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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Self-injurious behavior is common among adolescents with
borderline personality traits, and insecure attachment may contribute to its development
through psychological mechanisms such as anhedonia and negative thought control
strategies. This study aimed to investigate the structural model of the relationship
between insecure attachment and self-injurious behavior in adolescents with borderline
personality traits, focusing on the mediating roles of anhedonia and negative
thought-control strategies.

Methodology: The research was conducted as a descriptive-correlational study. The
statistical population included all adolescents enrolled in schools in the cities of Khoy
and Chaypareh in 2025. The sample consisted of 380 students with a history of
self-injury, selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected using the Millon
Clinical Multiaxial Inventory-11l (MCMI-III), the Self-Harm Inventory (SHI), the
Attachment Style Scale (ASS), the Snaith—Hamilton Pleasure Scale (SHAPS), and the
Thought Control Questionnaire (TCQ). Data analysis was performed using Pearson
correlation and structural equation modeling in SPSS (version 26) and AMOS (version
24).

Findings: Results indicated that the direct effect of insecure attachment on self-injurious
behavior was not significant. However, insecure attachment had significant direct effects
on anhedonia (B=0.299) and negative thought-control strategies (f=0.373), and both
anhedonia (=0.338) and negative thought-control strategies (=0.333) had significant
direct effects on self-injurious behavior. Additionally, the indirect effects of insecure
attachment on self-injurious behavior through anhedonia (B=0.105) and negative
thought-control strategies (p=0.135) were significant.

Conclusion: Overall, the findings indicate that insecure attachment is indirectly
associated with self-injurious behavior in adolescents by increasing anhedonia and
negative thought-control strategies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Borderline personality in adolescents is characterized
by emotional instability, unstable interpersonal
relationships, impulsivity, and identity disturbance.
Contrary to earlier beliefs, these features can be
identified during adolescence as well. Adolescents
with borderline traits often experience intense
emotions, heightened sensitivity to rejection, feelings
of emptiness, and sudden changes in self-concept,
placing them at greater risk for maladaptive
behaviors, particularly  non-suicidal  self-injury
(NSSI). Self-injury is often used as an ineffective
strategy to reduce emotional distress, manage
overwhelming feelings, or escape emotional
numbness.

One of the key factors associated with these behaviors
is insecure attachment. According to attachment
theory, early relationships with caregivers shape an
individual's capacity for emotion regulation and the
development of secure relationships. Adolescents
raised in inconsistent, neglectful, or threatening
environments are more likely to experience fear of
rejection, difficulties in regulating emotions, and
interpersonal problems, which may lead them to
engage in self-injurious behaviors as a means of
coping with emotional distress.

Anhedonia also plays an important role in this
process. Defined as the inability to experience
pleasure or positive emotions, anhedonia can
contribute to feelings of emptiness, reduced
motivation, and social withdrawal. Under such
circumstances, self-injury may serve not only to
alleviate emotional tension but also to escape
emotional numbness and generate a sense of
emotional arousal.

Furthermore, negative thought-control strategies, such
as thought suppression, rumination, excessive worry,
and self-punishment, are associated with the
intensification of negative thoughts and increased
psychological distress, thereby elevating the
likelihood of self-injurious behaviors. Despite
existing evidence, the simultaneous roles of
anhedonia and negative thought-control strategies in
the relationship between insecure attachment and self-
injury have received limited attention. Therefore, the
present study aims to investigate the mediating roles
of these two variables in the relationship between
insecure attachment and self-injurious behaviors
among adolescents.

Methodology

The present study was conducted using a descriptive-
correlational design. The statistical population
consisted of all adolescents attending schools in the
cities of Khoy and Chaypareh during the year 2025-
2026 (1404 in the Iranian calendar). Given the use of
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and the
inclusion of 22 free parameters in the proposed
model, the recommended sample size, based on
Klein’s (2016) guidelines, ranged from 300 to 450
participants.  Accordingly, a sample of 380
adolescents was selected. Participants were recruited
through purposive sampling. Only students with a
history of non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) who scored
above the cutoff point of 60 (raw score = 8) on the
Borderline Personality subscale of the Millon
questionnaire were included in the study. Eligible
participants were identified in schools, informed
consent was obtained, and the research questionnaires
were administered. Participants were assured of the
confidentiality of their responses, the voluntary nature
of participation, and the exclusive use of the collected
data for scientific purposes. Data were analyzed using
Pearson’s correlation coefficient and Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM). Statistical analyses were
conducted using SPSS version 26 and AMOS version
24.

Millon Clinical Multiaxial Inventory-111 (MCMI-
1) — Borderline Personality Scale: A 175-item
true/false test consisting of 28 scales. The borderline
personality subscale includes 16 items, and higher
scores indicate more severe borderline traits. This
scale has demonstrated acceptable validity and
reliability (Sharifi, 2022).

Self-Harm Inventory (SHI): A 22-item true/false
questionnaire designed to assess self-harm behaviors.
Higher scores indicate greater severity and frequency
of self-harm. Its validity and reliability have been
confirmed (Sansone et al., 1998).

Attachment Style Scale (ASS): A 15-item scale
measuring  secure, avoidant, and ambivalent
attachment styles using a five-point Likert scale. The
scale has shown satisfactory validity and reliability
(Hazan & Shaver, 1987).

Snaith—-Hamilton Pleasure Scale (SHAPS): A 14-
item measure designed to assess the ability to
experience pleasure across four domains: social
interaction, sensory experiences, leisure activities, and
food/drinking. It has demonstrated good validity and
reliability (Snaith—Hamilton).

Thought Control Questionnaire (TCQ): A 29-item
instrument assessing strategies for controlling
intrusive thoughts across five dimensions: distraction,




worry, social control, punishment, and reappraisal.
The questionnaire has shown adequate reliability
(Wells & Davies, 1994).

Findings

In this study, the sample consisted of adolescents aged
14 to 18 years, of whom 46.5% were male and 53.5%
were female. The mean age of participants was 16.43
years, and most participants were in the eleventh
grade. Descriptive findings showed that the mean
scores of anhedonia, insecure attachment, negative
thought control strategies, and self-harm behaviors
were 40.06, 31.64, 26.92, and 11.41, respectively.
Before conducting structural equation modeling, the
required assumptions were examined. The results
indicated that the data met the necessary criteria
regarding the absence of outliers, normality,
independence of errors, and lack of multicollinearity
among variables.

The measurement model results showed that the
factor loadings of the indicators were at an acceptable
level, and the model demonstrated a good fit. The
model fit indices, including y*/df = 1.41, GFI=0.979,
AGFI=0.960, CFI=0.951, and RMSEA=0.035,
indicated an appropriate fit between the proposed
model and the collected data.

The structural model findings showed that the direct
effect of insecure attachment on self-harm behaviors
was not significant. However, insecure attachment
had positive and significant effects on anhedonia and
negative thought control strategies. In addition,
anhedonia and negative thought control strategies
directly predicted self-harm behaviors.

Bootstrap analysis revealed that the indirect effect of
insecure attachment on self-harm behaviors through
anhedonia and negative thought control strategies was
significant; therefore, the mediating roles of these
variables were confirmed. Overall, insecure
attachment, along with anhedonia and negative
thought control strategies, explained 25% of the
variance in self-harm behaviors.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the structural model of
the relationship between insecure attachment and self-
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harm behaviors, with the mediating roles of anhedonia
and negative thought control strategies in adolescents
with borderline personality traits. The results showed
that the direct effect of insecure attachment on self-
harm behaviors was not significant; however, insecure
attachment may contribute to self-harm indirectly
through psychological mechanisms such as reduced
pleasure experience and the use of maladaptive
thought control strategies.

The findings indicated that insecure attachment had a
positive and significant relationship with anhedonia.
According to attachment theory, insecure early
relationships contribute to the development of
negative internal working models of the self and
others, reducing individuals’ ability to experience
positive emotions, receive rewards, and enjoy daily
activities. Furthermore, insecure attachment was
positively associated with greater use of negative
thought control strategies, including worry,
rumination, and thought suppression, as these
individuals may experience greater difficulties in
emotion regulation and managing distressing
thoughts.

The results also demonstrated that anhedonia and
negative thought control strategies had positive and
significant effects on self-harm behaviors. Reduced
pleasure experiences may increase feelings of
emptiness and lack of motivation, leading adolescents
to engage in self-harm as a way to alleviate emotional
distress.  Similarly, ineffective thought control
strategies may intensify psychological distress and
increase the likelihood of using self-harm as an
emotion regulation strategy.

Finally, the indirect effects of insecure attachment on
self-harm behaviors through anhedonia and negative
thought control strategies were confirmed. Given the
limitations related to the sample and the use of self-
report measures, future studies are recommended to
use larger and more diverse samples as well as multi-
method assessments. Preventive interventions should

focus on improving emotion regulation skills,
enhancing positive experiences, and modifying
maladaptive thought control strategies among

adolescents.
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