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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Intensive
Short-Term Dynamic Psychotherapy (ISTDP) and Transference-Focused Psychotherapy
(TFP) on attachment styles and guilt in patients with Borderline Personality Disorder
(BPD).

Methodology: The quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a
control group and a 3-month follow-up. The study population comprised patients with
BPD attending psychiatric and psychological clinics in Tehran, Region 3, during the first
three months of 2025. The sample consisted of 45 participants who met the inclusion
criteria, selected via purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: ISTDP,
TFP, and control. The research instruments included the Hazan and Shaver (1987)
Attachment Questionnaire and the guilt measure developed by Kugler and Jones (1992),
which were completed by all three groups at pretest, posttest, and 3-month follow-up

stages. Data were analyzed using repeated measures multivariate analysis of variance
How to Cite: Gholami Mazinan, S., (MANOVA) via SPSS 26.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) represents a
significant public health challenge, affecting 1.6—
5.9% of the general population and manifesting
through emotional instability, self-harm behaviors,
relational turbulence, and negative self-perceptions
(American Psychiatric, 2022; Bohus et al., 2021). Beyond
its profound impact on individual quality of life and
elevated suicide risk, BPD imposes substantial
socioeconomic burdens on healthcare systems
globally (Bohus et al., 2021; Kline et al., 2024). Central
to understanding BPD’s pathophysiology are insecure
attachment patterns and chronic guilt, both
consistently documented in clinical populations and
strongly linked to emotional dysregulation—a core
feature of BPD (Birnbaum et al., 2023; Lyons-Ruth et al.,
2023). Attachment theory posits that early relational
experiences shape internal working models, directly
influencing interpersonal functioning and emotional
processing (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2023). Research
confirms that BPD patients predominantly exhibit
avoidant, disorganized, or ambivalent attachment
styles, which correlate with relationship instability
and heightened self-harm risk (Afsani et al., 2021;
Lyons-Ruth et al., 2023). Concurrently, guilt in BPD
operates as a state-like phenomenon rather than a trait,
intensifying  emotional  volatility and social
dysfunction (Koenigsberg et al.,, 2023; Tangney &
Dearing, 2023). This dual vulnerability—maladaptive
attachment and guilt—creates a self-perpetuating
cycle that necessitates targeted therapeutic
interventions. Current evidence supports
Transference-Focused Psychotherapy (TFP) and
Intensive ~ Short-Term  Dynamic  Psychotherapy
(ISTDP) as empirically validated approaches for
BPD, yet their differential efficacy on these specific
mechanisms remains underexplored (Abbass et al.,
2023; Fruzzetti et al, 2023). TFP’s emphasis on
transference analysis and mental representation
restructuring aims to correct insecure attachment and
chronic guilt, while ISTDP prioritizes accessing
repressed emotions to alleviate temporary guilt states
(Abbass et al., 2023; Diamond et al., 2023). Despite their
theoretical foundations, no study has directly
compared their relative effectiveness on attachment
styles and guilt within a single BPD cohort, creating a
critical gap for clinical translation.

Methodology

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-
posttest design with a 3-month follow-up and a

control group. The target population comprised 45
outpatients diagnosed with BPD (DSM-5-TR criteria)
recruited from Tehran’s Region 3 psychiatric and
psychological clinics during the first quarter of 2025.
Participants met inclusion criteria: age 18-45, no
comorbid psychotic disorders, and no concurrent
psychotherapy. Exclusion criteria included current
substance use disorder or acute suicidality.
Participants were assigned via randomization to three
groups: (1) ISTDP (n=15), (2) TFP (n=15), and (3)
control (n=15). The ISTDP protocol followed Abbass
et al.’s (2020) manual, delivered in 20 weekly 60-
minute sessions. TFP adhered to Clarkin et al.’s
(2023) structured approach, also administered over 20
sessions. The control group received standard care
(pharmacotherapy and  supportive  counseling).
Attachment styles were measured using the Hazan
and Shaver (1987) Attachment Questionnaire,
assessing secure, avoidant, disorganized, and
ambivalent styles. Guilt was assessed via the Kugler
and Jones (1992) Guilt Scale, capturing both trait
(chronic) and state (temporary) guilt dimensions. Data
collection occurred at three timepoints: pre-
intervention (T0), post-intervention (T1), and 3-month
follow-up (T2). Statistical analysis utilized repeated
measures  multivariate  analysis of  variance
(MANOVA) in SPSS 26, with significance set at
p<0.05.

Findings

TFP demonstrated statistically significant superiority
over the control group in modifying insecure
attachment styles. Specifically, TFP reduced avoidant
attachment (p=0.003) and disorganized attachment
(p=0.001) at TI1, with effects maintained at T2
(p=0.002 and p=0.004, respectively). In contrast,
ISTDP only significantly increased secure attachment
(p=0.012) without altering avoidant or disorganized
patterns. Regarding guilt, both interventions
significantly reduced state guilt (p<0.001 for both)
and trait guilt (p=0.002 for TFP; p=0.004 for ISTDP)
compared to controls. However, TFP uniquely
improved moral criteria (p=0.007), reflecting
enhanced ethical self-perception, while ISTDP
showed no significant effect on this dimension. The
TFP group exhibited a 42% reduction in disorganized
attachment and a 37% decrease in chronic guilt,
whereas ISTDP achieved a 28% increase in secure
attachment and a 33% reduction in temporary guilt.
Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) for TFP’s impact on
attachment styles were moderate to large (d=0.68—
0.82), while ISTDP’s effect on secure attachment was
moderate (d=0.54). Notably, no significant group-by-
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Discussion and Conclusion

This study provides robust evidence that TFP and
ISTDP exert distinct yet complementary effects on
core psychopathological mechanisms in BPD. TFP’s
efficacy in correcting insecure attachment patterns
(avoidant and disorganized) and chronic guilt—
particularly through its focus on transference analysis
and mental representation restructuring—aligns with
its theoretical foundation as a treatment targeting
structural personality organization (Abbass et al., 2023;
Diamond et al., 2023). The significant improvement in
moral criteria observed in the TFP group further
underscores its capacity to address the ethical
dimension of guilt, a critical factor in BPD’s
interpersonal dysfunction. Conversely, ISTDP’s
singular impact on secure attachment and temporary
guilt highlights its strength in facilitating emotional
access and reducing acute distress, consistent with its
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emphasis on rapid emotional processing and catharsis
(Abbass et al., 2012; Amani et al., 2021). These findings
resolve a key clinical ambiguity: TFP should be
prioritized for patients with entrenched insecure
attachment and chronic guilt, while ISTDP may be
optimal for those experiencing acute emotional
dysregulation and temporary guilt. Critically, the
absence of TFP’s effect on temporary guilt and
ISTDP’s lack of impact on insecure attachment
suggests that combining both approaches could yield
synergistic benefits—TFP for structural change and
ISTDP for acute symptom management. This study’s
methodological rigor (controlled design, validated
instruments, longitudinal assessment) strengthens its
clinical relevance, though future research should
explore these interventions in diverse cultural contexts
and with larger samples. Ultimately, these results
empower clinicians to tailor BPD treatment to the
specific attachment and guilt profiles of individual
patients, moving beyond one-size-fits-all approaches
toward precision psychotherapy.
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