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Abstract

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between suicidal ideation, self-differentiation, and
cognitive flexibility in female students. This research employed a descriptive correlational design. The
statistical population included all female high school students in the second stage of secondary education
in Urmia during the 2021-2022 academic year (N = 1,214). From this population, a sample of 150
students was selected through multi-stage cluster sampling. Participants completed the Suicidal Ideation
Questionnaire (Kate, 1984), the Differentiation of Self Inventory (Skowron & Friedlander, 2003), and
the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010). Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation coefficients and multiple regression analysis. The results of the multiple regression indicated
that both self-differentiation and cognitive flexibility negatively predicted suicidal ideation among
female students (p < .05).
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Suicide is one of the most serious public health issues and suicidal ideation is widely regarded as a major
indicator of individuals' mental well-being (Basharpoor & Samadifard, 2018). According to the World
Health Organization (2012), suicide is the 13th leading cause of death worldwide and the third among
individuals aged 14 to 34 (Emad & Hadianfard, 2019). Suicide is typically defined as self-inflicted harm
with the intention to end one’s life (Hausman, Meffert, Mosich, & Heinz, 2019). Shneidman, a pioneer
in suicidology, described it as a conscious act of self-destruction rooted in multidimensional
psychological pain and a perceived lack of alternatives (Miranda et al., 2018). Suicidal ideation includes
a wide range of thoughts from vague death wishes to concrete plans (Mahmoodi et al., 2018).
Adolescents, particularly girls, are especially vulnerable due to biological, emotional, and social
transitions that may overwhelm their coping capacities (Hidarisharaf et al., 2016). Among psychological
factors linked to suicide, self-differentiation plays a significant role. Defined as the ability to balance
emotional and intellectual functioning as well as intimacy and autonomy, it includes four dimensions:
emotional reactivity, “I” position, emotional cutoff, and fusion with others (Eskandari et al., 2016).
Lower levels of self-differentiation are associated with greater emotional dependence, anxiety, and
psychological vulnerability (Momeni & Alikhani, 2013). Studies have shown a negative correlation
between self-differentiation and suicidal ideation (Vaghee et al., 2017; Jankowski et al., 2011).
Another relevant factor is cognitive flexibility, the ability to adapt thinking and behavior in response
to changing environmental demands (Ghodrati Mirkoohi et al., 2017). Individuals with low cognitive
flexibility may struggle to disengage from unhelpful thoughts, increasing suicide risk (Lai et al., 2018).
Research has consistently shown a negative relationship between cognitive flexibility and suicidal
ideation (Sadri Damirchi et al., 2019; Heidarinejad et al., 2020; MacPherson et al., 2021). Given the
rising rates of suicide among adolescent girls and the protective roles of these variables, this study aims
to examine the predictive roles of self-differentiation and cognitive flexibility in suicidal ideation among

high school female students.

Methodology

This applied, descriptive-correlational study investigated whether self-differentiation and cognitive
flexibility predict suicidal ideation in female students. The population consisted of all female students
in the second stage of public secondary schools in Urmia during the 2021-2022 academic year (N =
1,214). Based on Green’s (1991) rule (cited in Motamed & Zamani, 2017) and to enhance statistical
power (Hooman, 2018), a sample of 150 students (mean age = 17) was selected through multi-stage
cluster sampling. Inclusion criteria included being a female high school student and providing informed

consent; those unwilling or with incomplete responses were excluded. Ethical principles were upheld,
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and confidentiality was ensured. Instruments included the 13-item Adolescent Suicidal Ideation
Questionnaire (Keith, 1984; a = .68), the 45-item Differentiation of Self Inventory—Revised (Skowron
& Friedlander, 1998; a =.76), and the 20-item Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal,
2010; a =.79). Due to COVID-19, questionnaires were distributed via Telegram and WhatsApp. Data

analysis was conducted using SPSS v23 with descriptive statistics and stepwise multiple regression.

Result and Discussion

To ensure the validity of the multiple regression analysis, key assumptions—error independence,
normality, and homogeneity of variance—were tested. The Durbin-Watson statistics for self-
differentiation (2.06) and cognitive flexibility (2.27) confirmed error independence. The Kolmogorov—
Smirnov test indicated normal distributions for both predictors (p = .200), and Levene’s test confirmed
equal variances.

Descriptive analysis showed that the mean scores were 2.11 (SD = 3.02) for suicidal ideation, 154.42
(SD = 8.05) for self-differentiation, and 112.02 (SD = 8.87) for cognitive flexibility. Pearson’s
correlations revealed significant negative associations between suicidal ideation and both self-
differentiation (r =—.578, p <.01) and cognitive flexibility (r =—.780, p <.01).

Regression analysis (enter method) showed that both predictors significantly and negatively
predicted suicidal ideation: self-differentiation (f =—.51, t =—-5.88, p < .001) and cognitive flexibility
(B=-76,t=-9.25, p <.05), explaining 33% of the variance (R? = .33).

These results confirm the study’s hypotheses. Higher self-differentiation—linked to emotional
independence and a coherent self-concept—correlates with reduced suicide risk, consistent with prior
research (e.g., Vaghee et al., 2017; Fayaz & Arefi, 2014). Conversely, emotionally reactive and
dependent individuals are more vulnerable to stress and suicidal ideation (Momeni & Alikhani, 2013).

Similarly, greater cognitive flexibility is associated with better coping, tolerance of ambiguity, and
adaptive emotion regulation, protecting against suicidal thoughts (Sadri Damirchi et al., 2019; Ram et
al., 2019). In contrast, cognitive rigidity hinders problem-solving and increases vulnerability.

In summary, self-differentiation and cognitive flexibility are key psychological buffers that can

inform early preventive efforts and school-based interventions targeting adolescent mental health.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that self-differentiation and cognitive flexibility are significant negative
predictors of suicidal ideation among female high school students. These findings highlight the
importance of enhancing adolescents’ emotional independence and flexible thinking to reduce suicide

risk. Students with lower self-differentiation may be more emotionally reactive and dependent on others,
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while those with low cognitive flexibility may struggle to adapt and resolve problems effectively—both
increasing vulnerability to suicidal thoughts.

Like most correlational studies, this research faces limitations regarding causal inference and
generalizability. The focus on female students in public schools limits the application of results to male
populations or other educational settings.

Nonetheless, the findings underscore the need for early school-based interventions that promote
psychological resilience. It is recommended that school counselors and mental health professionals
implement training programs aimed at improving students’ self-differentiation and cognitive flexibility

as protective factors against suicidal ideation.
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