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Background: Self-harming behaviors among adolescents, particularly in relation to cyberspace,
have become prevalent in recent years, causing numerous challenges. Therefore, examining this issue
and striving to enhance adolescent well-being requires a comprehensive and deep understanding of
self-harming behaviors in cyberspace, tailored to the environmental and cultural conditions of each
country. Although the rise in self-harming behaviors in cyberspace has gained attention over the past
year, very few studies have been conducted on this critical topic in Iran..

Aims: This study aimed to design a model of factors influencing self-harming behaviors in
cyberspace: an exploratory mixed-method study.

Methods: The research was conducted using a mixed-method approach (qualitative and quantitative)
in an exploratory manner across two phases. In the first phase (qualitative section), triangulation was
employed to identify self-harming behaviors in cyberspace. The statistical population of this phase
included experts in treating psychological disorders caused by cyberspace, such as psychologists,
counselors, and related specialists in Tehran. Purposeful sampling was used, and data were collected
through semi-structured interviews. Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis, and the
results were utilized to design the initial tool (questionnaire). In the second phase (quantitative
section), the tool developed based on the qualitative findings consisted of a questionnaire focusing
on personal information and self-harming behaviors in cyberspace, which was distributed online
across Iran. The statistical population of this phase included parents, teachers, counselors, and
specialists related to the research area. Convenience sampling was used, and questionnaires from 400
participants were selected after initial evaluations for final analysis. Data from the quantitative
section were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis with the SmartPLS 3.8 software.

Results: The study revealed that self-harming behaviors in cyberspace can be categorized into two
main dimensions: individual or psychological factors and social factors. Furthermore, the results of
confirmatory factor analysis conducted on the data confirmed the goodness-of-fit of the two-
dimensional model of self-harming behaviors in cyberspace. Additionally, a positive and significant
correlation was observed between the dimensions of individual/psychological factors and social
factors influencing self-harming behaviors in cyberspace (P< 0.05), indicating appropriate concurrent
validity of the tool. The reliability of the tool was also confirmed, with Cronbach’s alpha for both
dimensions exceeding 0.7, indicating satisfactory reliability.

Conclusion: The findings of this study provide a foundation for identifying, assessing, and managing
self-harming behaviors in cyberspace among Iranian adolescents, as well as improving self-harming
behaviors in cyberspace among high school girls.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a critical phase of human
development characterized by significant biological,
psychological, social, and cognitive changes (Zanos
et al.,, 2021). This transitional period, bridging
childhood and adulthood, involves profound
transformations in brain structure and function,
particularly in neural systems related to cognition,
emotion, social interactions, and motivation. These
changes expose adolescents to various challenges,
including the need for recognition, peer influence,
identity exploration, and coping with emotional and
developmental pressures. Self-harming behaviors,
which are increasingly prevalent among adolescents,
often emerge as mechanisms for managing these
pressures or as attempts to gain acceptance, assert
independence, or cope with psychological disorders
(Hamilton et al., 2025; Blaha et al., 2024). Self-
harming behaviors, defined as deliberate acts of self-
inflicted harm, encompass both direct actions, such as
cutting or burning the skin, and indirect behaviors,
such as substance abuse, risky sexual activities, and
eating disorders (Gomez-Persmitre et al., 2023).
According to the National Institute for Health and
Care Excellence, self-harm refers to “any act of
deliberate self-poisoning or self-injury, regardless of
the apparent intent” (Akter & Tribe, 2024). Studies
indicate that 10-20% of adolescents have engaged in
self-harming behaviors at least once, making it a
significant public health concern (Hamilton et al.,
2025). These behaviors are strongly linked to mental
health issues and are considered a major risk factor
for suicide. The simultaneous increase in symptoms
of depression may partially explain their rising
prevalence, though further investigation into
additional contributing factors is needed (Hamilton et
al., 2025).

In the digital era, cyberspace and social media play a
significant role in shaping adolescent behaviors
(Tormoen et al., 2023). While these platforms offer
numerous benefits, they also raise concerns about
their negative effects on mental health, particularly in
the form of “digital self-harm.” This phenomenon
involves intentional exposure to cyberbullying or
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participation in harmful online environments that
damage mental health (Song-Kong & Mustafa, 2022).
Excessive use of the internet has been linked to issues
such as anxiety, depression, social isolation, and
suicidal ideation (Kim et al., 2023). Despite growing
research, there is still no comprehensive model that
fully explains the factors influencing self-harming
behaviors in cyberspace, particularly in Iranian
culture. This study aims to address this gap by
identifying these factors and providing a foundation
for effective preventive and therapeutic interventions,
ultimately supporting adolescent mental health and
reducing the risks associated with cyberspace.

Method

This study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-
method approach across three distinct phases. In the
first phase (qualitative exploratory phase), qualitative
methods were utilized to identify dimensions and
components associated with self-harming behaviors
in cyberspace. Data collection involved semi-
structured interviews with experts in the field of
psychological disorders related to cyberspace in
Tehran. These experts included university professors
with research experience and specialization in
psychological disorders caused by cyberspace.
Purposeful sampling was conducted to leverage the
rich knowledge and experience of these professionals.
Thematic analysis was used to extract key themes and
organize them into an initial model. In the second
phase, findings from the qualitative analysis served as
the foundation for designing a questionnaire to
quantitatively measure factors influencing self-
harming behaviors in cyberspace. Finally, in the third
phase (quantitative confirmatory phase), the
questionnaire was distributed online to parents,
teachers, and counselors in Tehran. These groups
were selected due to their interaction with
adolescents, providing valuable insights into self-
harming behaviors in cyberspace. The data collection
period lasted from July to December 2023, and 400
valid questionnaires were retained for confirmatory
factor analysis using SmartPLS 3.8 to validate the
proposed model. To achieve the study’s objectives, a
self-report questionnaire was developed based on
qualitative findings. The questionnaire consisted of
two sections: demographic information and 34 items
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assessing factors influencing self-harming behaviors
in cyberspace, measured on a five-point Likert scale.
To ensure content validity, the initial questionnaire
was reviewed by 12 experts, including psychologists,
teachers, and parents, whose feedback led to
substantial revisions. A pilot study with 30
participants further refined the clarity and readability
of the items, followed by additional reviews by
psychometric and psychology specialists. Construct
validity was assessed through exploratory factor
analysis to examine the questionnaire’s structure,
while internal consistency was confirmed using
Cronbach’s alpha, indicating the reliability of the
tool. Entry and exclusion criteria were defined for
both qualitative and quantitative phases to ensure
participant suitability and data quality. In the
qualitative phase, experts required a minimum of a
doctoral degree, five years of professional
experience, research and teaching background, and
informed consent to participate. In the quantitative
phase, parents, teachers, and counselors from Tehran
schools who provided informed consent were
included, while incomplete or inconsistent responses
and repeated questionnaires were excluded.

Results

The present study aimed to analyze the factors
influencing self-harming behaviors in virtual spaces,
starting with an examination of the demographic
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information of the sample, which included 69%
women and 31% men, with a mean age of 40.08 years
and a standard deviation of 7.81. The educational
level of the participants indicated that the highest
percentages belonged to those with bachelor’s
degrees (49.5%) and master’s degrees (43.8%). To
assess the content validity of the questionnaire, the
Lawshe coefficient was utilized, with 15 experts
evaluating the designed factors based on a three-point
scale. The content validity coefficient ranged between
0.78 and 1, confirming the questionnaire’s content
validity. Additionally, the item-total correlation and
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient were examined,
showing that all items had a correlation above 0.3
with the total score, and the reliability of the
questionnaire was confirmed with Cronbach’s alpha
exceeding 0.7.

To test the conceptual model of the study,
confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation
modeling (SEM) were conducted using PLS
software. This robust method enables simultaneous
analysis of relationships between observed and latent
variables. In total, 34 questionnaire items, grouped
into 2 main components and 10 sub-components,
were analyzed. The results indicated that path
coefficients with t-values above 1.96 were
satisfactory, and the reliability of the questionnaire
was confirmed with Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability values exceeding 0.7

Table 1. Convergent validity results of model variables factors affecting self-injurious behaviors in cyberspace

Latent Variables

Average Variance Extracted (AVE > 0.5)

Connection with Others 0/763
Thoughts and Feelings 0/622
Virtual Friends 0/842
Virtual Media 0/845
Behavioral 0/583
Emotions 0/636
Social Factors 1
Family Factors 0/783
Individual or Psychological Factors 1
Peer-Related Factors 0/755
Factors Influencing Self-Harming Behaviors in Virtual Spaces 1
School Environment 0/890
Economic Issues 0/915

Convergent validity was also verified with an AVE
criterion above 0.5. The R2 coefficients demonstrated
a suitable impact of exogenous variables on
endogenous variables, and the GOF value of 0.605

indicated excellent overall model fit. These findings
confirm the validity and reliability of the study’s
conceptual model.
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Conclusion

This study aimed to validate the factors influencing
self-harming behaviors in cyberspace through a
mixed-method approach involving qualitative and
quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, lived
experiences of high school girls were explored,
identifying key dimensions categorized into two
overarching groups: individual/psychological factors
and social factors. Individual/psychological factors
included themes such as thoughts and feelings (e.g.,
self-loathing, identity issues, guilt, shame), emotions
(e.g., loneliness, misunderstanding, temporary relief,
depression, anger, anxiety, emotional suppression),
and behaviors (e.g., coping strategies, attention-
seeking, behavioral changes). Social factors
encompassed peer-related influences (e.g., imitation,
interpersonal pressure, peer encouragement), family
dynamics (e.g., parental conflicts, neglect, criticism),
and school-related factors (e.g., bullying, fear of
school). Findings aligned with theories such as
Lazarus’s emotion-focused coping model, Bandura’s
social learning theory, and basic psychological needs
theory, highlighting how emotions, peer pressure, and
environmental stressors contribute to self-harming
behaviors in cyberspace.

In the quantitative phase, confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) and structural equation modeling (SEM) using
SmartPLS software were employed to validate the
scale measuring self-harming  behaviors in
cyberspace. Results confirmed a two-factor model
consisting of individual/psychological and social
components. Psychometric evaluations demonstrated
strong reliability and wvalidity, with composite
reliability values exceeding 0.70 and average
variance extracted (AVE) values above 0.50 for both
factors. The HTMT indicator confirmed acceptable
discriminant validity between the two factors,
ensuring their distinctiveness. The scale’s overall
validity, including content, convergent, discriminant,
and concurrent validity, was established, making it a
reliable tool for assessing self-harming behaviors in
cyberspace. Despite its contributions, the study faced
limitations, such as focusing solely on high school
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girls in Tehran, which restricts the generalizability of
findings. Observations indicated a lack of
communication  skills  among  participants,
emphasizing the need for educational and familial
interventions to enhance these abilities. The study
highlights the importance of prevention programs
centered on parental roles, including fostering open
and supportive relationships with adolescents. It also
recommends integrating digital literacy programs
into school curricula to empower adolescents for safer
use of online spaces. Given the evident link between
internet addiction and self-harming behaviors, such
initiatives are crucial for mitigating risks associated
with cyberspace.
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