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University Life 

As a result of several highly publicized recent suicides in Canadian universities 
(e.g., Carleton, Laval, Queen’s), the mental health problems of students are 
becoming a priority issue among researchers, practitioners, media and the 
general public. While attending university provides unique opportunities for 
students, it also can involve considerable instability (such as leaving home, 
frequent residential moves, and instability in love and work). Students entering 
university also must learn to be independent and academically successful in 
the context of a rigorous and often competitive environment, yet also 
develop new social networks that can provide support. All of this is 
compounded by the fact that students may be removed from their primary 
support systems (e.g., parents, siblings, peers) while attending university. 
These challenges can affect students’ psychosocial functioning. Psychosocial 
functioning includes how a person is coping internally (e.g., depressive 
symptoms and self-esteem) and externally (e.g., friendship quality, academic 
achievement). Dr. Willoughby’s Adolescent Development Lab is working to 
understand how two very important aspects of mental health among 
university students — self-injuring behaviours and sleep patterns — affect 
psychosocial functioning over time. 

Self-Injuring Behaviours — What is this research about? 

One of Dr. Willoughby’s doctoral students, Chloe Hamza, investigates 
self-injurious behaviours among university students — meaning behaviours which involve individuals 
purposely injuring themselves. One type of self-injurious behaviour is suicidal behaviour, where 
someone self-injures with the goal of ending their own life. Conversely, non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) 
refers to self-injurious behaviors without the intent to end their own life. As many as 20 per cent of 
university students engage in NSSI during the university years.  

NSSI is thought to lead to increased risk for suicidal behaviours over time, and Hamza and Willoughby’s 
work has contributed new and unique viewpoints for this connection, leading to an improved
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What’s the bottom line?  
The University years can be a challenging period for students, particularly 
around mental health. Dr. Willoughby’s lab investigates various aspects of 
stress and coping during this time for students, with a particular focus on 
nonsuicidal self-injury and sleep. Nonsuicidal self-injury is a common behaviour 
among students and is linked to suicidal risk — work needs to be done to 
identify self-injurers who are most at risk, and to arm students with strategies 
on how to deal with peer disclosures of self-injury. Sleep also plays an 
important role in students’ psychological and social functioning — universities 
need to focus on the connection between sleep and well being, and help 
create environments that encourage positive sleep habits. 
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understanding of how to identify, prevent and 
treat self-injurers who are at most at risk for 
suicide. Specifically, Hamza and Willoughby found 
that there are individual differences for suicide 
risk among youth who engage in NSSI. In one 
study, they identified three common subgroups — 
1) infrequent NSSI with low risk for suicidal 
behaviour, 2) higher frequency NSSI with low risk 
for suicidal behaviour and 3) higher frequency 
NSSI with high risk for suicidal behaviour – see 
Figure 1. The majority of students were in the 
infrequent NSSI/low suicidal risk group. Of 
particular concern was the frequent NSSI/high 
suicidal risk group — they also reported higher 
levels of psychosocial distress (e.g., depressive 
symptoms) than their peers.  

Understanding the risk factors for students 
initiating NSSI, as well as the motivations for 
stopping NSSI, are of clinical importance. Hamza 
and Willoughby found that individuals engaging in 
NSSI may have greater difficulty handling 
stressful experiences than non-injurers, and 
therefore turn to specific maladaptive coping 
behaviours (e.g., NSSI, alcohol, binge/under 
eating) to lessen these stresses. Additionally, a 
personal willingness to stop the behaviour 
appears to be an important factor, demonstrating 
that individual motivations play a role.  

Finally, Hamza and Willoughby have uncovered 
that the majority of individuals who engage in 
NSSI do not disclose their behaviours. This finding 
may be due to a perceived stigma about NSSI and 
a fear of negative responses. To reduce this 
barrier, work needs to be done to reduce 

negative stereotypes of self-injury. Additionally, 
self-injurers that choose to disclose represent the 
most severe cases with a greater likelihood of 
suicidal behaviours, suggesting that disclosure 
needs to be taken seriously. Finally, when help 
seeking occurs, students tend to speak with 
friends or romantic partners instead of formal 
sources (e.g., clinicians) — thus indicating that 
peers are a key group to educate around 
responding to disclosure. 

Self-Injuring Behaviours — So What? 

Suicidal Risk — With Hamza and Willoughby’s 
research, clinicians will be able to gain a better 
understanding of which individuals engaging in 
NSSI are most at risk for suicidal behaviours, 
thus helping to inform targeted identification, 
prevention and intervention efforts. Specifically, 
Hamza and Willoughby demonstrated that the 
highest risk for suicidal behaviours tends to be 
with individuals who engage in frequent NSSI, 
who self-injure when alone, and who report 
more psychosocial distress (e.g., depressive 
symptoms). These findings can inform mental 
health initiatives aimed at students at high risk 
for suicide, by adopting initiatives aimed at 
reducing NSSI frequency and severity. 

Stigma and Training — Hamza and Willoughby’s 
body of work has highlighted the importance of 
providing strategies to university students in order 
to help them effectively respond to peer 
disclosures and to promote formal help seeking 
(e.g., clinicians). For example, the Signs of Self-
Injury Program may be an important addition to 
campuses to help equip students with the 
necessary skills and understanding about NSSI, so 
that stigma about NSSI can be reduced.
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Figure 1: Prevalence of NSSI subgroups
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Sleep Behaviours — What is this research 
about? 

Another of Dr. Willoughby’s doctoral students, 
Royette Tavernier, investigates the relationship 
between sleep and psychosocial functioning among 
students. Two important characteristics are sleep 
quality (e.g., problems with falling asleep and 
staying asleep) and sleep duration (e.g., number of 
hours spent asleep).  

Tavernier and Willoughby’s research findings suggest 
a vicious cycle in which negative psychosocial 
adjustment leads to more problems with sleep 
quality, and, in turn, more problems with sleep 
quality leads to greater problems with psychosocial 
functioning. Tavernier and Willoughby also found 
that both positive relationships and higher academic 
grades lead to better sleep quality over time. 
Interestingly, both of these aspects of psychosocial 
functioning are not associated with sleep duration. 

There also are distinct types of sleepers, specifically 
morning-types and evening-types. Morning-types are 
individuals who perceive themselves as being at 
their best in the morning, whereas evening-types 
find themselves most productive in the evening. 
Tavernier and Willoughby went one step further in 
their research by identifying specific subgroupings 
within these sleep types — finding that there are 
individuals who have good sleep characteristics 
(e.g., good sleep quality and long sleep duration) 
and psychosocial adjustment within both morning 
and evening types — see Figures 2 and 3. While 
previous research has shown that evening-types 
experience poorer sleep and psychosocial 
adjustment in general than morning-types, Tavernier 
and Willoughby demonstrated that not all evening-
types are doomed and that evening-types who 

report good sleep quality also generally report good 
psychosocial adjustment.  

One very common aspect of university life is the use 
of media (e.g., television, social networking 
websites) and it has been extensively examined in 
relation to sleep. Contrary to previous research 
findings which suggest that media use may lead to 
sleep problems, Tavernier and Willoughby found that 
it is sleep problems that leads to more media use 
over time. Thus, university students may be using 
media because they can’t sleep.  

Another area that Tavernier and Willoughby 
investigated surrounds the social life of university 
students — specifically their social ties (i.e., making 
friends and participating in university activities). 
Tavernier and Willoughby found that positive social 
ties are related to better sleep quality, and vice 
versa. University students’ ability to monitor and 
adjust their emotions appropriately may act as 
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Figure 2: Prevalence of morning-type 
subgroups by sleep quality

Figure 3: Prevalence of evening-type 
subgroups by sleep quality

14%

48%

38% Good sleep
Moderate sleep
Poor sleep

Royette Tavernier ... 
 is a doctoral student in 
Lifespan Development at 
Brock University. Royette is a 
recipient of the Vanier Canada 
Graduate Scholarship. Royette 
completed her undergraduate 
degree at Trent University and 
her Master’s degree at Brock 
University.

 3

Fe
at

ur
ed

 R
es

ea
rc

h 



Referred Works 
Armiento, J. S., Hamza, C. A., & Willoughby, T. (2014). An Examination of Disclosure of Nonsuicidal Self-injury among University Students. 
Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology. doi: 10.1002/casp.2190 
Hamza, C. A., Stewart, S. L., & Willoughby, T. (2012). Examining the link between nonsuicidal self-injury and suicidal behavior: A review of the 
literature and an integrated model. Clinical Psychology Review, 32(6), 482-495. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2012.05.003 
Hamza, C. A., & Willoughby, T. (2013). A Longitudinal Person-Centered Examination of Nonsuicidal Self-injury Among University Students. 
Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 43(4), 671-685. doi: 10.1007/s10964-013-9991-8 
Hamza, C. A., & Willoughby, T. (2013). Nonsuicidal Self-Injury and Suicidal Behavior: A Latent Class Analysis among Young Adults. PLoS ONE, 
8(3), e59955-. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0059955 
Hamza, C. A., Willoughby, T., & Good, M. (2013). A preliminary examination of the specificity of the functions of nonsuicidal self-injury among 
a sample of university students. Psychiatry Research, 205(1), 172-175. doi: 10.1016/j.psychres.2012.08.036 
Tavernier, R., & Willoughby, T. (2013). Are all evening-types doomed? Latent class analyses of perceived morningness-eveningness, sleep and 
psychosocial functioning among emerging adults. Chronobiology International, 31(2), 232-242 doi:10.3109/07420528.2013.843541) 
Tavernier, R., & Willoughby, T. (2013). Bidirectional Associations Between Sleep (Quality and Duration) and Psychosocial Functioning Across the 
University Years. Developmental Psychology, 50(3), 674-682. doi: 10.1037/a0034258 
Tavernier, R., & Willoughby, T. (2014). A Longitudinal Examination of the Bidirectional Association Between Sleep Problems and Social Ties at 
University: The Mediating Role of Emotion Regulation. Journal of Youth and Adolescence. doi:10.1007/s10964-014-0107-x 
Tavernier, R., & Willoughby, T. (2014). Sleep problems: predictor or outcome of media use among emerging adults at university?. Journal of 
Sleep Research. doi: 10.1111/jsr.12132 

Want More Information? 

For more information on the Dr. Willoughby’s work, please contact: 

Dr. Teena Willoughby, twilloughby@brocku.ca  (905) 688—5550 ext. 5474  

Website: http://www.brocku.ca/adolescentdevelopmentlab/  

For more information on the Centre for Lifespan Development Research, please contact: 

Jayne Morrish, jmorrish@brocku.ca (905) 688—5550 ext. 4566 
Website: https://www.brocku.ca/lifespan-development-research 
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an important mediator in this connection between 
sleep and social ties. Specifically, better sleep 
quality leads to improved emotional regulation, 
which then leads to positive social ties — with this 
relationship being true in reverse as well. 

Sleep Behaviours — So what? 
Sleep is often thought to lead to adjustment 
problems, but Tavernier and Willoughby’s research 
suggests that it also is important to consider how 
adjustment affects sleep. 

Both students and university staff should be aware 
of how class schedules may affect different types 
of sleepers (e.g., morning-types, evening-types). 
Students also can feel good about having a healthy 
social life in university, knowing that it is important 
for emotional adjustment and can foster better 
sleep quality over time. 

How do they do it? 
Dr. Willoughby’s lab employs interesting methods:  
✦ Longitudinal designs, which allow for tracking 

over time of participants 

✦ A large and robust sample of students, with data 
being updated annually 

✦ Sophisticated statistical methods 

What’s next? 
Dr. Willoughby’s lab is continuing to investigate the 
connections among NSSI, sleep and students’ lives — 
furthering the previously described studies and 
investigating new topics. For example, Dr. 
Willoughby has two new doctoral students. Tina 
Brook is investigating social anxiety among students, 
and Thalia Semplonius is further examining the link 
between sleep and students’ mental health. Paul 
Adachi, a senior PhD student in Dr. Willoughby’s lab, 
is studying the impact of competition and 
cooperation on the development of aggression and 
intergroup bias. These topics are certain to reveal 
interesting trends in students’ mental health and 
adjustment. 
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