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 What is the difference between suicidal 

and non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) – and 

does it matter?

 What does NSSI look like in autistic 

people, and why does it happen?

 The relationship between self-injury and 

suicidality: does NSSI increase suicide 

risk?

 How should we approach it?
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© Nock, 2009
Suicide and self-harm are separate things – but related
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https://nocklab.fas.harvard.edu/files/nocklab/files/nock_2010_self-injury_arcp_0.pdf


Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI)

Purposeful, physical harm without suicidal 
intent… 

... associated with mental illness, emotion 
dysregulation, and suicidality.
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Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI)

“attempts to modify one’s affective/cognitive or 
social experience” 

(Nock, 2010). 
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01613.x
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LOADS of 
evidence!
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2009.01613.x


NSSI in autistic 

people
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When it comes to NSSI in autistic  people, we 

have to think about another distinction:

NSSI vs. RRBI 

– different things? 
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There seem to be different kinds of self-injury 

engaged in by autistic people…

Resembles autism-
specific RRBI:
• Repetitive, 
stereotyped, un-
self-conscious; 

• Often associated 
with intellectual 

disability;
• Not sure if 

related to suicide?

Resembles NSSI as seen in 
other populations:

• Secretive, potentially 
more planned / 

elaborate behaviours 
that may involve 

implements; 
• Related to mental 

illness, suicide and 
psychological distress
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How common is self-

injury in autistic people?

If you look at any kind of self-
injury, it has a prevalence of 
42%... or more than 3 times the 
rate seen in non-autistic people.

Risk of self-harm is highest in 
autistic women without 
intellectual disabilities.
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-020-04443-1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-020-04443-1
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2785235
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2785235


NSSI looks very 

similar in autistic 

and non-autistic 

people.

Do methods 

matter? We’re not 

sure…

(Moseley et al., 2019, 2020, 

2022, forthcoming)

Most common behaviours 
in people who self-harmed. 
Dark grey = autistic, light 
grey = non-autistic.
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13229-020-0319-8
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13229-022-00522-5


Autistic people 

seem to engage in 

NSSI for similar 

purposes…

(Moseley et al., 2019, 2020, 

2022, forthcoming)

Upregulating 
emotions 

(e.g. breaking through 
numbness)

Down-regulating 
emotions 

(e.g. agitation, panic)
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Autistic people 

seem to engage in 

NSSI for similar 

purposes…

(Moseley et al., 2019, 2020, 

2022, forthcoming)
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emotions 

(e.g. breaking through 
numbness)

Down-regulating 
emotions 

(e.g. agitation, panic)
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suicide

Sensory
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13229-020-0319-8
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13229-022-00522-5


NSSI means 

different things   

to different 

autistic people.

(Moseley et al., 2019) 19

https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


NSSI means 

different things   

to different 

autistic people.

“a sign of how unwell I was.”

“no one wants to do it” 

“the outer wound only hints at a much 
more painful inner (hidden) wound”

(Moseley et al., 2019) 

“it happened just like that; I had 
no control over hurting myself ’”
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


NSSI means 

different things   

to different 

autistic people.

“Self-harm, much like any creative or 
artistic outlet, is a form of expression 
that some people turn to when words 
or other communicative methods do 

not fully convey how they feel”

“if controlled appropriately, it 
can be a helpful way to control 

overwhelming feelings. 

“Of course there are different degrees of 
self-harm, but mine … has simply helped 
me to cope with certain situations. To 
me it's almost a positive thing.”
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NSSI means 

different things   

to different 

autistic people.
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NSSI means 

different things   

to different 

autistic people.

“That sometimes there is 
no choice, they are doing it 

to get through life and 
because no one has given 

them a suitable 
alternative.”

“Self-harm, much like any 
creative or artistic outlet, is a 
form of expression that some 
people turn to when words or 
other communicative methods 
do not fully convey how they 

feel

“a sign of 
how unwell I 

was.”

“Of course there are different 
degrees of self-harm, but mine … has 
simply helped me to cope with 
certain situations. To me it's 
almost a positive thing.”

“That sometimes, if 
controlled 

appropriately, it can be 
a helpful way to control 
overwhelming feelings. 

“no one 
wants to 
do it” 

(Moseley et al., 2019) 23

https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


A core fear related 

to NSSI… is that it 

increases a person’s 

risk of suicide.  

Is this true?

24



Put really simply… we 

don’t know.

There is an association.

(Moseley et al., 2020, 2022; Cassidy et al., 2018) 
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13229-020-0319-8
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13229-022-00522-5
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13229-018-0226-4


The case for NSSI increasing 

suicide risk:

Suicide capability
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This might be partially true…

suicide
acquired  

capability  for  
suicide

NSSI

(Moseley et al., 2022) 27

https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


…  but it’s still only an association

suicide
acquired  

capability  for  
suicide

NSSI

(Moseley et al., 2022) 28

https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


NSSI Suicide

Third factor which links the two

The case against NSSI (directly) increasing 

suicide risk:

Third factors

29



NSSI Suicide

Mental illness

The case against NSSI (directly) increasing 

suicide risk:

Third factors
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The case against NSSI (directly) increasing 

suicide risk:

Third factors

NSSI Suicide

distress tolerance /
negative urgency

Disordered 
eating/ED

Substance 
use / risky 
behaviour
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Why is it important to 

understand the nature of the 

relationship between NSSI 

and suicide?
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What should we take 

from this in terms of 

how we support people 

with NSSI?
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1. Try your best to stay calm and 
respond patiently, 
compassionately, and non-
judgementally. 

“Never get emotional about it 
with someone”

“Be there for them. Make 
sure they know they’re loved.”

(Moseley et al., 2019) 34

https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


2. Try hard to understand the 
triggers for NSSI and the need it 
fulfils – this will differ across 
individuals, and may differ across 
times. 

“It’s really important to find 
out how to address each 

individual, there is a common 
misconception that we all fit in 

the same box … we really 
don’t’

“If anyone had tried to get 
me to stop, I would have 
been much, much worse”

(Moseley et al., 2019) 35

https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


2. Try hard to understand the 
triggers for NSSI and the need it 
fulfils – this will differ across 
individuals, and may differ across 
times. 

(Townsend et al., 2016)

36

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165032716303585


3. Try to help them with 
emotional, awareness and 
expression. 

“… starting to understand my 
emotions and what is 
'upsetting’, how I change my 
feelings in a positive way, i.e. go 
for a walk or paint something.” 

“… When I do it there is 
something in my head I really 
want to get rid of, usually a 

horrible feeling of shame, and 
the self-harming gets rid of it 

and I feel relieved.” 

(Moseley et al., 2019) 
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


4. Try to help them with 
awareness of sensory triggers 
and internal signals. 

(Moseley et al., 2019) 

“Understanding … what my sensory 
issues are, and checking in with myself 

every few hours to know if I am 
hungry/too hot/too cold/thirsty/tired is 

helpful because my problems often 
happen when I have very high stress … 

If I keep my stress levels low then I 
won't be as frustrated, so I won't have 

those kind of meltdowns.”
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


5. Try to tackle low self-worth 
and loneliness, and help them 
understand their autism in a 
positive light.  

(Moseley et al., 2019) 

“I hurt myself out of low self-love 
and low self-esteem (which did 
improve in time, and so did self-
injuries become less possible)”
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


6. Be mindful of cross-neurotype 
communication barriers – 
between you and them, and with 
clinicians/professionals.

(Moseley et al., 2019) 

“understand how traumatic it can 
be if you cannot communicate 
normally, cannot regulate your 
emotions and feel isolated or 

stigmatized etc. when you know 
that inside you are a rational and 
sentient being. I think that ASC is 
the loneliest way of being unless 
you are fortunate enough to have 
empathy and understanding from 

the people around you”

“Therapy not understand autistic 
person … all it does is give 

confusion they get cross and I feel 
sad and lost because I am not 

being good and compliant”
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https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-019-0267-3


Thank  you  so much  for 

listening

I would love to take your questions!

Or get in touch: 

rmoseley@bournemouth.ac.uk

Access my favourite resources 
here:
https://www.scienceonthespectrum
.net/talknotes 
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https://www.scienceonthespectrum.net/talknotes
https://www.scienceonthespectrum.net/talknotes
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