Journal of Psychological Science

Print ISSN: 1735-7462  Online ISSN: 2676-6639

JPS

PSYCHOLOGICALSCIENCE

Homepage: http://www.psychologicalscience.ir

Modeling structural relationships of social cognition with self-harming behaviors adolescent:

mediating_} role of distress tolerance

Afsane Safarpour?

, Mohammad Ghamari?'*', Simin Hosseinian®

1. Ph.D Candidate in Consulting, Science and Research Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: Afsanesafarpour@yahoo.com
2. Associate Professor, Department of Counseling, Abhar Branch, Islamic Azad University, Abhar, Iran. E-mail: mo.ghamari@iau.ac.ir
3. Professor, Department of Counseling, Al-Zahra University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: Hosseinian@Alzahra.ac.ir

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received 27 April 2022
Received in revised form

11 June 2022

Accepted 13 August 2022
Published Online 20
February 2023
Keywords:

Distress tolerance,
Self-injury behaviors,
Social cognition,
Adolescents

Background: Self-injury is a mechanism that adolescents use to protect their fragile self in coping
with the pressures of adolescence. Several studies have indicated that social cognition is involved in
a variety of behavioral problems and mental disorders. Also, studies have shown the mediating role
of distress tolerance in adolescents' tendency to self-injury behaviors. However, no study has been
conducted to examine simultaneously the mediating role of distress tolerance in the relationship
between social cognition and adolescents’ self-injury behaviors.

Aims: the present study aimed to model the structural relationships of social cognition with self-
injury behaviors mediated by adolescent distress tolerance.

Methods: The research method was correlational, structural equations modeling type. The statistical
population of the study included all adolescents aged 14-16 years who were studying in public
schools in Karaj in the academic year of 2020-2021. Among them, 247 were selected using a
convenience sampling method and through virtual networks and were evaluated using Social
Cognition Questionnaires (Nejati et al., 2018), Inventory of Statements about Self-injury (ISAS)
(Klonsky & Glenn, 2009), and the Distress Tolerance Scale (Simons, & Gaher, 2005). Structural
equation method and SPSS23 and Smart PLS3 software were used to analyze the data.

Results: The direct and negative effects of social cognition on self-injury behaviors were significant
(P< 0.05), but the indirect effect of social cognition on self-injury behaviors was not significant. The
direct and negative effects of DISTRESS tolerance on self-injury behaviors were significant
(P<0.02).

Conclusion: According to the results, it can be concluded that distress tolerance and social cognition
are important factors affecting adolescents' self-injury behaviors, so these factors should be
considered in prevention and treatment programs.
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Introduction

Self-injury is a serious and increasing problem of
adolescence and youth periods, which often begins
between the ages of 13 and 14 (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013) and leads to many psychological
and social disorders. It can be associated with many
negative consequences in life (Coppersmith et al.,
2017). Brown and Kimball (2013) argue that people
use self-injury as a way to adapt to emotions. In this
regard, it is assumed that adolescents do these
behaviors to adapt to psychological disorders
(Jacobson et al., 2008). One of the cognitive
characteristics that is crucial in adolescence and can
be effective in responding to social stimuli in various
social contexts is social cognition (Soleimani Rad et
al., 2019), which includes areas such as emotion
processing; social perception, and theory of mind
(Pinkham et al., 2016)

The gap in this ability causes many dysfunctions and
impairments.  People  with  social cognitive
impairments often do not recognize their needs and
cannot adapt their needs to life goals (Dimaggio et al.,
2008), often make mistakes in social exchanges, and
thus face communicative, social, occupational and
academic problems (Kamari et al., 2017). Disruption
in this cognitive ability makes interpersonal and
environmental interactions difficult to form (Quin,
2017). Studies suggest that defect or impairment in
social cognition is associated with problems such as
low mental health (Jamali et al., 2015), low level of
empathy (Nezam & Rezaee, 2019), lack of change in
moral development (Abdolahi, 2019), intermittent
explosive disorder (Soleimani Rad et al., 2019),
social anxiety disorder (Nikoli¢, 2020), obsessive-
compulsive disorder (Jansen et al., 2020), signs of
oppositional disobedience (Pajouhinia et al., 2019),
cognitive-social dysfunction (Dodell-Feder et al.,
2020) and committing a crime (Walters, 2020).
Studies have paid special attention to mediating
variables in emotional behaviors, and have shown the
role of cognitive and emotional variables in
adolescents' tendency to self-injury and other-
harming behaviors (Lewczuk et al., 2021). One of
these variables is distress tolerance. Distress is
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another result of the physical and cognitive processes
of adolescence, and the body's physiological response
to any kind of mental or physical adaptation demand
resulting from it. Distress may be manifested by
emotional representation and is often characterized
by a desire to act, such as aggressively treatment with
self or others to escape the emotional experience
(Simons & Gaher, 2005). People with low distress
tolerance engage in dysregulation behavior in the
wrong attempt to cope with their negative emotions
(Keough et al., 2010) and they may be exposed to a
non-adapted response to distress and its provocative
conditions. Hence, they may try to avoid negative
emotions or related annoying situations (Bernstein et
al., 2009). A number of studies have also indicated
that low distress tolerance is associated with a wide
range of mental health worries and mental disorders
(Gaher et al., 2013; Leyro et al., 2010), such as self-
injury behaviors (Simons et al., 2018; Leen et al.,
2018; Hornor, 2016; Martin, 2015; Bentley et al.,
2014). Also, physicians and researchers have shown
high interest in clarifying the role of variables such as
distress tolerance and distressing states such as
negative emotions and distressing emotions in
various forms of psychological pathology. The results
of several studies indicate the role of this structure as
one of the important factors involved in psychological
vulnerability (McHugh et al., 2014).

Review of previous studies suggests that there are
different motivations and reasons at the individual
and interpersonal level for self-injury in individuals
(Lewis & Santor, 2010). Also, in the last two decades,
the number of international studies on self-injury has
increased and very significant and extensive
information has been obtained about the prevalence,
motivations, and causes of this behavior. However,
very little research has been conducted on self-injury
and there is no complete information about the
processes involved in the formation, continuation and
repetition of this behavior.

Accordingly, owing to increasing interest in health
promotion and prevention programs in schools and
lack of using care services by adolescents with self-
injury behaviors, disagreement on the classification
of this disorder in the diagnostic and statistical guide
of mental disorders, and addressing this disorder for
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the first time in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders-Fifth Edition (DSM-5), the need
for further study of this disorder is being felt. For this
purpose, the present study was conducted to "model
the structural relationships of social cognition with
self-injury behaviors mediated by adolescents’
distress tolerance.

Method

The present study was a structural equation modeling
in terms of collection method and data analysis
method and a descriptive -correlational study in terms
of research type. The statistical population of the
study consisted of all adolescents who were aged 14-
16 years, living in Karaj, and were studying in public
schools in the academic year of 2020-2021. To select
the sample group, the research was conducted online
and through social networks (WhatsApp and
Telegram) by using a convenience sampling method
due to the coronavirus conditions and the absence of
students in the school. Accordingly, among the public
schools of the first-grade high schools in Karaj, 4
schools that announced their readiness to cooperate
were identified. The e-mail address of the Social
Cognition Questionnaire (Nejati et al., 2018), the
Distress Tolerance Scale (Simons & Gaher, 2005)
and the Inventory of Statements about Self-injury
(ISAS) (Klonsky & Glenn, 2009) for 1.5 months was
provided to the students through networks of
WhatsApp and 280 people answered the
questionnaires during this period. The research
inclusion criteria included 14-16 years old age and
informed and written consent to participate in the
research and exclusion criteria included death of one
or both parents, physical disability, incomplete
completion of questionnaires, and lack of answering
to more than 10% of the questionnaires. After
collecting data, and examining the inclusion and
exclusion criteria, as well as eliminating incomplete
questionnaires, finally 247 student questionnaires
were analyzed using SPSS-23 and Smart PLS3
software.

Results
Descriptive indices of research variables showed that

the mean and standard deviation in the social
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cognition variable is 73.59 (8.47), mean and standard
deviation of distress tolerance is 38.91 (13.75) and
mean and standard deviation of self-injury behaviors
is 135.79 (30.72) (Table 1). The Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test was used to test the hypothesis of
normality of the research data. The results showed
that the significance level of the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test for all research indicators is less than
0.05. The correlation matrix between the research
variables in Table 1 shows that there is a significant
negative correlation between self-injury behaviors
and social cognition and its components (self-
awareness, recognizing educational threat, and
perceiving social environment) and distress tolerance.
To examine the research results, using PLS-SEM, the
conceptual model of the research was examined to
use the test results to examine the relationships
between research variables, model reliability and
quality. In the Smart PLS model, to examine the
model fit, sum squared error (SSE) prediction for
each block of latent variables and (1 — SSE / SS0) and
CV-COM were calculated. If the CV-COM index of
latent variables is positive, the measurement model
will have adequate quality. According to the findings
of Table 2, CV-COM index of the latent variables is
positive for all structures and SRMR index
(standardized root mean squared residual) was
reported at 0.078 that is less than 0.08. It indicates that
the empirical data confirm the generality of the
theoretical model, and the measurement model has an
adequate quality.

After confirming its adequacy, reliability and
validity, the direct, indirect and total effects of social
cognition and distress tolerance on adolescents' self-
injury behaviors were examined. According to the
findings of Table 3, the direct effect of social
cognition (P<0.05, B = -0.133) and the total effect
(sum of direct and indirect effects) on self-injury
behaviors (P <0.05, = -0.124) b) is significant.
However, the indirect effect of social cognition
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through distress tolerance (f=0.008, P<0.05) on self-
injury behaviors is not significant. The results also
show that the direct effect of stress tolerance (P<0.01,
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=-0.241) on self-injury behaviors is negatively
significant.

Table 1. Results of examining the correlation between social cognition, distress tolerance and self-injury behaviors

1 2 3 4 5 6 M SD
1. Social cognition 1 73/59 8/47
2. Self-cognition 0/862™ 1 23/59 3/43
3. Brain reading 0/828™  0/566™" 1 23/12 3/18
4. Recognizing the educational threat ~ 0/738™  0/529™  0/456™ 1 15/08 2/32
5. Perceiving the social environment ~ 0/688™  0/493™  0/486™  0/390™" 1 11/78 1/68
6. Distress tolerance -0/017 -0/030 -0/064 0/080 -0/016 1 38/91 13/75
7. Self-injury behaviors -0/154 -0/158" -0/064 -0/131"  -0/154" -0/325™" 135/79 30/72
**P<0.01 *P<0.05
Table 2. Examining CV-COM index of latent variables
Variable SSO SSE 1-SSE/SSo
Distress tolerance 247 239/491 0/043
Self-injury behaviors 247 192/802 0/219
Table 3. Direct, indirect and total effects
Paths S.E B t Sig
Total effect
Social cognition — Self-injury behaviors 0/058 -0/124 2/144 0/033
Social cognition—Distress tolerance 0/081 -0/034 0/426 0/671
Distress tolerance—Self-injury behaviors 0/058 -0/241 4/147 0/0001
Direct effect
Social cognition — Self-injury behaviors 0/053 -0/133 2/502 0/012
Social cognition— Distress tolerance 0/081 -0/034 0/426 0/671
Distress tolerance —Self-injury behaviors 0/058 -0/241 4/147 0/0001
Indirect effect
Social cognition — Distress tolerance —Self-injury behaviors 0/02 0/008 0/416 0/677

Table 4. Explaining the level of variance
R2 rate
Distress tolerance
Self-injury behaviors

0/064
0/239

The results of Table 4 show that the level of variance
of the developed model that can be explained by the
criterion variable. It shows that the proposed model
can explain 6% of the variance of distress tolerance
and 24% of the variance of self-injury behaviors.

Conclusion

The present study was conducted with the aim of
modelling the structural relationships of social
cognition with self-injury behaviors mediated by
adolescents’ distress tolerance. The first result of the
study showed a significant direct and negative
relationship between social cognition and self-injury
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behaviors. Regarding the obtained results, we can
refer to the results of studies that show impairment or
dysfunction in social cognition is associated with
problems such as low mental health (Jamali et al.,
2014), lack of transformation in moral development
(Abdolahi, 2019), intermittent explosive disorder
(Soleimani Rad et al., 2019), social anxiety disorder
(Nikolic, 2020), signs of oppositional disobedience
(Pajouhiniaet al., 2019), cognitive-social dysfunction
(Dodell-Feder et al., 2020). In explaining this result,
it can be stated that in social cognition, stimuli related
to understanding factors and their interactions are
processed (Happé et al., 2017). In general, social
cognition includes the ability to maintain interactions,
build relationships, understand each other, and work
with each other, and it is a key determinant of
performance outcomes (Billeke et al., 2013). It is also
involved in a variety of abnormal behaviors and
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mental disorders. Since social information processing
is the main determining factor in aggressive behaviors
and social cognition is the basis of social information
processing and solving social problems (Serin &
Brown, 2005), aggressive behavior such as self-injury
is due to a lack of social cognition.

The second results of the study revealed a significant
direct and negative relationship between distress
tolerance and self-injury behaviors. The results of this
study are consistent with the results of the studies
conducted by Leen et al. (2018); Hornor (2016);
Ghorbankhani & Salehi (2022); Martin (2015) and
support the relationship between distress tolerance
and self-injury behaviors. The results of these studies
show that people who have lower distress tolerance
develop dysregulation behaviors in an incorrect
attempt to cope with their negative emotions and thus
relieve emotional pain. Self-injury behaviors are
considered as a destructive behavior as a non-adapted
yet effective strategy for regulating the emotions
(Nock, 2004), so that it leads to relief from the
distress and turmoil caused by negative emotions
(Ford & Gomez, 2016). Some studies have indicated
that when people are exposed to stress, one of the
negative strategies they use to regulate their emotions
in these situations is the search for immediate
pleasure such as self-injury to change their mood,
especially in people with low distress tolerance
(Faravani et al., 2019).

People with low distress tolerance levels try to cope
with negative emotions, engage in non-adapted and
deviant behaviors, and try to reduce their emotional
pain by using destructive behaviors such as self-
injury. Emotion-based coping strategies, such as self-
injury behaviors, may cause people to quickly escape
their negative emotions, but they can increase people
problems over time. However, this strategy is
considered a suitable strategy by people who have
low distress tolerance (Shakeri et al., 2020). In
general, the results of this study indicate that when
adolescents and young people are unable to
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successfully overcome crises and transformational
conflicts and unfavorable personal and behavioral
factors, they will be unable to overcome crises, so
they will experience psychological distress, a
significant disruption in the normal course of daily
life and emotional, social and cognitive aspects,
which will result in personality disorders. Limitations
in the population and the sample and thus
impossibility of generalizing the results to
adolescents in cities and other age groups, and the
conditions caused by the coronavirus and school
closures were among the limitations of the present
study. It is recommended for future studies to increase
the age range of adolescents, investigate clinical and
non-clinical groups simultaneously, and compare the
results. It is also recommended to use strategies to
increase social cognition and reduce distress
tolerance in the treatment of problems of self-injury
adolescents.
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