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The present study was conducted to investigate the -effectiveness of
mentalization-based therapy on reducing self-harming behaviors and emotional
distress in adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors. The current study was a
Semi-experimental application with a pre-test-post-test design with a control
group and a two-month follow-up period. The statistical population of the
present study consisted of adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors who
referred to education counseling centers in Isfahan in the academic year 2023-
2024. In this research, 36 adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors were
selected by purposeful sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups (18 adolescent in the experimental group and 18 adolescent in
the control group). The adolescent in the experimental group received the
mentalization-based therapy during eight weeks in eight 90-minute sessions.
Self-Harm Behaviors Questionnaire (SHBQ) and Emotional Distress
Questionnaire (EDQ) were used in the present study. The data were analyzed
through mixed ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc test via SPSS23 software. The
results showed that mentalization-based therapy has significant effect on the
self-harming behaviors (p<0.0001) and emotional distress (p<0.0001) in
adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors. Based on the findings of the
research, it can be concluded that the treatment based on mentalization can be
used as an efficient method to reduce self-harming behaviors and emotional
distress in adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors by applying
mentalization exercises through strengthening intimacy, trust, empathy and
understanding in the group and family, practicing understanding the thoughts
and feelings of oneself and others, recognizing and dealing with the symptoms
of anxiety and depression.
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4. Mixed variance analysis
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The Effectiveness of Mentalization-Based Therapy on Reducing Self-Harming Behaviors
and Emotional Distress in Adolescent Girls with Self-Harming Behaviors

Extended Abstract

Aim

The prevailing view is that most people go through adolescence and its associated unstable psychological and
emotional state in good health, but studies conducted in the last decade show that the number of adolescents who
carry signs of behavioral or emotional pathology is increasing day by day (Haghish, 2025). During this period,
adolescents are faced with numerous stressors that expose them to abnormal behaviors (Lu et al., 2024). One of
the destructive behaviors that adolescents commit as a result of internal and external stressors is self-harming
behaviors (Edwards et al., 2024). Research on self-injurious behaviors in adolescents has shown that these
behaviors are associated with female gender, low self-esteem in girls, illicit drug use, smoking, bullying, low
socioeconomic status, and friendships of individuals with self-injurious behaviors (Goldman-Mellor et al., 2023).
In the field of pathological psychology, self-injurious behaviors have historically been considered a symptom of
some mental disorders such as borderline personality disorder and impulse control and conduct disorders
(Szewczuk-Bogustawska et al., 2018). The occurrence of self-harming behaviors in adolescents causes them to
face emotional turmoil. However, the occurrence of emotional turmoil and low distress tolerance can also be a
factor in the occurrence of self-harming behaviors (Azizi and Zarei, 2023). Emotional turmoil is characterized by
symptoms such as low mood, anxiety, depression, and other psychiatric conditions (Abdozadeh et al., 2020).
According to this the present study was conducted to investigate the effectiveness of mentalization-based therapy
on reducing self-harming behaviors and emotional distress in adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors.
Methodology

The current study was a experimental application with a pre-test-post-test design with a control group and a two-
month follow-up period. The statistical population of the present study consisted of adolescent girls with self-
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harming behaviors who referred to education counseling centers in Isfahan in the academic year 2023-2024. In
this research, 36 adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors were selected by purposeful sampling and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (18 adolescent in the experimental group and 18
adolescent in the control group). The adolescent in the experimental group received the mentalization-based
(Batman, Fonagy, 2016) therapy during eight weeks in eight 90-minute sessions. Self-Harm Behaviors
Questionnaire (SHBQ) (Klonsky, Glenn, 2009) and Emotional Distress Questionnaire (EDQ) (Kessler et al,
2002) were used in the present study. The data were analyzed through mixed ANOVA via SPSS23 software. The
reason for using mixed variance analysis was that in this research there were two experimental and control
groups, each of which was measured in three stages (pre-test, post-test and follow-up).

Results

The results showed that mentalization-based therapy has significant effect on the self-harming behaviors
(F=74.97; Eta=0.68; P<0.001) and emotional distress (F=27.18; Eta=0.41; P<0.001) in adolescent girls with self-
harming behaviors. In this way, this intervention was able to lead to a significant decrease in the average scores
of self-harming behaviors and emotional distress in the adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors. These
results remained stable in the follow-up phase. These results indicate that the mentalization-based therapy can
significantly change the average self-harming behaviors and emotional distress in the adolescent girls with self-
harming behaviors in the two stages of post-test and follow-up.

Analysis of mixed variance analysis for examining within and between group effects on self-harming behaviors and
emotional distress variables.

variables Sum of df Means F Sig Partial Eta Observed
Squares Square Squared Power

Factorl 116.24 2 58.12 15.71 <.0.001 0.31 1

self-harming Groups 551.25 1 551.25 27.81 <.0.001 0.45 1

behaviors Factor*group 178.90 2 89.45 24.18 <.0.001 0.41 1
error 251.51 68 3.69

Factorl 406.01 2 203 49.60 <.0.001 0.59 1

emotional Groups 2455.78 1 2455.78 28.32 <.0.001 0.45 1

distress Factor*group 613.68 2 306.84 74.97 <.0.001 0.68 1
error 278.29 68 4.09

Conclusion

The results showed that mentalization-based therapy had a significant effect on self-harming behaviors and
emotional disturbance in adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors. The present finding was consistent with
the results of previous studies. As Basharpoor and Einy (2020) reported that mentalization-based therapy leads to
a reduction in emotional dysregulation and impulsivity in veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder. Also, Haj
Mohammad Hoseini et al. (2021) found in their research results that mentalization-based therapy is effective in
reducing symptoms of borderline personality disorder and depression in women. In foreign studies, Jorgensen et
al. (2021) also confirmed the effectiveness of mentalization-based therapy on improving emotional and cognitive
processing in adolescents with borderline personality disorder. Based on the findings of the research, it can be
concluded that the treatment based on mentalization can be used as an efficient method to reduce self-harming
behaviors and emotional distress in adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors by applying mentalization
exercises through strengthening intimacy, trust, empathy and understanding in the group and family, practicing
understanding the thoughts and feelings of oneself and others, recognizing and dealing with the symptoms of
anxiety and depression. As mentalization-based therapy, by using mindfulness cues and mindfulness activities,
increases efficient emotional and mental processing in these individuals (Jergensen et al, 2021). The formation
of such a process through mentalization-based therapy during treatment allows self-harming adolescent girls to
better understand their emotional and behavioral issues and problems and to open their minds to understanding
the disturbing feelings that lead to behavioral problems. This process causes the disturbing feelings resulting
from the problems to no longer bother the self-harming adolescents in the same way as before, and thus self-
harming behaviors in these adolescents are reduced. In addition, mentalization-based therapy helps self-harming
adolescent girls to recognize their own and others' current feelings, realize the importance of social and family
relationships, and acquire the ability to understand their own and others' feelings, thereby enabling them to
establish relationships based on shared and adaptive feelings with others and reduce their level of emotional



distress (Steinmair et al, 2021). On the other hand, mentalization-based therapy increases the psychological and
emotional flexibility of self-harming adolescent girls during its sessions. Increasing psychological and emotional
flexibility prevents them from falling into the trap of negative emotions and feelings, and when such emotions
arise, they can demonstrate a measured emotional, affective, and behavioral performance, and as a result, their
emotional distress is reduced.

The limited scope of the study to adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors referring to counseling centers and
psychological services of the Education and Training Department of Isfahan city, the lack of control of
environmental, family, and social variables affecting self-harming behaviors and emotional turmoil of adolescent
girls with self-harming behaviors, the lack of use of random sampling method, and the lack of holding a long
follow-up phase (six months and one year) were some of the limitations of the present study. It is suggested that
in order to increase the generalizability, at the research level, this study be conducted in cities and regions and
communities with different cultures, other age groups, other girls' communities, such as girls who are victims of
domestic violence, girls with addicted parents, controlling the mentioned factors, and implementing a longer
follow-up phase. With regard to the mentalization-based treatment of self-harming behaviors and emotional
turmoil in adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors, it is suggested that mentalization-based treatment be
provided at a practical level by preparing scientific brochures and booklets to counselors, psychologists, and
therapists at counseling centers (especially counseling centers of the Education Department) so that they can take
practical steps using the content of this intervention to reduce self-harming behaviors and reduce emotional
turmoil in adolescent girls with self-harming behaviors. It is also suggested that counseling experts and managers
of counseling centers of the Education Department, in cooperation with the Deputy for Education and the Deputy
for Regional Education, identify these adolescents and also find the underlying causes of such a process,
considering the ecosystem of each region. After the identification stage, it is necessary to provide general
education to students to reduce self-harming behaviors in order to prevent this behavior from turning into
thoughts and attempts at suicide.
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