximately 700 000 people 

commit suicide, and many more still attempt it. 

Empirical studies by Van der Kolk et al. (1991); 

Simeon and Favazza (2001) have also revealed that 

self-harm thoughts and behaviour unfolds in 

Adolescence, which is one of the most critical 

developmental periods and can become a sustained 

habit that extends throughout life.  

Uncertainty about the COVID-19 epidemic poses a 

serious threat to people’s physical and 

psychological health and lives, and the inability to 

tolerate uncertainty may be a risk factor for 

psychological distress. According to Mirowsky and 

Ross (2002), Psychological distress is a state of 

emotional suffering characterised by symptoms of 

depression (e.g., lost interest; sadness; 

hopelessness) and anxiety (e.g., restlessness; feeling 

tense). Mental health conditions are likely to be 

triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic because its 

ushers in economic and social threats that may 
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trigger stress, depression and anxiety and 

exacerbate existing ones which can lead to self-

harm thoughts to avoid emotional discomfort. In 

addition, the persistent fear of contracting the virus 

due to its higher perceived risk and the death of a 

loved one due to the virus makes one susceptible to 

thoughts of harming oneself. 

The emergence of information technology, easy 

access to the internet, and internet-based social 

platforms (e.g., Facebook, Tiktok, Instagram) as 

interpersonal communication is a significant 

milestone in history. “Social media addiction” 

refers to a compulsive and excessive usage of 

internet-based social media platforms (Griffiths, 

2000). The rise of new social media platforms (e.g., 

TikTok) during the pandemic served as an escape 

and coping mechanism for young adults from the 

realities of the current happenings surrounding the 

spread and adverse influence of the virus. However, 

excessive social media usage also exposes young 

adults to substances of abuse, including alcohol, 

tobacco, and marijuana which could lead to 

potential self-harm and Suicide (Daine et al., 2013). 

However, there is limited empirical evidence on the 

effect of social media on Self-harm thoughts and 

behaviours during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The interpersonal theory developed by Joiner 

(2005) explains self-harm thoughts as caused by the 

simultaneous presence of two interpersonal 

constructs –thwarted belongingness (Loneliness) 

and perceived burdensomeness (unemployment or 

family conflicts or psyche ache). Joiner further 

added one primarily related factor, which he 

described as the “acquired capability for self-harm”. 

To explain the origination of Self-harm thoughts, 

Joiner (2005) believes that it starts with perceiving 

oneself as a burden to others, and thus that others 

would be better off without them and then the 

feelings of being alone or not belonging. 

Considering those above, it is pertinent to note that 

the loneliness impact of fewer social connections 

during the pandemic is a risk factor for various 

psychiatric problems, including anxiety, drug use, 

insomnia, severe depression, and Self-harm 

thoughts (Abayomi et al., 2021). 

Several studies have also suggested that the rates at 

which people thought about self-harm or suicide or 

engaging in self-harming have been higher during 

the pandemic than previously (Iob et al., 2020; 

Czeiser et al., 2020). Also, the lockdown orders 

have led young adults to the compulsive use of 

social media platforms which predispose them to 

widespread misinformation about the 

unpredictability and evolving nature of the virus and 

can induce psychological distress and lead to 

thoughts of self-harm (Yamamoto et al., 2020). 

Therefore, suicide-related mortalities resulting from 

COVID-19 are not uncommon (Sahoo et al., 2020), 

and they have been reported across several countries 

(Reger et al., 2020). Furthermore, considering the 

rapidly growing number of social media users 

globally (Luxton et al., 2012), Self-harm thoughts 

and behaviour are likely to become a more complex 

issue during this pandemic. 

This current study focuses on investigating the 

pandemic-induced psychosocial factors that lead to 

self-harm thoughts during the COVID-19 period. 

Pre-COVID-19 data suggested that self-harming 

thoughts may worsen due to the pandemic and may 

differentially affect vulnerable groups in the 

population, including children, adolescents, and 

young adults (John et al., 2020). Therefore, the 

ongoing pandemic has made it necessary to 

investigate the factors that cause people to self-harm 

during this period and update our information on 

whether the identified psychosocial factors in this 

study cause people to self-harm. 

The Main Objective is to; 

• Investigate the extent to which Sex Influences 

Self-harm thoughts among LASU students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Investigate the extent to which psychological 

distress and social media jointly predict Self-

harm thoughts among LASU students during 

the COVID-19 pandemic 

The following hypotheses were formulated to test 

the identified aims and objectives of this current 

study. 

H1: Male undergraduate LASU students will be 

more susceptible to self-harm thoughts than Female 

undergraduate LASU students  

H2: Psychologically distress and social media will 

have an independent and joint influence on Self-
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harm thoughts among undergraduate LASU 

students 

Operational Definition of Terms 

Self-harm Thoughts: Self-harm thought is an 

intentional action aimed at deliberately harming 

oneself through actions such as burning, cutting, 

and taking harmful substances to cope with severe 

emotional or physical pain and distress (Borges et 

al., 1995). 

Psychological Distress: Psychological Distress is a 

condition of emotional discomfort associated with 

stressors or demands that are encountered daily 

(Mirowsky and Ross, 2002) 

Social media addiction: This is a compulsive and 

excessive usage of internet-based social media 

platforms (Griffiths, 2000)  

Young Adults: This consists of individuals within 

the age range of 16 – 30. 

METHODOLOGY 

Design 

This study adopted a cross-sectional research 

design. This was used to examine different variables 

at once. For primary data, structured questionnaires 

were used for data collection, and they lasted for 

about three weeks. The structured questionnaire was 

in pencil and paper format. In the study, 

psychological distress, Social Media addiction, and 

demographic variables served as independent 

variables, while Self-harm thoughts served as the 

dependent variable. This study was carried out at 

Lagos state university, Ojo, Lagos.  

Study Population and Location 

The study population included undergraduate 

students of Lagos state university. A total number 

of 400 undergraduates were selected, but only 342 

properly filled out the questionnaire. Eligible 

participants had to be undergraduate students of 

LASU. The participants of this study were selected 

using convenience sampling techniques. The 

research was able to identify participants that were 

easy to reach and readily available to participate in 

the research. The sampling was not random and, 

therefore, is not representative of the LASU 

population, but the sample is heterogeneous. 

Measures 

The data was collected using a standardised 

questionnaire which was divided into four sections. 

Demographic variables: This included sex, age, 

level of study and religion. 

Self-harm thought: This was assessed using a 4-item 

suicidal ideation scale developed by Osman et al. 

(2001). The scale, through its repeated use, has 

displayed good discriminant validity, content 

validity, and test-retest reliability. It is scored on a 

5-point Likert scale which includes 1 – Never, 2 = 

Rarely; 3 = Sometimes; 4 = Often 5 = Very often, 

and scored from 1 to 5. This scale was adapted to 

reflect the COVID-19 pandemic. The Cronbach 

alpha coefficient among undergraduate college 

students was .93. 

Psychological distress: This was assessed using ten 

items Kessler Psychological Distress scale 

developed by Professor Ronald C. Kessler and 

Mroczek (1992). The authors reported a test-retest 

reliability coefficient of 0.85. It is scored on a 5-

point Likert scale which includes “All of the time, 

Most of the time, some of the time, A little of the 

time, none of the time”. The Cronbach alpha 

reliability of the test for this study is 0.86. 

Social media addiction: This was assessed using 29 

items. Social media addiction scale developed by 

Cengiz Şahin (2018). The exploratory and 

confirmatory factor analysis of this scale has a 4-

factor structure accounting which accounts for 

53.16% of the total variance. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 

(KMO) coefficient and Bartlett’s test were also 

significant, respectively, at .96 and χ2=12680.88 

(p=.00). The internal consistency coefficient 

(Cronbach’s alpha coefficient) reported on this scale 

was .93. The scale is a 5-point Likert-type scale 

consisting of 29 items. The Cronbach alpha 

reliability of the test for this study is 0.83. 

Data Collection Procedure 

The researcher contacted the research participants in 

their various faculties, established rapport and 

sought their content before administering the 
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questionnaire. The respondents were adequately 

briefed, assured of the confidentiality of their 

responses, and informed that they had the right to 

withdraw from the research at any point if they felt 

uncomfortable. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was carried out using Statistical 

Product for Service Solutions (SPSS), the 21st 

version. Descriptive statistics such as the mean 

(standard deviation) and frequency (percentages) 

depicted the socio-demographic variables and 

scores on the study measures. Hypothesis 1 was 

tested using an independent t-test, and Hypothesis 2 

was tested using multiple linear regression. All 

statistical analyses were 1-tailed, and the level of 

statistical significance was set at a p-value less than 

0.05. 

RESULTS 

The participants consisted of 152 males (44.4%) and 

190 females (56.66). One hundred ninety 

undergraduates selected were between the age 

category of 16-20 (55.6%), 139 were between the 

age category of 21-25 (40.6%,) and 13 were 

between the age category of 26-30 (3.8%).  

Hypothesis 1: Male undergraduate LASU students 

will be more susceptible to self-harm thoughts than 

Female undergraduate LASU students. This 

hypothesis was tested using an independent t-test, 

and the result is presented in the table below: 

Table 1: Summary table of independent t-test showing the influence of Sex on Self-harm thoughts 

among LASU students 

 Sex N Mean Std Df t-value P 

Self-harm thoughts Male 152 1.23 .58 340 2.17 <.05 

Female 190 1.12 .38 

 

The result shows that there is a significant influence 

of sex on self-harm thoughts (t = 2.17; df (340); P 

<.05). Furthermore, male undergraduate students 

were more likely to have thoughts of self-harm than 

female undergraduate students. This accepts the 

stated hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 2: The hypothesis stated psychological 

distress and social media would have an 

independent and joint influence on self-harm 

thoughts among undergraduate LASU students. 

This hypothesis used multiple regression, and the 

result is presented below: 

Table 2: Summary of multiple regression showing the influence of psychological distress and social 

media addiction on Self-harm thoughts. 

Predictors Β T P R R2 F P 

Psychological Distress .248 4.74 <.05 .298 .089 16.56 <.05 

Social media addiction .131 2.50 <.05 

 

The result from the table showed that psychological 

distress and social media addiction jointly predicted 

Self-harm thoughts (R2 = 0.89, F (2,339) = 16.56, p 

< .05). Psychological distress and social media 

addiction accounted for 9% of the change observed 

in self-harm thoughts among undergraduate 

students in LASU, Nigeria. Furthermore, 

psychological distress (β =-.248, t = 4.74, p<.05) 

and social media addiction (β =-.131, t = 2.50, 

p<.05) were also significant independent predictors 

of self-harm thoughts. The stated hypothesis is 

thereby accepted. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study revealed that sex 

influences self-harm thoughts. These results further 

showed that male undergraduate students were more 

likely to have thoughts of self-harm than female 

undergraduate students. This finding is in line with 

the study finding of Rhodes et al. (2014), who in 

their work on antecedents and sex/gender 

differences in youth suicidal behaviour, found that 

suicide rates are typically higher in males than 

females. This also confirmed a study by Oyetunji et 
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al. (2021) which revealed that males are more likely 

to die by suicide than their female counterparts. 

Male predominance in self-harm thought can be 

explained by a few factors, which include having a 

sense of masculinity which makes them ignore the 

need to seek help for mental health or less likely to 

seek and accept help or treatment whenever they are 

going through life challenges because they interpret 

it as being weak. 

The result of the second hypothesis also shows that 

psychological distress and social media addiction 

jointly predicted Self-harm thoughts among LASU 

undergraduate students during COVID-19. 

Psychological distress and social media addiction 

also accounted for a 9% change observed in self-

harm thoughts among undergraduate students in 

LASU during COVID-19. Furthermore, 

psychological distress and social media addiction 

were also independent predictors of self-harm 

thoughts. This is in line with the findings of 

Yamamoto et al. (2020), who found that the 

widespread misinformation about the 

unpredictability and evolving nature of the virus can 

induce psychological distress and lead to thoughts 

of self-harm.  

Additionally, the findings have implications for 

mental health services. Clinicians and counsellors, 

when assessing students who have thoughts of self-

harm, should consider finding out the extent of 

usage of social media and its addiction. This 

emphasises the importance of social media usage 

and addiction as one of the most important aspects 

to look out for during the clinical assessment of 

students with self-harm thoughts. Also, the benefits 

of social media should be exploited by the 

University management, stakeholder, and Health 

professionals to create awareness on how to detect 

self-harm thoughts, recognise warning suicidal 

signs, and create support for students having self-

harm thoughts. In addition, findings from this study 

have necessitated the need for the University 

management to work on a novel and practical 

approach to detect early symptoms of psychological 

distress and advance suicide prevention efforts to 

secure the precious lives of Students.  

LIMITATIONS 

This study is not without its limits. One of the 

limitations is that participants were not randomly 

selected and, therefore, not representative of the 

LASU population. Therefore, future studies should 

be carried out using a larger sample size and 

randomly selected participants. Additionally, future 

studies should explore other predictors of self-harm 

thoughts among undergraduate students during the 

third (3) wave of the pandemic. In addition, the 

geographical location of this study is Lagos State 

University; future studies should investigate self-

harm thoughts in other locations to strengthen the 

findings of this study. 
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