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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The aim of this study was to determine the difference in effectiveness
between Mentalization-Based Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy on interpersonal needs in
adolescents with self-injurious behaviors.

Methodology: This applied study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group and a follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted of adolescent girls with self-
injurious behaviors referred to counseling centers in Tehran in 2024. A total of 45 participants
were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned into three groups:
Mentalization-Based Therapy, Dialectical Behavior Therapy, and control. Data were collected
using the Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire at three stages: pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data
analysis was conducted using multivariate analysis of variance, repeated measures ANOVA, and
Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS version 26.

Findings: The results indicated that the main effect of group (p<0.001), the main effect of time
(p<0.001), and the interaction effect of group and time (p<0.001) on interpersonal needs were
statistically significant. Bonferroni test results also showed significant differences between
experimental groups and the control group in posttest and follow-up stages (p<0.05), while no
significant difference was observed at pretest (p>0.05).

Conclusion: Both therapeutic approaches were effective in reducing interpersonal needs among
adolescents with self-injurious behaviors; however, Dialectical Behavior Therapy demonstrated
relatively greater effectiveness, suggesting its strong applicability in improving interpersonal
functioning in this population.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Self-injurious behaviors among adolescents represent
a critical public health concern due to their association
with severe psychological distress, interpersonal
dysfunction, and increased risk for future
psychopathology. These behaviors are often
conceptualized as maladaptive coping strategies
employed to regulate overwhelming emotional states
and to manage interpersonal difficulties. Research
indicates that adolescents who engage in self-harm
frequently experience deficits in emotion regulation,
heightened interpersonal sensitivity, and distorted
perceptions of belongingness and burden within social
contexts (Farjami et al., 2024; Johnstone et al., 2022).
Interpersonal needs, particularly perceived
belongingness and perceived burdensomeness, have
been identified as central constructs in understanding
vulnerability to  self-injurious  behaviors, as
disruptions in these domains can exacerbate feelings
of isolation and emotional dysregulation (Babaei et al.,
2023; Kumpasoglu et al., 2025).

One of the key mechanisms underlying these
difficulties is impaired mentalization, defined as the
capacity to understand one’s own and others’
behaviors in terms of underlying mental states such as
thoughts, feelings, and intentions. Deficits in
mentalization have been linked to interpersonal
problems, impulsivity, and emotional instability, all of
which contribute to self-injurious tendencies (Euler et
al., 2021; Sotomayor-Enriquez et al., 2024). Furthermore,
mentalization plays a mediating role in the
relationship between trauma, attachment insecurity,
and maladaptive coping strategies, suggesting that
enhancing this capacity may improve interpersonal
functioning and reduce harmful behaviors (Farhadi
Khoozani, 2021; Oehlman Forbes et al, 2021).
Mentalization-Based Therapy (MBT) has therefore
been proposed as an effective intervention targeting
these underlying processes by strengthening reflective
functioning and improving emotional understanding
(Bateman, 2022; Jiang et al., 2025).

In parallel, Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) has
been widely recognized as one of the most effective
evidence-based treatments for individuals exhibiting
self-harming behaviors. DBT focuses on the
development of core skills, including emotion
regulation, distress tolerance, mindfulness, and
interpersonal effectiveness, which collectively aim to
reduce maladaptive behaviors and enhance adaptive
coping mechanisms (Lang et al.,, 2018; McKay et al,,

2019). Empirical evidence supports the efficacy of
DBT in reducing self-harm, improving emotional
regulation, and enhancing interpersonal functioning
across diverse clinical populations (Kazemi et al., 2020;
B. Samadi et al., 2023). Additionally, DBT has been
shown to significantly decrease impulsivity,
aggression, and interpersonal conflicts, thereby
contributing to improved psychological well-being
(Dixon-Gordon et al., 2015; Hadizadeh et al., 2017).

Despite the established effectiveness of both MBT
and DBT, comparative studies examining their
differential impact on interpersonal needs among
adolescents with self-injurious behaviors remain
limited. Given that both approaches target
overlapping yet distinct mechanisms—MBT focusing
on cognitive-affective understanding and DBT
emphasizing behavioral skill acquisition—it is
essential to investigate their relative efficacy in
addressing interpersonal dysfunction. Therefore, the
present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Mentalization-Based  Therapy and Dialectical
Behavior Therapy on interpersonal needs in
adolescents with self-injurious behaviors.

Methodology

This applied study employed a quasi-experimental
design with a pretest—posttest control group and a
follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted
of adolescent girls with self-injurious behaviors who
referred to counseling centers affiliated with the
education system in Tehran during the second half of
the academic year 2024. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling based on predefined
inclusion criteria, including a confirmed diagnosis of
self-injurious behavior, age between 13 and 18 years,
and absence of psychiatric medication use or severe
psychiatric disorders. A total of 45 participants were
selected and randomly assigned to three groups:
Mentalization-Based Therapy, Dialectical Behavior
Therapy, and a control group.

The experimental groups participated in structured
therapeutic sessions over a specified period, while the
control group received no intervention during the
study. Data were collected using the Interpersonal
Needs Questionnaire, which assesses perceived
belongingness and perceived burdensomeness.
Measurements were conducted at three time points:
pretest, posttest, and a two-month follow-up.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 26.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize
demographic characteristics and variable
distributions. Inferential analyses included




multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and
repeated measures ANOVA to examine group
differences across time. Bonferroni post hoc tests
were conducted to identify specific differences
between groups.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of
interpersonal needs were similar across all three
groups at the pretest stage, suggesting initial
homogeneity. Following the interventions, both
experimental  groups demonstrated  significant
reductions in interpersonal needs compared to the
control group. Specifically, the Dialectical Behavior
Therapy group exhibited a substantial decrease in
mean scores from pretest to posttest, with continued
improvement observed at the follow-up stage.
Similarly, the Mentalization-Based Therapy group
showed notable reductions, although the magnitude of
change was slightly less pronounced compared to the
DBT group.

The results of repeated measures ANOVA revealed a
significant main effect of time, indicating that
interpersonal needs changed significantly across
measurement stages. Additionally, a significant main
effect of group was observed, demonstrating
differences between the experimental and control
groups. Importantly, the interaction effect between
group and time was also significant, suggesting that
the pattern of change over time differed across
groups.

Post hoc Bonferroni comparisons further indicated
that there were no significant differences between
groups at the pretest stage. However, significant
differences emerged at the posttest and follow-up
stages between the control group and both
experimental groups. In  some comparisons,
differences between the two experimental groups
became significant at follow-up, indicating potential
variations in the long-term effectiveness of the
interventions.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings of this study demonstrate that both
Mentalization-Based  Therapy and  Dialectical
Behavior Therapy are effective interventions for
reducing interpersonal needs among adolescents with
self-injurious behaviors. The observed reductions in
perceived burdensomeness and impaired
belongingness  suggest that both  approaches
successfully address core interpersonal and emotional
difficulties associated with self-harm.

The greater reduction observed in the DBT group may
be attributed to its structured and skills-based
approach, which provides individuals with practical
tools for managing emotional distress and improving
interpersonal interactions. By directly targeting
maladaptive behaviors and enhancing coping
strategies, DBT may facilitate more immediate
behavioral changes. In contrast, MBT focuses on
deeper cognitive and emotional processes, promoting
reflective functioning and improving individuals’
understanding of themselves and others. This
approach may lead to more gradual but potentially
enduring changes in interpersonal functioning.

The significant interaction between group and time
highlights the importance of considering both the type
of intervention and the temporal dynamics of change.
While both treatments yielded positive outcomes,
their mechanisms of action differ, suggesting that
treatment selection should be tailored to the specific
needs and characteristics of individuals. For instance,
adolescents with severe emotion dysregulation may
benefit more from DBT, whereas those with
pronounced deficits in understanding mental states
may respond better to MBT.

Overall, the results underscore the importance of
targeting both emotional regulation and interpersonal
cognition in interventions for  self-injurious
adolescents.  Integrating elements from  both
therapeutic approaches may further enhance treatment
outcomes by addressing multiple dimensions of
psychological functioning. These findings contribute
to the growing body of literature supporting evidence-
based interventions for adolescent mental health and
highlight the need for continued research in this area.
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