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Objective: The aim of this study was to predict self-harm behaviors in women based
on their experience of violence, self-differentiation, and cognitive regulation strategies.
Methodology: This research was applied in terms of its objective and classified as
descriptive-correlational in terms of its method and nature. The study population
consisted of women visiting health service centers of the Welfare Organization. Based
on the formula by Tabachnick and Fidell, 148 participants were selected as the sample
using purposive sampling. For data collection, the following questionnaires were used:
the Self-Differentiation Scale (2011), the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
by Gross and John (2003), the Violence Experience Measure for Women by Hajyahi
(1999), and the Self-Harm Behaviors Scale by Sanson et al. (1998).

Findings: The results showed that experience of violence (B = 0.207), self-
differentiation (B = -0.248), and cognitive regulation strategies ( = -0.213) were
significant predictors of self-harm behaviors in women. Among the components of
these variables, sexual violence (B = 0.385), enmeshment with others (f = 0.272), and
cognitive reappraisal (p = -0.152) had the highest impact on self-harm behaviors in
women.

Conclusion: To reduce social harm, it is recommended that educational institutions
related to family mental health pay more attention to the role of women, who are
responsible for raising the next generation.

Keywords: Experience of violence, self-differentiation, self-harm behaviors, cognitive
regulation strategies, women.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Self-harm behaviors are deliberate actions where an individual intentionally causes harm to their
own body, including non-suicidal self-injury such as cutting, burning, or substance abuse without the
intention to die (Nock, 2010). These behaviors, which have been studied since 1880, can stem from
impulsive acts often driven by overwhelming emotional or psychological distress (Jafarzadeh et al., 2021).
Several psychological, physiological, and social factors contribute to self-harming behavior, including
family dynamics, social background, and experiences of violence, such as domestic violence (Son et al.,
2021), (Baetens et al., 2014), (Roberts & Symons, 2024). Research has identified domestic violence as a major
risk factor, where emotional, physical, and sexual abuse can lead to long-term psychological consequences
and self-harming tendencies (Hashemi et al., 2022), (Zadnik et al., 2021). This study explores the
interconnectedness between self-harm, violence experiences, emotional regulation, and self-
differentiation in women.

Methodology

The study followed a descriptive-correlational design with a focus on applied objectives.
Participants were 148 women from health service centers in the 8th region of Tehran, selected through
purposive sampling. Data collection involved questionnaires on self-differentiation, cognitive emotion
regulation strategies, and experiences of violence. The sample was screened based on specific criteria,
ensuring participants had a reading and writing ability and were between the ages of 18 and 40. Three
well-established scales were used for data collection: the Self-Differentiation Scale (2011), the Cognitive
Emotion Regulation Scale by Gross and John (2003), and the Self-Harm Behaviors Scale (1998). Data
were analyzed using SPSS version 22, applying correlation and stepwise regression analysis.

Findings

The results of the descriptive statistics indicated that cognitive emotion regulation strategies had a
wide range of scores among participants. The highest average score was observed in the cognitive
reappraisal component, with a mean of 21.25 and a standard deviation of 5.81, suggesting that many
women used this strategy to manage their emotions. Conversely, the suppression component had the
lowest average score, with a mean of 13.35 and a standard deviation of 4.10, indicating that this strategy
was less frequently utilized by the participants. Overall, the mean score for cognitive emotion regulation
strategies was 34.35, with a standard deviation of 7.82, suggesting a varied level of emotional regulation
skills among the women in the study.

Regarding self-differentiation, the results revealed that the highest mean score was found in the
self-position component (mean = 21.51, SD = 3.67), indicating that participants generally had a clearer
sense of self. In contrast, the emotional cutoff component had the lowest average score (mean = 7.92, SD
= 3.19), which suggests that women in this sample may have difficulty emotionally distancing themselves
from others in their relationships. The overall mean for self-differentiation was 70.56, with a standard
deviation of 11.30, reflecting that while some women demonstrated high emotional differentiation, others
struggled to balance emotional and rational aspects of their experiences.



In terms of the experience of violence, the psychological violence component received the highest
mean score (mean = 35.92, SD = 11.77), indicating that most participants had experienced some form of
emotional abuse. The lowest mean score was found in the economic violence component (mean = 4.37,
SD = 1.69), suggesting that fewer women had experienced financial abuse. The overall mean for violence
experience was 70.07, with a standard deviation of 20.60, showing that domestic violence was a significant
issue for many women in the study, with varying levels of intensity across different types of abuse.

When examining the relationship between these variables and self-harm behaviors, the analysis
revealed significant correlations. The experience of violence, particularly psychological and sexual
violence, was positively associated with self-harm (r = 0.478, p < 0.01), indicating that higher exposure
to violence was linked to an increased likelihood of engaging in self-destructive behaviors. Conversely,
both self-differentiation (r = -0.441, p < 0.01) and cognitive emotion regulation strategies (r = -0.491, p <
0.01) were negatively correlated with self-harm, suggesting that better emotional regulation and higher
self-differentiation could reduce the incidence of self-harm behaviors in women. These findings highlight
the importance of emotional and relational factors in understanding self-harm tendencies.

The stepwise regression analysis showed that the experience of violence, self-differentiation, and
cognitive emotion regulation strategies significantly predicted self-harm behaviors in women. The first
step of the regression model revealed that the experience of violence accounted for 22.6% of the variance
in self-harm behaviors (B = 0.207, p <0.01). Among the components of violence, psychological violence
had the highest impact, with a  coefficient of 0.336, suggesting a strong positive relationship between
exposure to psychological abuse and self-harm. This indicates that women who experience violence,
particularly psychological violence, are more likely to engage in self-destructive behaviors.

In the second step, self-differentiation was entered into the model and accounted for an additional
27% of the variance in self-harm behaviors (B = -0.248, p < 0.01). The relationship between self-
differentiation and self-harm was negative, indicating that women with higher levels of self-differentiation
were less likely to engage in self-harm behaviors. The emotional cutoff component of self-differentiation
showed a significant negative association with self-harm (p = -0.213), suggesting that the ability to
emotionally separate from others in relationships may protect women from the tendency to self-harm.

The final step of the regression analysis included cognitive emotion regulation strategies, which
explained an additional 29% of the variance in self-harm behaviors (B = -0.213, p < 0.01). Specifically,
cognitive reappraisal was found to be a strong negative predictor of self-harm ( = -0.152), indicating
that women who are able to reframe their thoughts in response to negative emotions are less likely to
resort to self-destructive behaviors. Suppression, however, had a weaker negative impact, suggesting that
the ability to suppress negative emotions might not be as effective in reducing self-harm compared to
reappraisal strategies. Together, the three variables—experience of violence, self-differentiation, and
emotion regulation strategies—formed a robust model for predicting self-harm behaviors in women.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study found that self-harm behaviors in women are predictably influenced by experiences of
violence, self-differentiation, and cognitive emotion regulation strategies. Specifically, experience of
violence was positively correlated with self-harm, while higher levels of self-differentiation and the use
of cognitive regulation strategies were negatively correlated with self-harm behaviors. The negative
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association between self-differentiation and self-harm supports Bowen's Family Systems Theory, which
suggests that individuals with better emotional differentiation are more capable of managing their
emotions and resolving conflicts without resorting to self-destructive behavior. Furthermore, strategies
for cognitive emotion regulation, such as reappraisal and emotional suppression, were found to reduce the
likelihood of self-harm, which underscores the importance of teaching emotional coping strategies as an
intervention for at-risk populations. Given the impact of sexual violence on self-harm, the study
recommends that family mental health programs emphasize the role of emotional regulation in preventing
self-destructive behaviors. The findings contribute to our understanding of how complex psychological
factors interact to predict self-harm, highlighting the importance of addressing both internal emotional
regulation and external environmental factors such as domestic violence.
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