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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Self-care is one of the fundamental pillars of promoting individual and social
health, which has been introduced as an essential strategy for maintaining and
improving health in physical, mental, social, spiritual and lifestyle dimensions in
accordance with the guidelines of the World Health Organisation (Shiri-
Mohammadabad and Afshani, 2021). Self-care is a multidimensional, dynamic
and learnable concept that is influenced by individual, social and cultural factors
and, based on Orem’s theory, is a behavior that is both influenced by the social
environment and is the product of individual agency (Shiri-Mohammadabad and
Afshani, 2022). This concept is known as a key indicator of happiness, life
satisfaction and holistic health (Chowgatai, 2022) and can increase efficiency,
develop personal skills and improve the quality of life (Sabzvari et al., 2024). One
of the most important crises that can severely affect the life of an individual and
family is spinal cord injury. This type of disability has extensive physical,
psychological, and social consequences, and the main burden of caring for
patients often falls on the shoulders of spouses, especially women (Razzaghi et
al., 2022; World Health Organization, 2013). Women with spouses with spinal
cord injury face multiple physical, psychological, emotional, and social pressures
that, if self-care is not taken into account, can lead to burnout, anxiety, depression,
and a severe decline in quality of life (Jiadvan et al., 2018; Nikbakht Nasrabadi et
al., 2017). Despite numerous studies on self-care, the lived experience of this
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group of women has not been examined in depth and qualitatively. Therefore, the
main question of the present study is: How do women with spouses with spinal
cord injury make sense of the lived experience of self-care in their daily lives?

2. Literature Review

Studies show that physical and mental health play a fundamental role in an
individual's ability to perform self-care, and paying attention to it prevents
burnout caused by long-term care (Anuraka and Chaiyo, 2025; Khazaali et al.,
2018). Health-oriented behaviors such as healthy nutrition, physical activity,
adequate sleep, and avoidance of risky behaviours are considered the most
important components of self-care (Hossein Mirzaei et al., 2021).

In addition to the physical dimension, self-care is an effective factor in coping
with stress and promoting mental health (Paris et al., 2022). Also, utilizing
spiritual resources and religious practices increases mental peace, reduces anxiety,
and strengthens life expectancy (Shiri Mohammad Abad and Afshani, 2022;
Hekmatipour et al., 2021).

In the social domain, research emphasizes the importance of family support,
social networks, and social capital in reducing caregiver stress and increasing self-
care (Kuhy et al., 2016; Storm et al., 2022). Also, the use of rehabilitation aids
and adaptation of the living environment plays an effective role in reducing the
burden of caregiving and improving the quality of life of the family (Musselman
et al., 2018; Rahimi, 2024).

However, most of these studies have employed a quantitative approach and
have not explored the depth of the lived experience of female caregivers, a gap
that the present study aims to address

3. Methodology

This study was conducted with a qualitative approach and phenomenological
method. Participants included 16 women with a spouse with a spinal cord injury
who were the primary caregivers. Sampling was carried out using a snowball
method and continued until data saturation was reached. Data collection was
carried out through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The data were transcribed
verbatim and analyzed using the Colaizzi analysis method in seven stages.

4. Results
The data analysis led to the extraction of 3 main themes, 11 subthemes, and 90
primary concepts (Table 1).
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Table 1. Main and sub-themes of the lived experience of self-care in women with
spouses with spinal cord injury

Main Themes Sub-Themes

Time and energy management

Comprehensive physical, mental, psychological and
spiritual care

Self-focused self-care - -
Personal growth and financial development

Planning leisure time and recreational activities that are
uplifting and revitalizing

. Developing a family alliance to support caregivers
Self-care with a focus on home,

Maintaining and continuing marital dynamics

spouse, and family 2 _
Actively caring for your spouse

. Forming a support network
Self-care with a focus on the

. Maintaining personal and environmental safety
environment

Using care and rehabilitation aids

Development of social activities

5. Conclusion

The findings of the present study show that self-care of women with spouses with
spinal cord injury is a multidimensional construct that is significantly linked to
their physical, mental, and spiritual health (Anuraka and Chaiyo, 2025; Khazaali
et al., 2018; Hossein Mirzaei et al., 2021). In the physical dimension, behaviors
such as maintaining a healthy diet, regular physical activity, adequate sleep, and
avoiding harmful factors were identified as effective strategies in preventing
caregiver burnout and improving the ability to perform caregiving and family
roles (Zare et al., 2015). At the same time, psychological and spiritual self-care,
especially through regular devotional practices and cognitive-emotional reliance
on religious beliefs, has led to a reduction in psychological stress, an increase in
the sense of meaning, hope, and peace, and ultimately improved overall health in
women (Paris et al., 2022; Shiri-Mohammadabad and Afshani, 2022; Isak and
Friedland, 2023; Jackson et al., 2023; Razzaghi et al., 2022; Khaghanizadeh et al.,
2023). The results also indicate that continuing individual enjoyable activities and
pursuing personal interests play a significant role in reducing mental and physical
stress, maintaining emotional well-being, preventing social isolation, and
strengthening family and social relationships (Ghanbari-Afra et al., 2022). On the
other hand, the components of personal growth, career development, and financial
independence have been associated with improving perceived self-efficacy, self-
satisfaction, and quality of life of caregivers and patients (Shiri-Mohammadabad
and Afshani, 2021; Ghaderi et al., 2019; Ghanbari-Afra et al., 2022). In addition,
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lifestyle adjustment strategies, including time management, daily planning, and
activity recording, have been reported as effective tools in improving mental
health indicators and reducing emotional problems (Kari-Makna et al., 2024;
Chen et al., 2024; Mehrdadian et al., 2023).

In the interpersonal dimension, the existence of a satisfactory emotional and
marital relationship with the spouse has been associated with a decrease in marital
conflicts, increased hope and motivation, and enhanced women's mental and
physical capacity to play a caring role (Sanagouizadeh, 2021; Ghadampour et al.,
2019; Hamidi et al., 2019). In addition to self-care, these women's self-care
includes preventive and regular care of the patient, which has been associated
with reducing complications, preventing disease exacerbation, and improving the
quality of life of both parties (Ebrahimzadeh et al., 2014). At the social level, the
results indicate the decisive role of family support, social networks, and
supportive institutions in  strengthening self-care. Sharing caregiving
responsibilities, creating opportunities for rest and rehabilitation, and increasing
social capital have been reported to reduce caregiver burnout and improve mental
health (Moradi et al., 2023; Khalilzadeh-Farsangi et al., 2025; Storm et al., 2022;
Vitorsilva et al., 2023; Ratner et al., 2022; Sayadiyah et al., 2023; Barber et al.,
2025). In addition, legal support, adaptation of the living environment, and use of
rehabilitation equipment have been associated with increasing patient
independence, reducing caregiver physical and psychological stress, and
improving family quality of life (Rahimi, 2024; Delia-Nistor-Chepento et al.,
2022; Rahimi et al., 2024). Accordingly, designing and implementing educational
and empowerment programs for caregivers and patients, including training in self-
care skills, economic and psychological self-empowerment, expanding support
networks, and facilitating access to rehabilitation services, is considered a
fundamental strategy for achieving sustainable self-care in this group of women.

Keywords: Self-care, Women, Spinal Cord Injury, Lived Experience.
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