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Abstract 

Background 

Deliberate self-harm in adolescence and young adulthood is a major public health concern. Previous 

studies suggest that childhood adversities, such as parental substance abuse and criminality increase 

the risk of subsequent self-harm but studies on both paternal and maternal characteristics are few in 

number.  

Objectives 

The study aims to assess if paternal and maternal characteristics have differentiated associations 

with self-harm in adolescence and young adulthood. Effect-modification by offspring gender is also 

investigated. 

Data and Methods 

The study uses administrative register data on a 20% sample of Finnish households with 0–14-year-

old children at the end 2000. Children born in 1986–1998 (N=159,497) are followed from their 13
th

 

birthday until the end of 2011. Parental substance abuse, psychiatric disorders, criminality and 

hospitalizations due to interpersonal violence or self-harm are used to predict offspring 

hospitalizations for intentional self-harm. To identify whether the effects of maternal and paternal 

characteristics are modified by children’s gender, multiplicative and additive interactions are 

analysed. 

Results 

Preliminary results for the total population show a clear increase in the risk of self-harm among 

those exposed to childhood adversities (e.g. maternal criminality HR=4.4, 95% CI 2.79,6.92, 

paternal substance abuse HR=2.42, 95% CI 1.93,3.02). The excess risks hold for every measure of 

childhood adversity, whether relating to the father or to the mother. Interaction analyses indicate 

that paternal substance abuse is slightly less harmful and paternal criminality more harmful for girls 

than boys. No gender-modification was visible in the associations between maternal characteristics 

and offspring self-harm. 

Conclusions 

Childhood adversities increase the risk of self-harm in adolescence and young adulthood, which is 

in line with previous work. This study is among the first to assess mothers and fathers separately, 

and the findings suggest that both parents matter, for both boys and girls. 


