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Abstract 
 

Objective: The aim of this study was to advance current research on the functions and 

expressions of self-injury and in particular to examine two motives of self-harm: (a) self-

harm in response to threats to self (termed: search for self) and (b) self-harm as an act of 

communication to others (termed: a cry for help). Method: Study 1 investigated 45 

participants attending accident and emergency departments following an episode of self-

harm. All completed a structured interview and a repertory grid task. Interviews 

transcripts were classified: ‘cry for help’ (anaclitic) or ‘search for self’ (introjective). Self-

harm characteristics were obtained using The Parasuicide History Interview which 

assesses for the number, method, intent, and medical severity of the self-harm event. 

Study 2 aimed to replicate study 1 using a clinical sample of 42 patients with Borderline 

Personality Disorder and comorbid Major Depressive Disorder. Results: Anaclitic 

typography represented significantly greater risk when compared to introjective 

psychopathology, despite the latter group exhibiting greater psychological constriction 

and more frequent episodes of self-harm. In addition, there appeared to be some important 

differences in the methods of self-harm chosen by the two groups, with anaclitic 

individuals utilising non-violent but potentially lethal methods compared to introjective 

individuals who utilised more violent and invasive methods of self-harm. Conclusion: 

Suicidal individuals who self-harm may be differentiated in terms of their motive, namely 

as a cry for help (anaclitic) or as a search for self (introjective). In this study, particular 

precautions and interventions are suggested following suicidal communications or 

behaviours by those individuals with anaclitic vulnerabilities, given their cry for help may 

be associated with more impulsive gestures that are unplanned and thus higher in medical 

lethality than introjective self-harmers, who engage in more frequent low-level attempts 

involving carefully planned actions.   



Self-harm: A search for self or a cry for help?  4 

 
 

Acknowledgments 
 

I would like to thank my supervisor, Associate Professor Brin Grenyer whose patience 

and encouragement to stretch academically were second to none. Many thanks. My 

appreciation is also extended to Prof. David Winter who so willingly offered me the use 

of his data and provided feedback throughout this process. Without his assistance, this 

study may not have been possible.  

 

I would like to say a special thanks to my classmates; Anne Devlin, Ben Wilkes, and 

Lynne Smith, whose friendship, support, and ongoing encouragement were invaluable to 

this project and me. I am also grateful to Robert Battisti who patiently guided me through 

the statistical mazes I had been dreading.  

 

I also wish to acknowledge those in brief who supported me on my journey: my partner – 

Paul, my friends, and family who always believed I could do this work and cheered me 

along. A huge thank-you to my mother and father, Neil and Tertia Padoa, who have 

supported my continued education, even though it meant I had to rely on them more than I 

would have liked. Aside from the valuable education I have received, my life is fuller for 

knowing, loving, and working with all of these people. 

 

And finally, whilst putting the finishing touches to this thesis the brother of a good friend 

of ours completed suicide. It was a devastating blow for all those who knew him. My only 

hope is that this paper, together with other suicide research like it, can in some way help 

to identify and treat people like him. I dedicate this to them.   



Self-harm: A search for self or a cry for help?  5 

 
 

Table of Contents 
Thesis Certification .......................................................................................................... 2 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................ 3 

Acknowledgments............................................................................................................ 4 

 
CHAPTER 1 .................................................................................................................... 7 

1. Introduction.................................................................................................................. 7 

1.1a Defining self-harm ....................................................................................... 7 
1.1b Self-harm as a Search for Self...................................................................... 8 
1.1c Self-harm as a Cry for Help ....................................................................... 13 
1.1d Differentiating ‘search for self’ and ‘cry for help’ categories ................... 14 
1.1e Blatt’s anaclitic and introjective types and self-harm................................ 16 
1.1f  The current study........................................................................................ 17 

 

CHAPTER 2 .................................................................................................................. 19 

2.1 STUDY 1 – Research Question and Hypotheses..................................................... 19 

2.1a Hypothesis 1............................................................................................... 19 
2.1b Hypothesis 2............................................................................................... 19 
2.1c Hypothesis 3............................................................................................... 20 
2.1d Hypothesis 4............................................................................................... 20 

 
3. Method ..................................................................................................................... 219 

3.1 Participants....................................................................................................... 21 
3.4 Stastistical Analyses......................................................................................... 25 

 
4. Results ........................................................................................................................ 26 

4.1 Demographic Information................................................................................ 26 
4.2 Results for Research Questions and Hypotheses ............................................. 27 
4.2a: Hypotheses for the method of self-harm....................................................... 27 
4.2b: Hypotheses for medical severity of self-harm .............................................. 28 
4.2c: Hypotheses for Group and Constriction........................................................ 29 
4.2d: Hypotheses for Group and Mastery .............................................................. 30 
4.2e: Intention of self-harm.................................................................................... 31 
4.2f: Frequency of self-harm.................................................................................. 31 

 
5. Discussion .................................................................................................................. 32 

5.1 Overview of findings from Study 1 ................................................................. 32 
 

CHAPTER 3 .................................................................................................................. 36 

STUDY 2 – Overview.................................................................................................... 36 



Self-harm: A search for self or a cry for help?  6 

 
 

1. Research Aims and Hypotheses ................................................................................. 37 

2. Method ....................................................................................................................... 38 

2.1 Participants................................................................................................. 38 
2.2 Procedure ................................................................................................... 39 
2.3 Measures .................................................................................................... 40 
2.4 Statistical Analysis ..................................................................................... 43 

 
3. Results ........................................................................................................................ 44 

3.1 Demographic Information.......................................................................... 44 
3.1a Personal Characteristics ............................................................................. 44 
3.1b Self-harm Characteristics ........................................................................... 45 
3.2     Results for Hypotheses................................................................................. 47 
3.2a:  Hypotheses for the method of self-harm...................................................... 47 
3.2b:  Hypotheses for the intent of self-harm: ....................................................... 48 
3.2c:  Hypotheses for the frequency of self-harm.................................................. 49 
3.2d:  Hypotheses for the severity of self-harm: .................................................... 49 

 
4. Discussion .................................................................................................................. 51 

4.1 Overview of findings from Study 2 ................................................................. 51 
 

CHAPTER 5 .................................................................................................................. 54 

1. General Discussion .................................................................................................... 54 

1.1a Clinical Implications .................................................................................. 58 
1.1b Limitations of the Studies and Future Directions ...................................... 67 
1.1c Conclusion ................................................................................................. 69 

 

REFERENCES............................................................................................................... 70 

 

 


	University of Wollongong - Research Online
	Deliberate self-harm: a search for self or a cry for help?
	Recommended Citation

	Copyright warning
	Title page
	Certification
	Abstract
	Acknowledgments
	Table of contents

