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The purpose of this study was to
identify the relationships be-
tween self-cutting, sexual abuse,
and psychological variables in
predicting infrequent condom
use among 293 adolescents in in-
tensive psychiatric treatment. Lo-
gistic regression analyses indicat-
ed that being female, being Cau-
casian, having been sexually
abused, and reporting less im-
pulse control were predictive of
self-cutting. Further analysis
found that those who self-cut
were three and a half times more
likely to report infrequent con-
dom use than those who did not
self-cut, even after the analysis
controlled for sexual abuse histo-
ry and HIV prevention self-effica-
cy. Self-cutting is strongly associ-
ated with sexual risk behaviors,
and adolescents who engage in
self-cutting should be assessed
carefully for sexual risk behav-
iors. (Psychiatric Services 56:216–
218, 2005)

Prevalence rates of self-mutilation
have been reported to be as high

as 14 percent in a sample of 245 col-
lege students (1) and 14 percent in a
community sample of 440 adoles-

cents, with self-cutting being the
most common form of self-mutilation
(2). In a study of 76 adolescent psy-
chiatric inpatients, 46 (61 percent) re-
ported self-cutting behavior (3). Most
explanations of self-mutilation have
conceptualized it as an expression of
distress (4), a coping strategy to re-
lieve tension (5), an act used to regain
control after a dissociative experience
(4,5), or a product of impulsivity (6).

In addition to self-cutting, other
forms of risk taking are common
among adolescents, particularly sexu-
al risk behaviors. Data from a recent
national survey of adolescents indi-
cated that adolescents frequently en-
gage in behaviors that place them at
risk for contracting HIV (7). For ex-
ample, over 14 percent of high school
students had had four or more sexual
partners and more than one-third of
sexually active teens had not used a
condom at last intercourse. Psychi-
atric disorders have been linked to
higher levels of HIV risk behavior, in-
cluding unsafe sexual practices (8).
Self-cutting has also been associated
with factors related to HIV risk. The
previously described study of 76 psy-
chiatric inpatients found that 27 per-
cent of self-cutters shared cutting in-
struments, putting them at risk via
blood-to-blood contact (3). The same
study found that adolescents who re-
ported not using condoms during sex
were 1.9 times more likely to have en-
gaged in self-cutting.

No studies have examined the asso-
ciations between self-cutting and sex-
ual risk behaviors while controlling

for the impact of general attitudes
about risk or a history of sexual abuse,
factors shown to be highly related to
inconsistent condom use (9). This
study examined the general demo-
graphic, attitudinal, and behavioral
characteristics associated with self-
cutting in a large sample of adoles-
cents in intensive psychiatric treat-
ment. Sexual abuse and psychological
variables related to risk–– HIV relat-
ed and in general––were further ex-
amined as predictors of condom use.
Specifically, it was hypothesized that
self-cutting would be associated with
decreased condom use. 

Methods
This study was part of a larger longi-
tudinal study of adolescent HIV-risk
behavior (9). Participants were re-
cruited from psychiatric day schools
and residential programs between
1997 and 1999. Participants were
aged from 13 to 18 years old and not
psychotic. Of 382 eligible youths, 310
(81 percent) were enrolled in the
study after written informed consent
was obtained from a parent or
guardian. After complete description
of the Rhode Island Hospital institu-
tional review board–approved study,
written informed assent was obtained
from participants.

Participants completed baseline
measures of HIV-related knowledge,
perceptions of susceptibility to HIV,
and self-efficacy in regard to HIV
prevention skills, all of which have
shown excellent reliability and inter-
nal consistency (9). Impulse control
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