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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Marijuana smoking among adolescent girls is a multifactorial
phenomenon shaped by emotional and cognitive vulnerabilities, family relationships, social
pressures, and spiritual resources, while cessation may involve substantial psychological and
interpersonal challenges. This study aimed to analyze the lived experiences of adolescent girls with
a history of marijuana smoking addiction regarding factors contributing to initiation, maintenance
and relapse, challenges of cessation, and protective capacities relevant to the development of
preventive interventions.

Methodology: This applied qualitative study employed thematic analysis. Participants were
adolescent girls aged 14-18 years living in Isfahan, Iran, with a history of marijuana smoking, who
were recruited through purposive sampling until data saturation was achieved. Data were collected
through in-depth semi-structured interviews. All interviews were audio-recorded with permission,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed concurrently with data collection according to Braun and
Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis procedure, including familiarization with the data, generation

of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and

producing the final report.
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Adolescent Girls with Marijuana the psychological process of initiation, maintenance, and relapse; psychological protective
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responsibility emerged as key protective resources.

Conclusion: Adolescent girls’ marijuana use and its persistence arise from the complex interaction
of emotional, cognitive, familial, social, and spiritual factors rather than from insufficient drug-
related knowledge alone. Culturally grounded, multidimensional interventions integrating emotion-
regulation and life-skills training with family and social support and spiritual-Islamic resources
may strengthen prevention, reduce relapse risk, and facilitate successful cessation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Adolescence is a critical developmental period
characterized by substantial biological, cognitive,
emotional, and social changes. During this stage,
identity formation, increasing autonomy, heightened
sensitivity to peer evaluation, emotional fluctuations,
and experimentation with new experiences may
increase vulnerability to risk-taking behaviors,
including substance use. Marijuana use among
adolescents is particularly important because initiation
during this developmental period may become
embedded in broader patterns of emotional coping,
interpersonal relationships, and behavioral regulation.
Evidence indicates that adolescent substance use
cannot be explained by a single causal factor; rather, it
emerges through the interaction of individual
vulnerabilities, family relationships, peer influences,
school and social environments, and protective
psychological resources (Nawi et al, 2021).
Accordingly, understanding marijuana use among
adolescent girls requires attention not only to the
pharmacological properties of the substance but also
to the psychological and social meanings attached to
its initiation, continuation, cessation, and relapse.

Adolescents may underestimate the potential harms
associated with cannabis, particularly when its use is
normalized within peer networks or social media
environments. Research on adolescents’ cannabis
knowledge and risk perception has demonstrated that
misconceptions about cannabis and reduced
perceptions of harm may contribute to more
permissive attitudes toward its use (Harrison et al.,
2024). This issue is especially concerning because
adolescence is a period of continuing brain
development. Neuroimaging research has associated
adolescent cannabis use with structural and functional
differences in neural systems involved in executive
control, memory, reward processing, and emotional
functioning (Lichenstein et al., 2022). Reviews have
further emphasized that adverse mental health and
addiction-related outcomes may vary according to
developmental stage and patterns of exposure (Kaur et
al., 2022), while more recent evidence highlights the
potential consequences of cannabis use for the
developing adolescent brain and  associated
psychological functioning (Ricci et al., 2026).

Among the psychological mechanisms associated
with substance use, emotion regulation appears
particularly  important.  Adolescents are  still
developing their capacity to recognize, tolerate,

express, and modify intense emotional states (van
Lissa, 2022). Neurodevelopmental evidence similarly
indicates that the systems involved in emotion
regulation undergo considerable maturation during
adolescence and emerging adulthood (Pozzi et al.,
2021). When adaptive emotion-regulation capacities
are insufficient, substances may be used to escape,
suppress, or temporarily alleviate distress. Meta-
analytic evidence supports a robust association
between emotion-regulation difficulties and substance
use (Stellern et al, 2023; Weiss et al., 2022).
Specifically, research concerning cannabis use among
young people has identified emotional dysregulation
as an important correlate of initiation and
maintenance, with cannabis sometimes functioning as
a maladaptive strategy for managing negative affect
(Fleury et al., 2026). Iranian studies have similarly
identified difficulties in emotion regulation,
ineffective coping, emotional self-control, negative
emotions, self-efficacy, and resilience as important
variables associated with adolescents’ vulnerability to
substance use (Atadokht & Motlagh, 2024; Sabzevari et
al., 2022; Sanaz et al., 2020; Sedigheh et al., 2020).

Family and social environments represent additional
layers of influence. Poor family relationships,
inadequate emotional support, conflict, ineffective
monitoring, and low family quality of life may
increase adolescent vulnerability, whereas supportive
relationships and effective communication may
function protectively (Khansari et al., 2025). At the
same time, peer pressure, association with substance-
using friends, the desire for social acceptance, and
exposure to permissive representations of substance
use in digital environments may normalize marijuana
consumption. Research on adolescents’ risky
behaviors also suggests that problematic engagement
with cyberspace may interact with cognitive emotion-
regulation processes and contribute to behavioral
vulnerability (Jashnani et al., 2023). These findings
underscore the need for prevention programs that
address interpersonal and environmental factors rather
than relying exclusively on education about drug-
related harms.

Evidence concerning prevention supports
multidimensional, skills-based approaches. School-
based interventions that incorporate coping skills,
decision-making, social competence, resistance to
peer pressure, and resilience have demonstrated
preventive potential (Celik & Ulusoy, 2023; Chae & Kim,
2026; Said et al., 2026). lranian research has likewise
supported the development of school-based
educational packages tailored to adolescents’ needs
(Ahmadi & Narimani, 2024). Emotion-regulation




training has also been shown to reduce addiction
readiness among adolescents at elevated risk
(Chaleshtari et al., 2021), while broader psychological
interventions can improve  emotion-regulation
capacities among young people (Moltrecht et al., 2021).
Mindfulness-based approaches may further contribute
by strengthening emotional awareness, distress
tolerance, and non-reactive responding (Hammond et
al., 2026; Hosseinzadeh, 2026). However, systematic
reviews have shown that the effectiveness of
preventive  interventions  varies  considerably
according to program content, context, intensity, and
population characteristics (Patnode et al., 2020; Tinner
et al, 2022; Tremblay et al, 2020). Similarly,
psychological and online interventions targeting
cannabis use have shown promising but
heterogeneous effects (Beneria et al., 2022; Bou Nassif et
al., 2023). These findings reinforce the importance of
culturally responsive and needs-based intervention
development (Bo et al., 2023).

Spirituality and religiosity may constitute another
protective domain, particularly in culturally and
religiously embedded populations. Iranian studies
have associated religious orientation and beliefs with
greater self-control, resilience, spiritual health, and
lower vulnerability to substance use (Heydari et al.,
2022; Heydari, 2021; Nasrin et al., 2023). Spiritual well-
being has also been linked to emotional and
psychological well-being (Eidi & Vafa, 2021), while
spiritual vitality may contribute to psychological
security and adaptive functioning (Dortaj &
Allahkarami, 2025). International evidence similarly
indicates that religiosity and spirituality can provide
sources of meaning, hope, emotional support,
behavioral regulation, and resilience among
adolescents and young people (Aggarwal et al., 2023;
Mannion et al., 2026; Mohammad & Banse, 2023;
Papanikolopoulos & Kaprinis, 2022). Reviews focused on
addictive behaviors have also suggested potentially
protective associations between spirituality or
religiosity and different forms of substance-related or
addictive behavior (Buja et al, 2024; Campos &
Rodrigues, 2022; Dossi et al, 2022), with recent
longitudinal meta-analytic evidence supporting an
inverse association between spirituality and harmful
alcohol or other drug use (Koh et al., 2026). Despite
this growing literature, limited qualitative evidence is
available regarding how Iranian adolescent girls with
lived experience of marijuana smoking themselves
understand the emotional, familial, social, and
spiritual processes underlying initiation, continued
use, cessation, and relapse. Therefore, this study
aimed to analyze the lived experiences of adolescent
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girls with a history of marijuana smoking addiction
regarding factors contributing to use, psychological
processes underlying maintenance and relapse,
challenges of cessation, and psychological, familial,
social, and spiritual protective capacities relevant to
addiction prevention.

Methodology

This applied study employed a qualitative design
based on thematic analysis. The study population
consisted of adolescent girls aged 14-18 years living
in Isfahan, Iran, who had a history of smoking
marijuana and were not receiving psychological or
pharmacological treatment specifically related to
substance use at the time of recruitment. Participants
were selected through purposive sampling to ensure
that individuals with sufficiently rich and relevant
experiences of the phenomenon were included.
Sampling and data collection continued until no
substantively new concepts emerged from the
interviews and thematic saturation was achieved.

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured
interviews conducted in a private and supportive
environment. The interview guide included open-
ended questions concerning the participants’ first
experiences of marijuana use, reasons for initiation,
emotional  states  surrounding  use, family
relationships, peer influences, social and media
factors, processes contributing to continued use,
experiences of attempts to quit, relapse triggers,
coping strategies, perceived sources of support, and
their views regarding the content required for an
effective addiction-prevention program. Follow-up
probes were used to deepen participants’ descriptions
and clarify the meaning of their experiences.
Interviews lasted approximately 45-75 minutes, were
audio-recorded with permission, and were transcribed
verbatim.

Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data
collection. The analytic process involved repeated
familiarization with the interview transcripts,
generation of initial codes, comparison and
consolidation of conceptually similar  codes,
development of basic concepts and organizing
themes, review and refinement of themes, and
identification and definition of overarching themes.
Continuous comparison across interviews was used to
ensure that the final thematic structure adequately
represented both common patterns and meaningful
variations in participants’ experiences. Ethical
principles included voluntary participation, informed
written consent from participants and their parents or
legal guardians, confidentiality —of  personal
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information, the right to withdraw at any stage, and
the use of participant codes rather than names in
reporting the findings.

Findings

The thematic analysis generated 46 basic concepts
that were ultimately organized into five overarching
themes: (1) individual and emotional vulnerabilities
underlying the tendency toward marijuana use, (2)
family and social factors contributing to marijuana
use, (3) the psychological process of initiation,
maintenance, and relapse, (4) psychological protective
capacities involved in prevention and cessation, and
(5) spiritual and Islamic protective capacities in
addiction prevention.

The first theme showed that emotional vulnerability
was central to participants’ experiences. Difficulties
identifying, expressing, and regulating emotions;
anxiety; loneliness; rumination; low self-esteem;
negative self-perceptions; hopelessness; poor self-
control; and avoidant coping patterns commonly
preceded or accompanied marijuana use. Participants
frequently described marijuana not simply as a
recreational substance but as a means of temporarily
escaping  psychological  distress.  Short-term
experiences of calmness or emaotional relief reinforced
repeated use and reduced motivation to seek healthier
coping strategies.

The second theme concerned family and social
influences. Family conflict, parental separation, loss
of a parent, emotional distance, inadequate support,
critical or punitive reactions, and unmet emotional
needs were prominent experiences. Some participants
perceived family responses after discovery of their
substance use as focused primarily on blame,
punishment, or family reputation rather than
understanding their emotional difficulties. This
contributed to mistrust, isolation, and stronger
reliance on peers. Peer pressure, friendships with
marijuana users, desire for group acceptance, easy
access to marijuana, and social media representations
portraying marijuana as harmless or calming also
facilitated initiation and continued use.

The third theme represented a psychological cycle of
consumption. Negative emotional states and stressful
experiences commonly preceded marijuana use, while
temporary relief served as reinforcement. Repetition
gradually created a perceived connection between
stress and the need to smoke marijuana. Participants
described increasingly believing that they could not
tolerate anxiety, loneliness, sadness, or intrusive
thoughts without using the substance. During

cessation attempts, renewed negative emotions,
craving, contact with substance-using peers,
insufficient family support, feelings of failure, and the
absence of effective coping skills emerged as
important relapse triggers.

The fourth theme involved psychological protective
capacities. Self-awareness, emotion-regulation skills,
stress  management, problem-solving, decision-
making, assertiveness, self-expression, distress
tolerance, cognitive restructuring, self-efficacy, and
resilience were viewed as important resources for
prevention and successful cessation. Participants also
identified writing about emotions, exercise,
relaxation, breathing exercises, talking with trusted
individuals, and participating in counseling or group
sessions as useful alternatives to substance use. Being
listened to without judgment and receiving
professional empathy were described as particularly
important in strengthening motivation for change.

The fifth theme concerned spiritual and Islamic
resources. Participants referred to prayer, religious
practices, trust in God, hope in divine mercy, spiritual
meaning, human dignity, moral responsibility, and
religious identity as potential sources of emotional
calm, self-control, resilience, and motivation for
recovery. Spirituality was experienced not merely as
religious ritual but as a means of restoring hope,
constructing meaning, strengthening personal worth,
and maintaining commitment to a healthier lifestyle.
These five themes provided the conceptual foundation
for an integrated prevention framework combining
emotion-regulation training, life skills, cognitive
restructuring, family and social support, and spiritual-
Islamic capacities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that marijuana smoking
among adolescent girls is embedded within a complex
network of emotional, cognitive, interpersonal,
familial, social, and spiritual experiences. The
participants’ accounts suggest that marijuana use
frequently served a functional psychological purpose:
it provided immediate but temporary relief from
distress. This short-term emotional relief appeared to
reinforce continued use and gradually transformed
marijuana into a habitual coping strategy.
Consequently, cessation became difficult not only
because of craving or accessibility but also because
quitting removed an established method of managing
painful emotions without necessarily replacing it with
an adaptive alternative.




Family relationships and peer environments were also
central to this process. Emotional disconnection from
family members, criticism, conflict, and inadequate
support increased the participants’ sense of isolation,
whereas peer groups sometimes provided belonging
while simultaneously facilitating substance use. These
findings suggest that prevention efforts directed
exclusively at adolescents may be insufficient.
Effective interventions should also strengthen family
communication, reduce punitive reactions, educate
parents about emotional support, and help adolescents
develop strategies for resisting peer pressure and
restructuring risky social networks.

The identification of psychological protective
capacities indicates that prevention and cessation
programs should move beyond information-based
drug education. Adolescents need practical
competencies for recognizing emotions, tolerating
distress, solving problems, making decisions under
pressure, communicating assertively, and maintaining
self-efficacy during setbacks. Relapse should also be
addressed as a process associated with identifiable
emotional and interpersonal triggers rather than
simply as treatment failure.
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A distinctive finding was the perceived protective
value of spiritual and Islamic resources. For many
participants, spirituality was connected with hope,
dignity, responsibility, self-control, and meaning
rather than merely ritual observance. Therefore,
culturally appropriate interventions may benefit from
integrating evidence-based psychological skills with
spiritual resources in a manner that is supportive, non-
coercive, developmentally appropriate, and responsive
to individual beliefs.

Overall, the study indicates that adolescent girls’
marijuana smoking is best understood as a
multidimensional phenomenon in which emotional
dysregulation, family difficulties, social pressure, and
maladaptive coping interact over time. Conversely,
emotion-regulation skills, resilience, self-efficacy,
supportive relationships, professional assistance, and
spiritual resources can interrupt this cycle. The
findings provide a qualitative foundation for
developing culturally grounded, integrated addiction-
prevention interventions for Iranian adolescent girls
that simultaneously address risk factors and
strengthen  psychological, familial, social, and
spiritual protective capacities.
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