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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of a phenomenology-based
intervention protocol inreducingself-harming behaviors among adolescent girls with
a historyof non-suicidal self-injury. An exploratory sequential mixed-methods design
was applied. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews with 30 adolescent
girls with a history of self-injury were conducted and analyzed using interpretative
phenomenological analysis. Based on these findings, an 11-session, 90-minute group
intervention protocol was developed. In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental
pre-test/post-test design with a control group was employed. Thirty participants were
purposively selected from middle school girls in District 12 of Tehran and randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups (15 each). The Self-Harm Inventory
(SHI) was used for data collection, and data were analyzed using multivariate analysis
of covariance (MANCOVA). Results of covariance analysis indicated a significant
reductionin self-harming behaviors in the experimental group (F=57.668, p=0.001,
n?=0.706), while no significant changes were observed in the control group. This
demonstratedthe positive impact of the phenomenology-based protocol indecreasing
self-harming behaviors. The designed intervention protocol effectively reduced self-
harming behaviors in adolescent girls with a history of non-suicidal self-injury. This
approach can serve as a novel and practical tool for schools and counseling centers to
promote adolescent mental healthand prevent high-risk behaviors.

Keywords: Self-harming behaviors, intervention protocol, phenomenology,
adolescentgirls, non-suicidal self-injury
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) has emerged as a significant mental health concern among adolescents,
particularly girls, in both clinical and community populations. NSSI is defined as the deliberate and direct
destruction of body tissue without suicidal intent, typically serving as a maladaptive strategy to cope with
overwhelming emotional states or interpersonal stressors (Mohibi et al., 2020). The phenomenon has been
increasingly recognized across diverse cultural contexts, where its prevalence and correlates underscore the
need for targeted interventions. Research has consistently identified childhood adversities, insecure attachment
styles, difficulties in emotion regulation, and experiential avoidance as key risk factors for the onset and
maintenance of self-harming behaviors (Johnson, 2022; Rashidi-Asl et al., 2020).

Childhood traumatic experiences, such as violence, neglect, or abuse, often leave adolescents vulnerable to
adopting maladaptive coping strategies including self-injury (Wan et al., 2019). This vulnerability may be
exacerbated by the absence of social support, as demonstrated in studies showing that adolescents with stronger
networks of familial and peer support are less likely to engage in NSSI (Wan et al., 2019). In contexts of social
instability, such as refugee settlements, the chronicity of self-harming behaviors tends to be significantly
higher, highlighting the impact of structural and social determinants of mental health (Kaggwa et al., 2024).
These findings suggest that addressing both individual vulnerabilities and contextual stressors is crucial to
reducing self-harming behaviors among adolescent girls.

From a psychological standpoint, self-harm has been closely linked with emotional dysregulation, impulsivity,
and maladaptive cognitive patterns such as rumination (Khedmati, 2019; Khedmati, 2020). Studies show that
adolescents who experience significant difficulties in regulating negative affect are more prone to engage in
self-harming behaviors as a means of emotional release (Rashidi Asl et al., 2020). Similarly, self-harming
tendencies have been associated with shame, identity disturbances, and poor self-concept (Ahmadimorvili et
al., 2019; Caglar et al., 2021). Psychological capital and family functioning have also been identified as critical
protective factors, with higher levels linked to reduced likelihood of NSSI (Sobhani et al., 2022).

The role of self-compassion in mitigating self-harming behaviors has gained attention in recent literature. Self-
compassion appears to mediate the relationship between disordered eating and NSSI, suggesting that
enhancing self-compassion could serve as a protective buffer against maladaptive behaviors (Asghari & Aghili,
2022). Similarly, frustration intolerance has been linked to the prediction of self-harm, with self-compassion
once again emerging as a significant protective factor (Motale et al., 2024). Intervention studies corroborate
these findings by demonstrating the efficacy of compassion-focused therapies in reducing self-harm and
improving emotion regulation (Damavandian et al., 2021; Jabbari & Aghili, 2023).

Several therapeutic modalities have been tested in addressing self-harming behaviors. Dialectical behavior
therapy (DBT) has shown effectiveness in adolescent girls presenting with NSSI, primarily through its focus
on emotion regulation and interpersonal effectiveness skills (Ghodrati, 2021). Schema therapy, acceptance
and commitment-based approaches, and cognitive-behavioral strategies have also yielded promising results in
reducing NSSI tendencies (Gerayeli Mashkabadi et al., 2021; Ghouti, 2020; Kazemi et al., 2023). Studies
have further highlighted the importance of tailoring interventions to adolescents’ lived experiences, as
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phenomenological accounts of NSSI describe the behavior as a coping mechanism for overwhelming emotions,
with symbolic meaning tied to identity and self-concept (Mohibi et al., 2020).

Despite these advancements, there remains a critical gap in designing interventions that are both theoretically
grounded and culturally sensitive, especially in non-Western contexts. Much of the existing literature has been
conducted in Western populations, while Iranian adolescents may face unique sociocultural pressures that
shape their experiences of self-harm. The present study sought to address this gap by developing and testing a
phenomenology-based intervention protocolaimed at reducing self-harming behaviors in adolescent girls with
a history of non-suicidal self-injury. The protocolwas informed by qualitative exploration of lived experiences
and subsequently evaluated for its effectiveness in a controlled experimental design. This approach provides
both empirical evidence of efficacy and theoretical insights into the mechanisms underlying NSSI reduction.
Methods and Materials

This study adopted an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design, consisting of two phases: a qualitative
exploration followed by a quantitative intervention trial.

In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 adolescent girls who had a
documented history of non-suicidal self-injury. The phenomenological approach was employed to capture
lived experiences of self-harm, focusing on themes such as shame, impulsivity, rumination, and emotional
dysregulation. Interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed through open, axial, and selective
coding, resulting in the identification of key categories that informed the intervention protocol. Data credibility
was ensured through peer debriefing, member checking, and calculation of inter-rater reliability indices.
Based on the findings from the qualitative analysis, an 11-session group-based intervention protocol was
developed. Each session focused on specific thematic areas including recognition of self-harming triggers,
self-awareness of emotional states, management of shame and impulsivity, adoption of relaxation strategies,
role-playing of adaptive behaviors, and enhancement of self-compassion.

In the quantitative phase, a semi-experimental pre-test/post-test design with a control group was used. Thirty
adolescent girls were selected through multi-stage cluster sampling from public middle schools in District 12
of Tehran. Participants were screened using the Self-Harm Inventory (Sansone et al., 1998), and those scoring
above the mean were purposively selected. After attrition, 30 participants were randomly assigned to
experimental (n=15) and control (n=15) groups. The experimental group received the 11-session intervention,
while the control group received no intervention.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) with
SPSS version 26.

Findings

Descriptive analysis showed that the mean score of self-harming behaviors in the experimental group
decreased significantly from pre-test (M=16.06, SD=1.48) to post-test (M=11.73, SD=1.75). In contrast, the
control group demonstrated minimal change, with pre-test (M=16.33, SD=1.54) and post-test (M=15.93,
SD=1.79).

The results of the univariate analysis of covariance indicated a significant difference between the experimental
and control groups in the post-test scores of self-harming behaviors after controlling for pre-test scores.
Specifically, the effect of group was statistically significant (F=57.668, p=0.001), with a large effect size
(m*>=0.706). The pre-test covariate was not significant (p=0.146), indicating that observed differences were
primarily due to the intervention rather than baseline differences.

These results suggest that the phenomenology-based intervention protocol was effective in reducing self-
harming behaviors among adolescent girls with a history of NSSI.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings of this study provide strong evidence for the effectiveness of a phenomenology-based intervention
protocol in reducing self-harming behaviors among adolescent girls. The substantial reduction in NSSI
observed in the experimental group highlights the utility of grounding interventions in the lived experiences
of adolescents. By addressing themes such as shame, impulsivity, and emotional dysregulation, the protocol
was able to provide participants with healthier coping mechanisms and strategies for emotion regulation.
These results are consistent with prior research that has emphasized the central role of emotion regulation
difficulties and experiential avoidance in predicting self-harming behaviors (Rashidi-Asl et al., 2020; Rashidi
Asl et al., 2020). The intervention’s focus on fostering self-awareness and teaching adaptive skills resonates
with findings from studies on DBT and compassion-focused therapies, which similarly demonstrate efficacy
in reducing NSSI by improving emotion regulation capacities (Damavandian et al., 2021; Jabbari & Aghili,
2023).

The integration of self-compassion elements within the intervention aligns with research suggesting that self-
compassion mediates the relationship between risk factors (such as disordered eating or frustration intolerance)
and NSSI (Asghari & Aghili, 2022; Motale et al., 2024). The observed effectiveness of the protocol also
mirrors findings that interventions enhancing psychological capital and family functioning reduce vulnerability
to self-harming behaviors (Sobhani et al., 2022).

Internationally, studies have highlighted the chronic nature of self-harming behaviors in adolescents exposed
to ongoing stressors, such as those in refugee contexts (Kaggwa et al., 2024), as well as the predictive role of
childhood violence in adolescent girls (Johnson, 2022). The present study contributes to this literature by
demonstrating that culturally grounded interventions, tailored through phenomenological exploration, can
disrupt the persistence of self-harm even in vulnerable populations.

In conclusion, the present study highlights the importance of designing intervention protocols that are both
empirically grounded and culturally sensitive. By combining phenomenological insights with structured
therapeutic techniques, the intervention successfully reduced self-harming behaviors in adolescent girls. These
findings underscore the potential of phenomenology-based approaches in bridging the gap between lived
experiences and therapeutic strategies, thereby contributing to the broader field of adolescent mental health
intervention.
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