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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Adolescence, spanning ages 12 to 19, is a crucial developmental period marked by rapid biological,
psychological, and social changes (Hollenstein & Lanteigne, 2018). These transitions often require adaptive coping
strategies; however, some adolescents resort to maladaptive behaviors such as non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI), which
involves deliberate harm to one’s body without suicidal intent (International Society for the Study of Self-Injury,
2020). Common NSSI behaviors include cutting, burning, and scratching (Taylor et al., 2018), with a global
prevalence of 17.2% (Swannell et al., 2014). In Iran, Marin et al. (2020) reported that 17.9% of adolescent girls had
engaged in NSSI, with 11.1% repeating the behavior. NSSI is linked to adverse outcomes, including substance use,
emotional difficulties, and elevated suicide risk (Wilkinson et al., 2018; Kiekens et al., 2018).

The etiology of NSSI is multifactorial, involving genetic, psychological, and socio-cultural factors (Hawton et al.,
2012). Many adolescents report engaging in NSSI influenced by social environments such as media, the internet, and
peers (Heath et al., 2009). The increasing use of social media among youth—up to 97% globally (Anderson & Jiang,
2018) and with Iran ranking seventh in Instagram use (Financial Tribune, 2018)—has raised concerns about its impact
on adolescent mental health (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). Social media addiction (SMA), defined by compulsive platform
use interfering with daily life (Hilliard, 2019), is associated with self-injurious behaviors (Twenge & Campbell, 2019;
De Riggi et al., 2018).
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Loneliness refers to the unpleasant experience that occurs when a person's network of social relationships is
deficient in some important way, either quantitatively or qualitatively (Peplau & Perlman, 1982). Loneliness is another
significant risk factor. It has detrimental effects on well-being (Stieger et al., 2021) and emotional regulation (Van As
et al., 2021), and increases the risk of non-suicidal self-injury (Costa et al., 2021; McClelland et al., 2021).

Similarly, body image dissatisfaction—a multidimensional construct reflecting concerns about physical appearance
(Cash, 2002)—is highly prevalent among adolescents, particularly girls (Kelly et al., 2018), and has been associated
with risky behaviors and non-suicidal self-injury (Pérez et al., 2018; Bjéarehed & Lundh, 2018). This vulnerability is
often exacerbated by social media exposure, which promotes idealized imagery and facilitates peer comparison
(Chang et al., 2019; de Vries et al., 2016).

Despite the rising prevalence of NSSI, most existing research has focused on clinical populations (Esmaeilian et
al., 2020; Damavandian et al., 2022). There is a noticeable lack of structural models exploring how social media
addiction (SMA), loneliness, and body image dissatisfaction interact to predict NSSI among non-clinical adolescent
girls in Iran. The present study seeks to address this gap by testing a theoretically informed model within a culturally
grounded Iranian context.

Method: This study utilized a cross-sectional descriptive-correlational design, with structural equation modeling
(SEM) employed for data analysis. The statistical population comprised all female students enrolled in lower and
upper secondary schools in Isfahan during the 2022—-2023 academic year. A multistage cluster random sampling
method was used to select 450 students from six schools from one of six educational districts, selected randomly.
From each school, one class per grade level was randomly selected, resulting in a total of 18 classes. After excluding
incomplete responses, 358 questionnaires were analyzed, yielding a response rate of 80%. The mean age of
participants was M = 14.39, SD = 1.45.

Data were collected using the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS; Andreassen et al., 2016), the Body
Image Concern Inventory (Littleton et al., 2005), the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, 1998), and the Deliberate Self-
Harm Inventory (Gratz, 2001). All instruments exhibited acceptable reliability, with Cronbach’s o ranging from 0.72
to 0.92.

Data were analyzed using SPSS 23 for descriptive statistics and AMOS 22 for structural equation modeling (SEM)
with maximum likelihood estimation. The sample size exceeded the recommended minimum of 200 for SEM (Kline,
2015). Assumptions for SEM, including normality (assessed via skewness and kurtosis), linearity, and absence of
multicollinearity, were verified.

Results: Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis, and Pearson correlations for the study
variables.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlation Matrix of Study Variables

Variable Mean SD  Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4
1. Social Media Addiction 15.77 5.18 0.325 -0.515 1
2. Loneliness 4599 12.77 0.079 -0.659  0.271** 1
3. Body Image Dissatisfaction 43.04 17.05 0.67 -0.17  0.388** (0.547** 1
4. NSSI Behaviors 1.77  2.68 1.82 3.19 0.238** (0.322** 0.378** 1

**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

The study variables were normally distributed, and all variables showed significant positive correlations. Higher
levels of social media addiction, loneliness, and body image dissatisfaction were associated with increased non-
suicidal self-injury behaviors.

The SEM analysis supported the proposed model as shown in Table 2, indicating good fit and confirming the
mediating role of loneliness and body image dissatisfaction between social media addiction and NSSI behaviors.

Table 2. Fit Indices for the Proposed Model

Model Fit Indices X2 df  x¥/df CFI IFI TLI  SRMR RMSEA PClose
Proposed Model 75116 31 2423 0976 0976 0966 0.064 0.063 0.11
Acceptable Threshold - - <3 >09 >09 >09 <0.08 <0.08 <0.05

The model exhibited a good fit, with all key fit indices meeting recommended thresholds (e.g., Kline, 2015). This
suggests that the proposed structural model is statistically robust and appropriately represents the data.



SOCIAL MEDIA ADDICTION AND NON-SUICIDAL SELF-INJURY Elahe Abafat et al.

Table 3. Results of Direct and Indirect Effects

Effect Type Path B SE  p-value 95% ClI
Total Social Media Addiction — NSSI Behaviors 0.322 0.058 0.001 (0.202, 0.437)
Social Media Addiction — NSSI Behaviors 0.107 0.077 0.168  (-0.052, 0.254)
Social Media Addiction — Loneliness 0.398 0.066 0.001 (0.269, 0.522)
Direct Social Media Addiction — Body Image Dissatisfaction 0.535 0.065 0.001 (0.400, 0.653)
Loneliness — NSSI Behaviors 0.167 0.064 0.003 (0.047, 0.283)
Body Image Dissatisfaction — NSSI Behaviors 0.278 0.080 0.001 (0.120, 0.437)
Social Media Addiction — Loneliness — NSSI Behaviors 0.067 0.104 0.001 (0.280, 0.945)
Indirect Social Media Addiction — Body Image Dissatisfaction —

NSSI Behaviors 0.149 0.199 0.001  (0.113, 0.460)

The total effect of social media addiction on NSSI behaviors was significant, while the direct path was not. The
indirect paths through loneliness and body image dissatisfaction were significant, indicating full mediation of the
relationship by these two variables.

Discussion: This study aimed to examine a structural model of the relationship between social media addiction and
NSSI behaviors, mediated by feelings of loneliness and body image dissatisfaction, among Iranian adolescent girls.
The proposed model demonstrated good fit, confirming its validity in explaining the relationships among the variables.

The direct relationship between social media addiction and NSSI behaviors was not significant, consistent with
findings from Odgers and Jensen (2020) and Nesi et al. (2021). This suggests that social media addiction alone does
not directly lead to NSSI behaviors. However, the relationship becomes significant when mediated by loneliness and
body image dissatisfaction, supporting the role of these variables as critical mediators (Meszaros et al., 2020).

The mediating role of loneliness was confirmed, aligning with prior research (Ellison & Vitak, 2015; Dunbar, 2016).
Kraut et al. (1998) proposed that excessive internet use reduces face-to-face interactions, leading to loneliness.
Loneliness is associated with emotion regulation difficulties (Eres et al., 2021), which can contribute to NSSI as a
maladaptive coping strategy (Chapman et al., 2006; McClelland et al., 2021). Adolescents with high loneliness may
perceive social threats, leading to avoidance behaviors and increased NSSI risk (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2009).

Body image dissatisfaction also mediated the relationship between social media addiction and NSSI behaviors,
consistent with de Vries et al. (2016) and Myntti and Muehlenkamp (2023). Social media’s visual nature and peer
feedback amplify appearance-related concerns, increasing body image dissatisfaction (Nesi et al., 2022). Negative
body perceptions are linked to NSSI, as individuals may experience detachment from their bodies, reducing pain
tolerance and using NSSI to regulate emotions (Orbach, 1996; Muehlenkamp & Brausch, 2012).

These findings highlight the importance of addressing loneliness and body image dissatisfaction in interventions
aimed at reducing NSSI behaviors. Programs promoting media literacy and social skills can mitigate the negative
effects of social media use. Workshops focusing on loneliness, body image concerns, and NSSI prevention can
enhance adolescent mental health.

The study relied on self-report questionnaires in a school setting, which may introduce response bias due to peer
influence. Future research should employ qualitative methods, such as interviews, to gain deeper insights into NSSI
behaviors within social contexts. Additionally, examining specific social media behaviors (e.g., posting NSSl-related
content) and user types (active vs. passive) could provide further clarity.

Loneliness and body image dissatisfaction fully mediate the relationship between social media addiction and NSSI
behaviors in adolescent girls. Targeted interventions addressing these mediators can reduce NSSI prevalence and
improve mental health outcomes.
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