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Abstract

Background & Aim: Adolescence represents a critical developmental stage during
which body image concerns and identity formation become particularly salient.
Among the most detrimental experiences in this period is body shame, a complex
emotional response resulting from internalized self-criticism and perceived external
judgment related to physical appearance. Numerous studies have identified body
shame as a significant predictor of maladaptive outcomes such as anxiety,
depression, eating disorders, and more notably, self-harming behaviors. Despite the
growing body of evidence supporting this association, the underlying mechanisms
that modulate this relationship—particularly familial dynamics—remain
underexplored. Parent-child interactions, characterized by emotional warmth,
communication, and role modeling, play a pivotal role in adolescents’ psychosocial
development. Dysfunctional parent-child interactions may intensify the emotional
consequences of body shame, whereas supportive interactions might serve a
buffering function. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the relationship between
body shame and self-harming behaviors in adolescent girls, with a specific emphasis
on the mediating role of parent-child interactions.

Methods: This descriptive-correlational research was conducted using a path
analysis framework. The study population included adolescent girls aged 15 to 18
years who were enrolled in public and theoretical high schools in Tehran during the
2023-2024 academic year. A purposive sampling method was employed to select
330 participants who met inclusion criteria such as willingness to participate, absence
of diagnosed psychiatric disorders, and informed consent from guardians. Data were
collected using four standardized instruments: a demographic questionnaire, the
Body Image Shame Scale (BISS), the Self-Harm Inventory (SHI), and the Parent-
Child Relationship Scale (PCRS-24). All instruments demonstrated acceptable levels
of reliability and validity in previous research. The data were analyzed using SPSS
version 26 and LISREL 8.8 software to perform structural equation modeling.
Normality, multicollinearity, and fit indices were evaluated to ensure model
adequacy.

Results: Descriptive analysis indicated that all participants were female,
predominantly tenth graders, with an average age of 16.7 years. Socioeconomic
status was mostly reported as "good" or "moderate." Both internal and external body
shame showed significant correlations with self-harming behaviors. Structural path
analysis revealed that internal body shame had the strongest direct effect on self-
harming behaviors (§ = 0.36, p < 0.01), while external shame also had a significant
direct effect (B = 0.28, p < 0.01). Indirect effects via parent-child interactions were
significant for both internal (f = 0.13) and external shame (§ = 0.17), indicating
partial mediation. Furthermore, internal shame negatively influenced positive affect
and increased role confusion. The model demonstrated good fit indices (RMSEA =
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0.042, CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.041), confirming its robustness. These findings
emphasize the role of emotional and relational variables in the etiology of self-
harming behaviors among adolescent girls.

Conclusion: This study provides empirical support for the hypothesis that body
shame—both internal and external—significantly predicts self-harming behaviors in
adolescent girls, and that this relationship is partially mediated by the quality of
parent-child interactions. The results highlight the necessity of family-based
preventive and therapeutic interventions. Poor communication, emotional neglect,
and inconsistent parenting may exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and shame,
increasing the likelihood of self-injury. Conversely, emotionally supportive and
communicative parent-child relationships can mitigate these risks. These findings
align with previous research by Ren et al. and others that demonstrate the direct
impact of body shame on adolescents’ maladaptive behaviors. From a theoretical
standpoint, the study supports frameworks of affect regulation and socialization,
indicating that shame management is a relationally mediated process.

Given the strong link between family dynamics and adolescent mental health,
practitioners are advised to incorporate parent-training modules in intervention
programs targeting self-harming behaviors. School psychologists and counselors
should also be trained to identify signs of body shame and poor family
communication early. Future research should consider longitudinal designs and
include adolescent boys and other sociocultural groups for broader generalizability.
Moreover, integrating qualitative approaches could enrich the understanding of
adolescents’ lived experiences of shame and familial interaction.

The study is limited by its cross-sectional design, which precludes causal inference.
Additionally, the reliance on self-report measures may introduce social desirability
bias. Cultural and gender-specific factors were not fully addressed, limiting the
generalizability of the findings.
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