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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

The present study was conducted with the aim of exploring the lived experiences
of self-injurious behaviors among adolescent girls aged 13 to 18 years in
Khorramabad, Iran.

Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) has become an increasing concern in the field
of adolescent mental health worldwide (Zhang et al., 2026). Common forms of
non-suicidal self-injury include cutting, burning, scratching, and self-hitting,
which are distinct from socially and culturally accepted forms of body
modification, such as tattooing and piercing, as well as from minor normative
behaviors such as nail biting. The term gained formal recognition when, in 2013,
the American Psychiatric Association (APA) included NSSI in the fifth edition of
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) as a
“condition for further study” (Kweon, 2026).

Although the onset of self-injurious behavior typically occurs during
adolescence, particularly between the ages of 12 and 16 years, such behaviors are
also not uncommon among young adults, defined as individuals aged 18 to 29
years. Martinez-Pastor, Moraleda-Esteban, and Dryjanska (2026) reported that
among Spaniards aged 16 to 24 years, 47.1% experienced feelings of nervousness
or restlessness, 38.3% experienced loneliness, and 31.5% regularly experienced
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anxiety. In addition, 45.8% of individuals aged 16 to 32 years reported
experiencing emotional distress or knowing someone who had experienced such
distress, and they were aware of specialized online communities focused on self-
injurious behaviors. Young people are familiar with the specialized language or
“meta-language” used on social media to discuss self-injurious behavior covertly,
suggesting repeated exposure to and interaction with this type of content.

To clarify who may be at risk of engaging in non-suicidal self-injury, Fox
(2019) found that the weakening of two proposed barriers (self-worth and
aversion toward self-harming stimuli) may function as risk factors for the
persistence of self-injurious behavior.

The findings of Thompson et al. (2016), drawing on the extensive literature
supporting the influence of pubertal timing on depressive symptoms, provide
preliminary evidence suggesting that the timing of puberty may have a concurrent
impact on adolescents’ mental health.

Smaniotto et al. (2026) reported that the overall prevalence of self-injurious
behavior among individuals with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
was twice that observed among individuals without ADHD. A gender-stratified
analysis revealed a higher risk among females with ADHD compared with males
with the disorder. Substantial heterogeneity was observed across the studies,
which may potentially be attributed to differences in diagnostic criteria,
assessment instruments, sample characteristics, and sociocultural contexts.

Mahmoudpour et al. (2025) showed that secure attachment style and self-
compassion function as protective factors, whereas insecure attachment and
impulsivity play a role as risk factors for self-injurious behavior.

The findings of Motale’ et al. (2024), conducted among female students in
Tehran, indicated a significant inverse relationship between self-compassion and
self-injurious behaviors, as well as a significant positive relationship between
frustration intolerance and self-injurious behaviors. Furthermore, self-compassion
was found to be a stronger predictor of self-injurious behaviors than frustration
tolerance, with an effect coefficient of —0.07.

In light of the aforementioned findings, the importance of addressing self-
injurious behaviors during girls’ pubertal period has become increasingly evident.
Therefore, the present study was designed to answer the following research
question: What is the lived experience of self-injurious behaviors among
adolescent girls during puberty?

Research Questions
Main question: How is the lived experience of self-injurious behaviors among
adolescent girls during puberty manifested?
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1. What are the basic (sub-)themes of self-injurious behaviors among adolescent
girls?

2. What are the organizing (main) themes of self-injurious behaviors among
adolescent girls?

3. What are the global (core) themes of self-injurious behaviors among adolescent
girls?

2. Literature Review
The following section presents several studies related to the topic of the present
research.

Azadbakht et al. (2025) conducted a study among girls and found that three
categories of factors, namely psychological, interpersonal, and family-related
factors, contribute to girls’ engagement in non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI).

Mahdavi et al. (2025), in a study of adolescent girls and boys with a history
of self-injury, found that the conceptual model of the study, which hypothesized
that parental rejection, psychological pain, and emotion regulation predict self-
injurious behaviors, showed an acceptable fit with the collected data. Parental
rejection had an indirect effect on self-injury through emotion regulation (f =
0.148, p = .050).

Zarei Norouzi et al. (2024), in their study, found that childhood trauma and
dark personality traits, in combination, explained and predicted approximately
15% of the variance in self-injurious behavior scores among adolescents.

Saeedi Monfared et al. (2024) showed that distress tolerance, as a factor
contributing to improved mental health, was associated with reduced self-
injurious behaviors, whereas alexithymia was associated with increased self-
injurious behaviors among adolescents.

Ghajavand et al. (2024) reported a significant relationship between non-
suicidal self-injurious behaviors and resilience among female students.

The results of the path analysis conducted by Ghananati Bajgirani et al.
(2021) showed that childhood trauma plays a mediating role in the relationship
between affective-emotional temperament and self-injurious behaviors.

Tamasaki (2023), in a phenomenological study of self-injurious behaviors
among female junior high school students in Qom County, found that the factors
underlying these behaviors primarily represented messages indicating
psychological distress, which were aimed either at achieving “negative social
reinforcement” (i.e., relief from tension and emotional release) or “positive social
reinforcement” (i.e., reassurance seeking and attention seeking).
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Mozafari et al. (2021) found that the prevalence rates of self-injurious
behaviors among girls and boys were 9.6% and 7.1%, respectively. The pattern of
self-injurious behaviors among girls was less observable than that among boys.

Allen et al. (2019) found an association between the frequency of self-
injurious behavior during the previous year and more impulsive choices during
criticism. Their studies indicated that recurrent and recent self-injurious behavior
was associated with neurocognitive impulsivity, particularly in contexts involving
negative emotions and actual or imagined criticism within close relationships.

Kanwar (2025) reported that the internalization of self-injurious behaviors
among adolescents is influenced by the interaction between pubertal timing and
perceived parental attachment. Adolescents who experienced early puberty and
insecure parental attachment exhibited higher levels of depression and anxiety
than their peers who experienced early or on-time puberty, as well as those who
experienced late puberty but had secure parental attachment. These findings
support the contextual amplification model, suggesting that the adverse
consequences of early puberty are influenced by difficult parent-adolescent
relationships.

Shi et al. (2026), in a study of 177 children and adolescents with depression,
found that 69.5% reported self-injurious behaviors. A substantially higher
proportion of girls was observed in the self-injurious behavior group (90.2%)
compared with the non-self-injurious behavior group (63.0%). Children and
adolescents who had engaged in self-injurious behaviors had higher scores on
measures of childhood trauma, depressive symptoms, anxiety, and shame.
Logistic regression analysis indicated that male sex functioned as a protective
factor, whereas childhood trauma, depressive symptoms, anxiety, and shame were
identified as risk factors. Shame played a mediating role in the relationship
between trauma and self-injurious behavior. This mediating effect was statistically
significant among girls but not among boys. The primary mechanism linking past
psychological trauma to current self-injury appeared to operate through the
mediating role of shame, with this mechanism being more pronounced among
girls. These findings support the clinical prioritization of shame-reduction
strategies.

Borraccino et al. (2026) stated that self-injurious behavior is a growing
mental health concern among adolescents. Although individual-level risk factors
have been well documented, less is known about how area-level determinants
influence emergency care pathways for self-injurious behaviors. Their findings
showed that, contrary to conventional expectations, adolescents living in less
deprived areas (particularly girls and those aged 15-19 years) had a significantly
higher likelihood of presenting to emergency departments for self-injurious
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behaviors. The authors concluded that structural and contextual factors play an
important role in shaping how adolescent self-injurious behaviors are identified
through emergency healthcare services. They emphasized the need for place-
sensitive prevention strategies and cross-sectoral planning to address both visible
and less readily identifiable vulnerabilities across different communities.

3. Methodology

This qualitative study employed Colaizzi’s descriptive phenomenological method
to describe and interpret the lived experiences of this population. The study
population consisted of female students aged 13 to 18 years who had a history of
intentional non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) during the 2025 academic year. Using
a qualitative approach and Colaizzi’s seven-step descriptive phenomenological
method, the study sought to describe and interpret the phenomenon from the
perspective of the participants’ lived experiences. The primary objective was to
achieve a comprehensive understanding of the meaning and significance of self-
injurious behavior in adolescents’ lives.

The study population comprised all female students enrolled in junior and
senior high schools in Khorramabad, Iran, who were within the adolescent age
range of 13 to 18 years and had a history of intentional self-injurious behavior
without suicidal intent. Schools from both educational levels were selected to
facilitate a comparison of the lived experiences of self-injury across different
developmental stages of adolescence, including early, middle, and late
adolescence. This approach enabled a comparative analysis between junior high
school students (approximately 13-15 years) and senior high school students
(approximately 16-18 years).

Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling methods.
Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached, resulting in a final
sample of 14 participants.

Given the sensitive nature of self-injurious behavior, ethical considerations
and adherence to research ethics principles were emphasized throughout all stages
of the study. Participants entered the study after providing informed consent and
were assured that all personal and identifying information would remain strictly
confidential.

The primary data collection instrument in this study was an interview. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with the participants. The interview protocol
included questions addressing various aspects of self-injurious behavior, including
the causes and factors contributing to the onset of self-injurious behaviors; the
emotions and thoughts experienced before, during, and after engaging in self-
injury; the consequences of self-injury; coping strategies for managing self-
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injurious urges and behaviors; and the roles of family, friends, and school in
providing support to individuals who engage in self-injurious behavior.

During the interviews, participants’ voices were audio-recorded by the
researcher. Following each interview, the participants’ statements were
transcribed verbatim and compiled into a single dataset. These verbatim
transcripts constituted the primary source of data for the analysis.

Data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-Step  descriptive
phenomenological method, which is rooted in Husserlian descriptive
phenomenology. According to this method, the participants’ statements were
transcribed in their entirety without omission. Meaningful, significant, and
relevant statements were then identified and formulated. Subsequently, similar
concepts were grouped and coded, and subthemes were derived from these
concepts, followed by the identification of overarching themes from the
subthemes. In the final stage, the research findings were evaluated according to
established criteria for assessing the rigor of qualitative research, and their
credibility and validity were confirmed.

4. Results

In total, 157 basic themes, 53 organizing themes, and 6 global themes were
extracted. Following the analysis of the interviews, the organizing themes with
higher frequency and greater significance were identified as global themes. After
interviewing the twelfth participant (L), no new basic or organizing themes
emerged, indicating that theoretical sufficiency had been achieved.

Theme 1: Emotional Distress and Negative Self-Appraisal
During the refinement and completion of the themes, the basic theme of
“emotional breakup” was merged with the basic theme of “feelings of loneliness
and isolation” identified in Interviews C and A, thereby enriching the organizing
theme of “loneliness and social disconnection.” This integration indicates that
interpersonal factors, such as relationship breakdown, may directly contribute to
broader psychological and emotional distress and provide a more comprehensive
picture of the psychological contexts underlying self-injurious behavior.
Furthermore, participants’ reports of emotional breakup followed by the onset
of self-injurious behavior revealed a direct link between unsuccessful emotional
relationships and an increased risk of self-injury. These findings added new
themes to the overall thematic map and showed how the process of analyzing and
integrating the data progressively completes and multidimensionally develops the
set of organizing themes, ultimately providing a coherent framework for
interpreting self-injurious behavior.
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Theme 2: Self-Injury as an Emotion Regulation and Control Strategy

The key extracted findings included participants’ statements and expressions that
were directly related to the theme under investigation. For example, statements
such as “I feel like no one understands me...” and “Cutting gives me a sense of
control...” reflect the psychological meanings and underlying constructs
associated with the behavior. “Temporary relief” and “intensification of negative
emotions” were not considered synonymous codes: the former refers to the
perceived function of the behavior, whereas the latter refers to its potential
consequence. Therefore, both codes were retained as distinct concepts. For
example, Participant A stated: “Cutting gives me a sense of control, as if I can fix
something in my life,” and “When I cut myself, everything becomes calm for a
moment.”

In this regard, Yan and Yue (2023) suggested that the mechanisms underlying
the need to control psychological pain, escape from negative emotions, and
achieve temporary relief or euphoria can be explained through the Experiential
Avoidance Model and the Emotional Cascade Model (ECA).

Theme 3: Self-Injury as Punishment, Habit, or a Communicative Message

The findings of this section indicated that, in the participants’ lived experiences,
self-injury was experienced in some cases as a strategy for self-punishment,
repeated and habitual behavior, and communication with others, rather than only
as an isolated harmful behavior. The theme “Self-Injury as Punishment, Habit, or
a Communicative Message” indicates that this behavior may serve different and
even simultaneous functions for adolescents.

First, self-injury emerged as a form of self-punishment. Participants
sometimes experienced self-injurious behavior in response to feelings of guilt,
inadequacy, perceived mistakes, or dissatisfaction with themselves. Under such
circumstances, individuals may attempt to transform their negative emotions or
self-judgments into behavior through self-punishment and self-blame. Thus, self-
injury may function as a form of internal punishment, particularly when
individuals perceive themselves as deserving of suffering or punishment.
Furthermore, feelings of guilt and self-blame following self-injurious behavior
may intensify this cycle, such that self-injury becomes not only a consequence of
psychological distress but also a source of renewed self-criticism and continued
emotional distress.

The third interview (Case C) led to the identification of two new basic
themes, each of which developed into an independent organizing theme. These
themes included self-punishment and self-blame and seeking connection and
support. For example, the statement “Sometimes I do this so that someone will
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pay attention to me” indicates the role of interpersonal attention needs in the
development of the behavior, while the statement “I feel like I don’t deserve good
things...” reflects the underlying construct of self-punishment and self-blame.
Second, the findings pointed to the repetition and habituation of the behavior.
When self-injurious behavior is repeatedly used in similar situations and
experienced by the individual as a familiar response to psychological distress, it
may increasingly develop into a relatively automatic and routine behavioral
pattern. In this situation, the behavior may gradually shift from a temporary
reaction to a learned coping strategy for dealing with unpleasant emotions.

Theme 4: Interpersonal, Familial, and Sociocultural Contexts

The findings derived from the analysis of the participants’ lived experiences
indicated that non-suicidal self-injurious behaviors occur and may be sustained
within interpersonal, familial, and sociocultural contexts and do not result only
from individual and intrapsychic factors.

The overarching theme “Interpersonal, Familial, and Sociocultural Contexts”
indicates that adolescents’ social environments may play a role in the
development, exacerbation, and recurrence of self-injurious experiences. Within
this theme, four main components were identified: peer pressure and rejection,
experiences of bullying at school, family tension and conflict, and the influence of
media and social norms. During adolescence, when peer relationships become
increasingly important, disruptions in these relationships may be accompanied by
feelings of loneliness, worthlessness, and frustration, thereby creating conditions
in which adolescents may resort to maladaptive coping strategies, including self-
injury. The findings of Tschan et al. (2021) likewise pointed to the need for
preventive intervention programs addressing early puberty and peer victimization
in order to reduce the risk of self-injurious behaviors among adolescent girls. The
findings of Martinez-Pastor et al. (2026) show that self-injurious behavior is
embedded in both the physical and digital environments of young people.
Overlooking or underestimating the social and online dimensions of self-injurious
behavior may contribute to the persistence of stigma and delay the development
and implementation of effective prevention strategies. Self-injurious behavior has
become a visible aspect of the lived experiences of contemporary young people,
and failure to address this issue may exacerbate its prevalence and associated
harms. The integration of data from Interview E with the previous findings
contributed to making the existing themes more multidimensional and
ecologically grounded, particularly with regard to the interplay between social and
psychological factors.
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Theme 5: Situational Pressures and Difficulties in Coping
The findings derived from the analysis of the participants’ lived experiences
indicated that situational pressures and difficulties in coping with stressful
circumstances represent important contextual factors associated with the
experience of non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) among adolescents. This theme
indicates that, in certain stressful situations, adolescents are confronted not only
with external stressors but also with difficulties in managing these pressures due
to limited coping skills, insufficient awareness of the consequences of self-
injurious behavior, and inadequate attention to mental health and self-care.

Increased superficiality, a short-term perspective, and reduced in-depth
reflection (which reflect an exclusive focus on the present moment and
insufficient consideration of future consequences) often emerge under conditions
of social and psychological stress and may contribute to the maintenance of the
cycle of self-injurious behavior. During the process of refining and completing the
themes, “Interview H” contributed to the development and expansion of several
existing themes. In addition, statements from “Interview I, such as “A moment of
feeling bad can drive me to do this” and “This behavior only makes me feel better
for a moment,” indicated difficulties in managing stress. The statement “If I could
show someone how bad I feel, maybe they would help me” reflected a need for
support, while the statement “What other people say makes me feel like | have no
worth” indicated limitations in coping skills.

Within this theme, three main components were identified: academic
pressures, difficulties in stress management, and insufficient awareness and self-
care.

Theme 6: Traumatic Experiences and the Need for Support

The findings of the study indicated that traumatic experiences and the need for
support represent another important dimension of the lived experience of non-
suicidal self-injury (NSSI) among adolescents. This theme indicates that, for some
participants, experiences of self-injury developed within the context of previous
adverse and traumatic events and were simultaneously accompanied by fear of
disclosure, concerns about being judged by others, and a need for emotional and
social support.

The data from this study showed the impact of trauma and adverse
experiences, such as domestic violence, the loss of loved ones, and abuse, as
significant triggers of self-injurious behaviors. “Interview E” indicated that once
self-injurious behavior becomes established as a habitual pattern, its association
with triggering factors, environmental pressures, and the individual’s mental
health condition may become more deeply entrenched.
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Emotional and psychological support is among the important prerequisites for
maintaining mental health. “Interview L” contributed a new organizing theme to
the thematic map. The basic theme “need for support” indicated that having an
active support system, including family, school, or professional services, may
serve as a protective factor against the progression or recurrence of self-injurious
behavior. This theme shows the distinction between the responses of individuals
who lack adequate support and those who have access to supportive resources.
For example, Participant F stated: “When I’'m depressed, this is the only thing I
feel I can do.”

5. Discussion

The present study was designed to investigate the lived experience of self-
injurious behaviors among adolescent female students in Khorramabad, Iran, and
to address the research question.

Research Question: What is the lived experience of self-injurious behaviors
among adolescent female students?

The findings of the present study indicated that the lived experience of non-
suicidal self-injury (NSSI) among adolescent girls is a multidimensional, context-
dependent, and dynamic phenomenon that cannot be reduced to a single
psychological, familial, or social factor. Analysis of the participants’ lived
experiences led to the identification of six overarching themes: (1) emotional and
psychological experiences; (2) self-injury as punishment, habit, or a
communicative message; (3) interpersonal, familial, and sociocultural contexts;
(4) situational pressures and difficulties in coping; (5) traumatic experiences and
the need for support; and (6) underlying needs and functions of self-injurious
behavior. Taken together, these themes indicated that, within the participants’
lived experiences, self-injury is not an isolated behavior but rather part of a
complex and dynamic process in which psychological and social pressures,
perceptions and regulation of emotions, interpersonal relationships, traumatic
experiences, coping strategies, and the need for support are interconnected. The
findings of the present study regarding the overarching theme of “Emotional
Distress and Negative Self-Appraisal” are consistent with those reported in
previous studies, including the studies by Asmanioto et al. (2026), Shi et al.
(2026), and Kanwar (2025). This consistency suggests that the experience of
negative emotions, psychological distress, feelings of worthlessness, and negative
self-appraisal may play a role in the development and persistence of non-suicidal
self-injury (NSSI) among adolescents.

In their theoretical review, they identified the Experiential Avoidance Model
as an important framework for explaining self-injurious behavior. According to
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this model, when individuals encounter unpleasant internal experiences, such as
thoughts, memories, emotions, and physiological arousal, they may resort to
behaviors aimed at reducing or eliminating these experiences. Because such
behaviors can provide short-term relief from distress, they may increase the
likelihood of behavioral repetition through negative reinforcement.

The findings related to the third overarching theme have a direct conceptual
connection with Fox’s (2019) benefits and barriers model. According to this
perspective, self-injury may provide individuals with perceived short-term
benefits, such as reducing tension and alleviating negative emotions.

The fourth overarching theme revealed the role of the social environment in
the experience of self-injurious behavior. Peer pressure, rejection, bullying, family
conflict, and the influence of media indicated that self-injurious behavior develops
within a network of social relationships. A systematic review of predictors of non-
suicidal self-injury (NSSI) among adolescents has likewise identified family-
related factors and peer victimization as significant predictors.

The fifth overarching theme indicated that academic pressures, particularly
examination-related stress, along with difficulties in managing stress and limited
coping skills, constitute part of the context in which self-injurious behavior is
experienced. This finding is consistent with studies that have identified an
association between academic and performance-related pressures and non-suicidal
self-injury (NSSI), including the findings reported by Kanwar (2025).

The sixth overarching theme revealed a link between traumatic experiences,
concealment, fear of judgment, and the need for emotional and social support.
This finding is consistent with evidence indicating that adverse childhood
experiences, negative life events, and family-related trauma are associated with
increased vulnerability to non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI). Research has shown
that the detrimental effects of adverse childhood experiences can have lifelong
consequences across multiple domains of health (Hughes et al., 2017). In addition
to contributing to outcomes such as feelings of shame and guilt and personality-
related difficulties (Lessani et al., 2021), as well as suicidal behavior (Ebrahimi et
al., 2014), the long-term impact of such traumatic experiences among women may
extend beyond the individuals themselves. These effects may be transmitted to
their children through various pathways (Moog et al., 2018; Ebrahimi et al.,
2014), potentially contributing to the development of an intergenerational cycle
(Wang, 2022).

6. Conclusion
A comparison of the six overarching themes identified in the present study
indicates that a substantial proportion of the findings converge with the existing
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literature, particularly with regard to the roles of emotion regulation, self-
punishment, family relationships, peer conflict, bullying, academic pressure,
traumatic experiences, and social support. However, an important distinction
between the present study and many quantitative studies, as well as some
qualitative studies, is that these factors are not presented as separate and isolated
elements or as a simple list of risk factors. Quantitative studies typically examine
the relationships between variables such as depression, social support, bullying,
academic stress, or family functioning and NSSI. In contrast, the present findings
suggest that these factors emerge within adolescents’ lived experiences as an
interconnected and intertwined network. Even recent qualitative reviews have
generally reported factors, emotional experiences, coping strategies, and barriers
to help-seeking as relatively distinct domains. From this perspective, the present
study demonstrated that self-injury should be understood as an “experienced
process” embedded within contexts of pressure, distress, relationships, meaning,
and the need for support, in addition to being a “behavior.” The primary novelty
of the present study is that it shows how these different levels are intertwined
within adolescents’ lived experiences. This interpretation is also consistent with
recent studies that emphasize the interaction between individuals and their
environments, as well as the roles of family, school, and the broader cultural
context.

Keywords: Phenomenology, Thematic Analysis, Self-Injurious Behaviors,
Pubertal Age.
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