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Abstract
Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) is common among adolescents and is associated with a range of detrimental consequences.
Family, teachers, and friends are essential sources of social support for adolescents. Increased social support from these
sources may reduce NSSI behaviors among adolescents. However, it is uncertain if each source of social support retains its
significance when their influences are evaluated simultaneously, and how each source influences the others to impact NSSI
behaviors. To address this gap, this research investigated the direct and indirect effects of each source of social support on
adolescent NSSI using cross-lagged panel model (CLPM), as well as whether these relationships varied by sex. A total of
3098 Chinese adolescents with a range of 10 to 15 years old (Mage= 13.27, SD= 0.73, 42.4% girls) completed assessments
on three waves across approximately two years. The results indicated that teacher support compared to family and friend
support showed the strongest association with NSSI behaviors and mediated the relationship between family support and
NSSI. These findings highlight teacher support as a hub in the role of social support on NSSI and emphasize the importance
of the connections between teacher and family support.
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Introduction

Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) refers to the intentional and
direct damage to one’s own body tissue without suicidal
intent (Nock, 2009). In the past decade, NSSI has grown to
be a serious public health issue among youth (Jacobson &
Gould, 2007). Adolescence is a particularly vulnerable
period for NSSI, with annual incidence rates reported
between 14.0 and 34.0% in this age group (Tang et al.,
2016; Burke et al., 2015). According to the World Health
Organization, individuals aged 10 to 24 are most at risk for
engaging in NSSI (Curtis, 2015). Adolescents who engage
in NSSI have an increased likelihood of developing psy-
chological disorders and suicidal behaviors later in life
(Daukantaite et al., 2020; Hamza et al., 2012). Given the
high prevalence and detrimental long-term consequences of
adolescent NSSI, this study examined the influences of

family, friend, and teacher support on NSSI, as well as
investigated how these sources of support interconnect to
impact adolescent NSSI, aiming to better identify and
understand protective factors that may reduce NSSI among
adolescents.

Different Sources of Social Support and NSSI in
Adolescents

Social support refers to the external support an individual
perceives from family, friends, or other relationships and
may derive from several distinct sources (Wu et al., 2011).
Research suggests that social support can increase people’s
propensity to seek assistance before engaging in self-harm
(Wu et al., 2011) and buffer against stress (Gong, 1994).
Enhancing supportive relationships and providing access to
a comprehensive network of community resources can aid
in decreasing self-harm occurrences (Wu et al., 2011).
According to previous studies, increasing social support
was found to be an effective way to decrease the likelihood
of NSSI behaviors among youth (Mogens et al., 2015; Xin
et al., 2020). Despite the findings of prior studies, important
limitations exist. Specifically, few studies have dis-
tinguished between various sources of social support, and
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little study has explored the relations between specific
sources of social support and NSSI in adolescents.

Given that adolescents primarily spend their time with
family, teachers, and friends (Pössel et al., 2018), these
groups serve as the primary sources of social support.
Although less studied, some studies demonstrate the posi-
tive impact family, friend, and teacher support has on NSSI
behavior during adolescence. For example, a study revealed
that family support positively impacted reducing NSSI
behavior among adolescents—higher levels of family sup-
port correlated with a reduced likelihood of self-injury (Liu
et al., 2021). Additionally, adolescents are less likely to
engage in NSSI when parents provide support for their
decisions, and keep communication open (Xia et al., 2016).
Some research reported that higher peer support was
negatively linked to engagement in NSSI behaviors
(Esposito et al., 2021). Finally, previous research has
demonstrated that having access to encouraging teachers at
school is linked to developing effective coping skills and
experiencing fewer somatic symptoms as a result of being
victimized by peers (Rigby, 2000). This suggests that tea-
cher support is a factor that provides protection for the
psychological needs of adolescents that engage in NSSI
behaviors (Madjar et al., 2017; Esposito et al., 2021).
Although the abovementioned studies indicate that all three
sources of social support may reduce adolescent NSSI
behavior, it is possible that the three sources of support in
preventing adolescent NSSI may vary in their effectiveness
(Pössel et al., 2018).

Several studies have shown that the prominence of
family, friend, and teacher support may differ throughout
adolescence (Bokhorst et al., 2010; Rosenfeld et al., 2000).
Specifically, while parents provide the primary support for
children, their roles may become less prominent as the child
reaches adolescence (Marini et al., 2006). Adolescence is a
distinct phase of social development in which nonparental
supporters (i.e., friends and teachers) become more crucial
for autonomous social identities’ development. Adolescents
gradually place more value on peer and teacher support
(Colarossi and Eccles, 2003). For instance, adolescents will
look to others to validate their sense of self during identity
formation if they perceive parental support and feedback
about themselves as negative over time (Colarossi & Eccles,
2003). Adolescence is also a critical developmental stage as
adolescents face the progression from primary school to
middle school (Jaworska & MacQueen, 2015), with school
becoming a dominant social arena (Madjar et al., 2021).
During this time, early adolescents must deal with a surge in
social and academic pressure, as well as an increase in the
size, complexity, and significance of their peer group
(Wenz-Gross et al., 1997). Compared to children, adoles-
cents are more prone to experiencing insufficient support
from, and more conflict with peers, even suffer violence,

abuse, and bullying (Liu et al., 2021). When conflict with
peers occurs in school, teachers are among the first adults
available to offer help and support (Esposito et al., 2021).
Teachers could be expected to play a significant role in
providing support in the school setting (Hellfeldt et al.,
2020). The roles of parents may thus become less prominent
during adolescence (Marini et al., 2006), while the influence
of friend and teacher becomes more significant (Colarossi
and Eccles, 2003). This may lead to differences in the
effectiveness of these three support sources in preventing
NSSI behaviors. To determine which social support source
is most beneficial, all three must be simultaneously exam-
ined within the same statistical model. If social support
from different sources varies in effectiveness, all three
sources of support may relate to NSSI when studied inde-
pendently, yet one or more sources of support may no
longer be related to NSSI when all three sources are
examined at once.

Most studies examine each source of social support as a
separate predictor of NSSI, and few have simultaneously
examined the influence of three different sources of support
(such as friends and family members) to determine which is
most salient. For instance, one study examined if different
sources of support are differentially protective against NSSI
in a sample of 118 high-risk teenagers who were hospita-
lized due to a significant risk of self-harm (Kellerman et al.,
2022). The research revealed an inverse relationship
between family support and NSSI, but there was no corre-
lation between NSSI and support from friends outside the
unit (Kellerman et al., 2022). This study’s sample consisted
of adolescents who were hospitalized due to a serious risk
of self-harm. The limited opportunities for hospitalized
adolescents to interact with friends (i.e., limited phone
usage time and phone calls rather than text messages, social
media, or face-to-face interactions) might have influenced
the effect of friend support on NSSI (Kellerman et al.,
2022). This could have contributed to the study’s failure to
find a significant association between them. Moreover, the
sample of hospitalized adolescents limited the general-
izability of the findings to adolescents outside of an inpa-
tient setting (Kellerman et al., 2022). Thus, additional
research is necessary to further examine different sources of
support while controlling for other sources of support in
community samples. This will help determine which source
of support is most beneficial.

Interconnected Influence across Different Sources of
Social Support

Ecological theory is frequently applied to research on beha-
vior problems (Richman et al., 2004). One of the primary
strengths of this theory is its focus on the various social
environments influencing youth development, especially the
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primary microsystems including school, peer group, and
family. Bronfenbrenner (2005) not only emphasized the
impact of microsystems on youth development but also
highlighted the significance of mesosystems, which refer to
the interactions between these key microsystems, like the
interconnected effects between family and peer group. As
early adolescents go from elementary to middle school and
face increasing school-related demands, these intersections
seem to be especially crucial for them (Woolley et al., 2009).
Studies have also demonstrated the importance of parent-
school connections for adolescents (Chavkin et al., 2000;
Rivera-Mosquera et al., 2007). In light of the potential
importance of these mesosystem-level impacts, it is likely that
one microsystem’s social support may affect NSSI through
the social support in another microsystem. Few studies have
explored how different support sources interact with each
other to ultimately influence adolescent behavior. Only one
previous study found that parental support and friend support
influenced the school behavior of Latino students through
teacher support (Woolley et al., 2009). However, this study
was conducted using only a cross-sectional design. Thus, the
longitudinal effects of the interconnectedness of different
social support sources on adolescent behavior remain unex-
plored. Taken together, a longitudinal study that examines the
interconnected influences across family, friend, and teacher
support and their impact on subsequent adolescent NSSI
behaviors is warranted.

The Roles of Sex, Household Income and Age

Sex differences in NSSI, and family, friend, and teacher sup-
port have also been independently found among adolescents.
Several studies have shown that girls perceive significantly
more support from both friends and teachers compared to boys
(Helsen et al., 2000; Pössel et al., 2018). However, results for
family support are more variable. Research on family support
has revealed that boys receive higher support from family
members compared to girls (Colarossi, 2001; Cumsille and
Epstein, 1994), while others have failed to identify any sex
differences in the support given by immediate family members
(Helsen et al., 2000; Vaux, 1985). The existing literature is also
inconsistent regarding variations in NSSI rates between boys
and girls. Some studies indicated no difference in NSSI rates
between boys and girls (Xin et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2021), but
others have found that girls report engaging in NSSI behavior
more frequently than boys (Sornberger et al., 2012; Wang
et al., 2022). Previous work has indicated differences between
sexes in all the variables considered, but whether sex influ-
ences the simultaneous effects of each source of social support
on NSSI behavior is still unclear. Overall, this suggests that
more research is needed to clarify the role of sex in the rela-
tions among NSSI behaviors and family, friend, and teacher
support.

Recent studies have also indicated that higher odds of
NSSI were noted among respondents from impoverished
backgrounds (Liu, 2023; Costa et al., 2021). Furthermore,
prior meta-analyses found that the prevalence of NSSI
significantly increased with age (Gillies et al., 2018). The
household income and age in the current study were thus
controlled.

Current Study

It is unknown whether the protective effects of different
sources of social support and the interconnected of those
sources differentially affect NSSI behaviors among ado-
lescents. Thus, three main objectives were addressed in this
study. First, the current study sought to longitudinally
examine which source of support (e.g., teachers, friends,
family members) is most salient in impacting NSSI beha-
viors. The second objective was to investigate the inter-
connected effects of family, friend, and teacher support on
adolescent NSSI. By using a CLPM to analyze the indirect
impacts of each source of social support on NSSI while
controlling for age, sex, and household income, it was able
to determine whether one source influenced NSSI through
other sources. Finally, this study aimed to examine whether
the direct and indirect effects of the three sources of social
support on NSSI differed by sex. Given the overall lack of
prior research exploring the simultaneous modeling of three
sources of social support on NSSI, the present research is an
exploratory investigation of the effectiveness of different
sources of social support on NSSI behavior in adolescents.

Methods

Participants and Procedures

Survey data were gathered from a longitudinal study with
three waves carried out in three middle schools in China’s
north. In winter 2021 (T1), a total of 3098 adolescents
(57.6% boy; Mage= 13.27 ± 0.73) in grades 7 and 8 were
recruited. Of those who participated at T1, 3056 adolescents
participated in the second wave in summer 2022 (T2, 98.6%
of T1 sample), and 2980 participated in the third wave
during the 2023 spring semester (T3, 96.2% of T1 sample).
The pattern of missing data for each wave was ascertained
using the Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test,
which produced a result of χ2/df= 1.26, p= 0.194 for
missingness at T2 or/and T3 (Little & Rubin, 1989).
According to MCAR results, the pattern of missing data in
this research was random (Bollen, 1989). To manage the
missing data, the full information maximum likelihood
estimation (FIML) was employed (Enders and Bandalos
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2001). The participating families’ median household
income ranged from 4000 to 6000 CNY (about US $
550.81–826.22) per month.

Family, friend, teacher support and NSSI were measured
at T1, T2, and T3. All covariates (described below) were
measured at T1. Prior to the study, the participants and their
parent(s) or caregivers gave signed informed permission.
Individuals involved in the study were made aware that they
were participating entirely of their own free will and could
withdraw from the study at any time during data collection,
and that all information gathered would be kept private.
Completing the survey took about thirty minutes. During
regular school hours, trained researchers gave the students
in class the self-report questionnaires. Notebooks and pens
as present were given to each participant after the survey.
The Institutional Review Board and Ethics Committee of
Human Participant Protection, Faculty of Psychology at
Beijing Normal University have granted approval for this
research.

Measures

Social support (T1–T3)

The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support-
Chinese Version (MSPSS-C; Zimet et al., 1988) was used to
evaluate social support from teachers, friends, and family.
Three dimensions of social support from friends, family,
and significant others are measured using the MSPSS-C.
The current research changed significant others to teachers
to measure teacher support. The modified scale consists of
12 items intended to assess family support (4 items; e.g., “I
can talk to my family about my problems.”), friend support
(4 items; e.g., “My friends are all trying to help me.”) and
teacher support (4 items; e.g., “I can count on my teachers
when things go wrong.”). On a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 5 (very strongly agree),
students were instructed to assess their level of agreement
with each statement. Higher support in the specific dimen-
sion is indicated by a higher score. The Cronbach’s α
coefficients for the subscales of family support, friend
support, and teacher support were 0.65, 0.80, and 0.87 at
T1, 0.75, 0.87, and 0.92 at T2, 0.85, 0.92, and 0.94 at T3,
respectively.

NSSI (T1–T3)

The assessment of NSSI behaviors was conducted using a
modified and condensed version of the Deliberate Self-
Harm Inventory, which was initially developed by Gratz
(2001) and later modified by Lundh et al. (2007). The scale
is made up of 9 items, each one representing a different kind
of self-harm (e.g., “In the last 6 months, I deliberately cut

my arms and other areas to bleed.”). On a 7-point Likert
scale from 0 (never) to 6 (five times more), participants rated
each item. The average scores were computed, with higher
values illustrating increased engagement in NSSI. The
shortened version of the Deliberate Self-Harm Inventory
has been extensively utilized in Chinese samples, demon-
strating good reliability and validity (Gao et al., 2024). In
current research, the Cronbach’s α coefficients were 0.84,
0.86 and 0.91 at T1, T2 and T3, respectively.

Covariates (T1)

Demographic information including self-reported sex
(0= boy, 1= girl), age, and monthly household income
was used as covariates. Household income was measured
by asking, “What is your family’s approximate monthly
household income (Mom and Dad’s income combined)?”
Participants chose from the following six levels: (1) below
2000 CNY, (2) 2000–4000 CNY, (3) 4000–6000 CNY, (4)
6000–10,000 CNY, (5) 10,000–20,000 CNY, and (6) above
20,000 CNY. The division of the levels was determined
based on the actual situation of the local economy.

Data Analytic Strategy

First, descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations were
computed for each study variable using SPSS 26.0. Second,
longitudinal associations between NSSI and three sources of
social support (i.e., teachers, friends, and family) were
tested through the CLPM in Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén,
2016). Since the study aimed to explore the prospective
effects of between-person differences among research
variables, CLPM was suitable for examining these key
associations, based on previous recommendations in the
literature (Orth et al., 2021). The CLPM assesses the con-
sequences of between-person differences (e.g., whether
adolescents receiving low social support are at a greater risk
of NSSI onset than those receiving high social support?)
and is valuable for understanding the longitudinal and
reciprocal relationships among constructs (Hamaker et al.,
2015; Orth et al., 2021). Its capacity to explain continuity in
the constructs over time makes it an appropriate and
effective method for testing developmental processes and
directional associations (Quach et al., 2018; Masten et al.,
2005). Because of these advantages, CLPM continues to be
extensively utilized for examining longitudinal associations
among study variables (Chen et al., 2023; Zhang et al.,
2023). All adolescents were included in the analysis,
regardless of their engagement in NSSI. Model parameters
were estimated using the maximum likelihood robust esti-
mator, which corrects for non-normally distributed data. To
rule out potential confounds, demographic variables such as
adolescents’ age, sex, and household income were included
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in preliminary analyses to determine if they ought to be
added as covariates in each model. Covariates in each
model were limited to variables that had significant relations
with family support, friend support, teacher support, and
NSSI at each time points. To prevent overfitting and reduce
statistical power, non-significant covariates were excluded
from the models (Becker, 2005). Third, this study investi-
gated the indirect effects of the three forms of social support
on NSSI across the three-time points. The total effect,
indirect effects, and confidence intervals (CIs) were esti-
mated using bootstrapping (N= 5000; Hayes, 2009). For
the indirect effects, the bootstrapping-generated 95% CIs
were presented. A statistically significant indirect effect is
indicated by CIs without zero. Finally, multiple-group
analysis was used to test sex differences through con-
straining coefficients to be equal across variables of interest.
Satorra–Bentler scaled chi-square tests were used to eval-
uate the variances between the freely estimated models and
the constrained models (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). The
model fit was evaluated using the Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA), the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual
(SRMR). Model fit was acceptable if RMSEA ≤ 0.08,
CFI ≥ 0.90, and SRMR ≤ 0.08.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptives and bivariate correlations for all variables from
T1 to T3 are presented in Table 1. It was discovered that
19.3% of participants at T1, 21.9% at T2, and 16.6% at T3
reported having recently engaged in NSSI. All correlation
coefficients among three forms of social support were
positive and significant within and across waves. At each
time point, NSSI was significantly negatively correlated
with three forms of social support. As for the covariates, sex
was negatively correlated with all three sources of social
support at T1–T3, and positively correlated with NSSI at
T1–T3, indicating that adolescent girls might perceive fewer
social support from family, friends, and teachers and have
more experiences of NSSI. Age was positively correlated
with family support at T1, friend support at T1 and T2, and
teacher support at T1 and T2. Household income was
positively correlated with all three forms of social support at
T1 and T2.

Cross-Lagged Panel Model

The CLPM was utilized to analyze the longitudinal direct
and indirect effects of three forms of social support on NSSI
across the three-time points while also estimating the

stability in variables (i.e., autoregressive paths) and the
within-time correlations among variables. The model
showed adequate fit indices (χ2 (37, N= 3098)= 243.109;
RMSEA= 0.042 (90% CI [0.037, 0.048]); CFI= 0.977;
and SRMR= 0.023). As shown in Fig. 1, the autoregressive
paths for all variables were statistically significant
(p < 0.05), indicating the stability of these variables over
time.

Within time correlations between any one of three
forms of social support and NSSI were significant at all
time points (p < 0.05, see Fig. 1). Specifically, at T1, T2,
and T3, more social support from family, friends, and
teachers were all related to less NSSI. However, both
family and friend support at T1 and T2 did not sig-
nificantly predict NSSI at T2 and T3, indicating no long-
itudinal direct influence on subsequent NSSI. In contrast,
teacher support at T1 and T2 negatively predicted sub-
sequent NSSI at T3. In addition, the results indicated that
the increased NSSI at T1 and T2 longitudinally predicted
fewer social support from family and teachers at T2 and T3
(Fig. 1).

Then indirect effects of three forms of social support on
NSSI were examined across the three time points. Results
show that only the indirect effect of family support at T1 on
NSSI at T3 via teacher support at T2 was significant
(b=−0.006, 95% CI [−0.011, −0.001]; Table 2), sug-
gesting that family support at T1 influenced teacher support
at T2, which in turn influenced NSSI at T3. Though more
friend support at T1 increased teacher support at T2 and
more teacher support at T2 decreased NSSI at T3, the
indirect effect from friend support at T1 to NSSI at T3 via
teacher support at T2 was not significant (Fig. 1; Table 2;
b=−0.004, 95% CI [−0.009, 0.000]).

Sex Differences

Multiple-group analyses were performed to determine if the
stability and cross-lagged paths varied by sex. When the
path coefficients were restricted to be equal across sexes,
the constrained model did not significantly differ from the
unconstrained model, Δ χ2(32)= 32.731, p= 0.431. This
suggests that the impact of social support on NSSI does not
differ between boys and girls.

Discussion

Teachers, friends, and family are important sources of social
support for adolescents. Receiving increased support from
these sources may reduce the risk of NSSI behavior.
However, significant gaps in the literature exist regarding
which source(s) are most meaningful when their influence is
examined simultaneously, and whether support sources

Journal of Youth and Adolescence



Ta
bl
e
1
D
es
cr
ip
tiv

e
st
at
is
tic
s
an
d
co
rr
el
at
io
ns

of
st
ud

y
va
ri
ab
le
s

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

1.
T
1
F
am

ily
S
up

po
rt

–

2.
T
2
F
am

ily
S
up

po
rt

0.
48

**
*

–

3.
T
3
F
am

ily
S
up

po
rt

0.
34

**
*

0.
45

**
*

–

4.
T
1
F
ri
en
d
S
up

po
rt

0.
54

**
*

0.
31

**
*

0.
26

**
*

–

5.
T
2
F
ri
en
d
S
up

po
rt

0.
31

**
*

0.
61

**
*

0.
32

**
*

0.
50

**
*

–

6.
T
3
F
ri
en
d
S
up

po
rt

0.
20

**
*

0.
28

**
*

0.
74

**
*

0.
35

**
*

0.
41

**
*

–

7.
T
1
T
ea
ch
er

S
up

po
rt

0.
46

**
*

0.
35

**
*

0.
29

**
*

0.
53

**
*

0.
40

**
*

0.
27

**
*

–

8.
T
2
T
ea
ch
er

S
up

po
rt

0.
36

**
*

0.
47

**
*

0.
41

**
*

0.
38

**
*

0.
47

**
*

0.
36

**
*

0.
55

**
*

–

9.
T
3
T
ea
ch
er

S
up

po
rt

0.
29

**
*

0.
34

**
*

0.
46

**
*

0.
28

**
*

0.
33

**
*

0.
41

**
*

0.
41

**
*

0.
54

**
*

–

10
.
T
1
N
S
S
I

−
0.
29

**
*

−
0.
22

**
*

−
0.
18

**
*

−
0.
26

**
*

−
0.
19

**
*

−
0.
13

**
*

−
0.
28

**
*

−
0.
21

**
*

−
;0
.1
9*

**
–

11
.
T
2
N
S
S
I

−
0.
23

**
*

−
0.
30

**
*

−
0.
23

**
*

−
0.
22

**
*

−
0.
25

**
*

−
0.
15

**
*

−
0.
24

**
*

−
0.
28

**
*

−
0.
22

**
*

0.
58

**
*

–

12
.
T
3
N
S
S
I

−
0.
19

**
*

−
0.
21

**
*

−
0.
26

**
*

−
0.
14

**
*

−
0.
14

**
*

−
0.
17

**
*

−
0.
17

**
*

−
0.
20

**
*

−
0.
27

**
*

0.
43

**
*

0.
51

**
*

–

13
.
T
1
S
ex

−
0.
08

**
*

−
0.
09

**
*

−
0.
07

**
*

−
0.
06

**
*

−
0.
11

**
*

−
0.
06

**
−
0.
14

**
*

−
0.
10

**
*

−
0.
09

**
*

0.
08

**
*

0.
11

**
*

0.
05

**
–

14
.
T
1
A
ge

0.
09

**
*

0.
03

0.
01

0.
09

**
*

0.
06

**
0.
00

0.
07

**
*

0.
05

**
0.
02

−
0.
00

−
0.
02

0.
01

–
0.
10

**
*

–

15
.
T
1
H
ou

se
ho

ld
in
co
m
e

0.
06

**
*

0.
08

**
*

0.
02

0.
09

**
*

0.
08

**
*

0.
03

0.
08

**
*

0.
06

**
0.
01

0.
01

−
0.
00

0.
01

−
0.
04

*
0.
02

M
16

.6
0

17
.1
2

16
.6
7

15
.9
0

16
.5
8

16
.9
0

15
.2
4

15
.1
7

15
.0
8

0.
14

0.
19

0.
16

−
13

.2
7

SD
2.
74

3.
05

3.
83

3.
53

3.
72

3.
90

4.
06

4.
51

4.
88

0.
47

0.
58

0.
61

–
0.
73

S
ex

w
as

du
m
m
y
co
de
d
as

0
=
bo

ys
,
1
=
gi
rl
s

N
SS

I
no

n-
su
ic
id
al

se
lf
-i
nj
ur
y,

T
1
T
im

e
1,

T
2
T
im

e
2,

T
3
T
im

e
3

*p
<
0.
05

,
**

p
<
0.
01

,
**

*p
<
0.
00

1

Journal of Youth and Adolescence



interact to ultimately influence adolescent NSSI. Using a
longitudinal design, the current research addresses the gaps
in the literature. Results from the current research indicated
that when all three sources of social support were combined,
only teacher support directly influenced NSSI and mediated
the association between family support and NSSI, irre-
spective of sex. Findings from the present study revealed
the necessity of simultaneously exploring the influences of
various sources of social support on adolescent NSSI.

This study found that when combining and examining
three sources of social support, only teacher support sig-
nificantly and directly predicted subsequent NSSI at the
next time point. For adolescents, teacher support showed a
deeper connection with NSSI, which suggests the pivotal
role of high social support from teachers in effectively
preventing adolescent NSSI. In the context of Chinese
culture, which advocates Confucianism, teachers are gran-
ted significant authority by the tradition of respecting tea-
chers (Paine, 1995). The role of teachers extends beyond
imparting academic education within the classroom, as they
may significantly influence students’ personal growth (Day

et al., 2023; Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). Teachers often
serve as mentors, providing guidance and emotional support
to students. Their support makes adolescents feel cared for,
loved, and trusted, and helps them develop coping
mechanisms to counteract the adverse consequences of
stressful situations, which provides adolescents with a
strong buffer against engaging in NSSI behaviors (Reavis
et al., 2010; Veenstra et al., 2014). Moreover, teachers are
typically more constructive and instructive when offering
support, which may go beyond the emotional companion-
ship and comfort that comes from family and friends (Guo
et al., 2022). Consequently, teachers may be approached
more often by adolescents for help when they run into
problems. In addition, adolescents spend much of their time
at school with teachers (Eccles & Roeser, 2003), which
gives teachers greater opportunity to observe emotional and
behavioral changes in adolescents and to provide timely
support (Fayyaz & Hashmi, 2022). Taken together, these
factors may contribute to the findings that teacher support
was more influential compared to other kinds of support, in
reducing adolescent NSSI.

Table 2 Standardized
coefficients and 95% Confidence
Intervals for indirect effects

Pathways Indirect effect 95% Confidence
interval (CI)

Lower Upper

Family Support (T1)→ Friend Support (T2)→NSSI (T3) 0.000 −0.002 0.002

Family Support (T1)→ Teacher Support (T2)→NSSI (T3) −0.006a −0.011 −0.001

Friend Support (T1)→ Family Support (T2)→NSSI (T3) 0.000 −0.002 0.003

Friend Support (T1)→ Teacher Support (T2)→NSSI (T3) −0.004 −0.008 0.000

Teacher Support (T1)→ Family Support (T2)→NSSI (T3) −0.009 −0.019 0.001

Teacher Support (T1)→ Friend Support (T2)→NSSI (T3) 0.007 −0.002 0.016

NSSI non-suicidal self-injury, T1 Time 1, T2 Time 2, T3 Time 3
a95% CI does not include zero

Fig. 1 The CLPM for family support, friend support, teacher support
and NSSI. Dotted lines represent nonsignificant paths; solid lines
represent significant paths (p < 0.05). Only significant standardized

coefficients were presented. NSSI non-suicidal self-injury, T1 Time 1,
T2 Time 2, T3 Time 3
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Besides the direct impact that various sources of social
support have on adolescent NSSI, prior study demonstrates
that different sources of social support are interactive (Lyell
et al., 2020). This study supported these previous findings in
that family support indirectly influenced NSSI through
support from teachers (Woolley et al., 2009). The findings
revealed the intersections between the microsystems of
teachers and families, reinforcing the mesosystem influ-
ences proposed in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory
(2005). The observation that teacher support is influenced
by family support aligns with the convergence hypothesis of
perceived support across different sources. This hypothesis
posits that one positive relationship could promote another,
creating a perception of consistently high or low support
across social partners (Pallini et al., 2014). Specifically,
feeling supported by family—likely because of positive
parenting—may enhance youth’ ability to feel supported by
teachers outside the home, aiding their integration into the
broader society beyond the home environment (Chan et al.,
2022). Moreover, the capitalization perspective (Gable
et al., 2018; Gable & Bedrov, 2022) also supports findings
in that teacher support bolsters the benefits of family sup-
port, thereby enhancing positive affect, subjective well-
being, and self-esteem (Choi et al., 2019; Peters et al.,
2018). This enhanced support system can help buffer stress
and reduce the likelihood of self-injury. Although an
interaction between teacher and family support was
observed in the current study, no such interaction with
friend support was observed. The lack of a significant
indirect effect of friend support on NSSI behaviors might
relate to the increased complexity of the models simulta-
neously examining all three sources of social support,
potentially obscuring the role of friends support. Generally,
the current study suggests that the connection between
support from both teachers and families is critical for ado-
lescent NSSI. The findings highlight the central role of
teacher support among the three sources of social support.
The joint effects of social support from teachers and family
significantly benefit students NSSI behaviors. In other
words, adolescents are less likely to engage in NSSI
behaviors if they have the support of teachers and their
families.

It is noteworthy that this study not only found that social
support significantly affects NSSI but also that NSSI sig-
nificantly impacts subsequent social support. Specifically,
increased NSSI at T1 predicted fewer family and teacher
support at T2, and increased NSSI at T2 predicted fewer
family and teacher support at T3. Given that NSSI is highly
stigmatized, adolescents who engage in this behavior may
meet fear, avoidance, rejection, and even isolation from
others, which could decrease their perceived social support
(Simone & Hamza, 2020). Additionally, the stigmatizing
and unpleasant experiences can cause adolescents to hide

their NSSI and reduce their social engagement, increasing
their feelings of isolation and further decreasing their per-
ceived social support (Simone & Hamza, 2020; Yang et al.,
2023). Finally, engaging in NSSI may also provide feelings
of relief, thereby reducing the willingness to seek help and
ultimately limiting the social support sought and received
(Salvador et al., 2023). Thus, while findings from the pre-
sent study suggest that social support is effective in redu-
cing NSSI behaviors among adolescents, those with a
propensity for high self-injury may struggle with accessing
quality social support or may not actively seek support.
These conundrums necessitate identifying proactive pre-
vention and intervention measures that do not solely rely on
adolescents’ willingness to seek help and addressing the
stigma and negative reactions associated with NSSI. It may
be beneficial to investigate approaches that integrate com-
munity, school, and family-based programs to address NSSI
more holistically and to foster environments where ado-
lescents feel safe to disclose their struggles without fear of
stigma or misunderstanding.

The current findings have important implications for
understanding and proposing interventions for preventing
NSSI in adolescents. The current study extends previous
research indicating that teacher support plays the vital role
in preventing NSSI and act as the hub in the social support
network that impact NSSI. Practically, this study suggests
that teachers should be informed about the importance of
supportive behaviors toward adolescents, such as showing
care, warmth, respect, a responsive and helpful attitude, and
being available. These behaviors are crucial in reducing
adolescents’ NSSI (Yeung & Leadbeater, 2010). By acting
in a supportive manner toward youth, teachers may send a
message of availability and willingness to help (Yeung &
Leadbeater, 2010). Further, this study emphasizes the
importance of the connections between teacher and family
support. Increasing teacher support is a promising way to
reduce adolescent NSSI while justifying home-school col-
laboration. For instance, establishing robust communication
channels such as digital platforms or regular meetings for
parents and teachers where they can discuss concerns, share
observations, and collaborate may be an effective way to
support at-risk adolescents (Marcu et al., 2019). Addition-
ally, providing specialized training sessions for both tea-
chers and parents on how to recognize signs of self-injury
and how to respond effectively is also warranted (Glennon
et al., 2020). Notably, home-school collaboration should be
conducted under the guidance of school mental health
professionals to prevent potential harm to students. Expert
involvement could ensure that the collaboration supports
the students effectively and avoids any negative impacts
from improper handling (Ekart & Perše, 2023).

Several limitations should be noted. First, self-report
measures were the only ones used in this study. Future
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studies may improve the design by employing multi-
informant and observational paradigms with consistent
reliability and greater ecological validity to evaluate social
support and NSSI levels. Second, this study used a dataset
with three-time points to investigate developmental path-
ways, which restricted the use of random-intercept cross-
lagged panel model (RI-CLPM) analyses to examine how
within-person relationships between NSSI and three sources
of social support play out (Orth et al., 2021). Future study
could include longer time frames, with four or more data
points to enable RI-CLPM analyses and provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the longitudinal relation-
ships between various sources of support and NSSI
throughout development (e.g., Orth et al., 2021). Finally,
the data used in this study was collected solely from three
middle schools in China’s north, which restricts the gen-
eralizability of results to other ages and regional groups.
Future studies should use a representative national sample
to yield more generalizable conclusions.

Conclusion

Despite evidence that family, friend, and teacher support
can prevent adolescent NSSI, it is unclear which source is
perceived as most supportive and how these sources interact
to influence NSSI. The current study addressed this issue by
employing a cross-lagged panel model to investigate the
direct effects of three sources of social support on NSSI and
the interconnected effects of family, friend, and teacher
support on adolescent NSSI. The results indicated that
teacher support was most predictive of NSSI compared to
family and friend support and mediated the relations
between family support and NSSI. The findings suggest that
teacher support acts as the hub in the social support network
and plays a pivotal role in reducing NSSI behaviors. The
findings also emphasize the importance of the connections
between teacher and family support.
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