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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Adolescents at risk for substance abuse may experience difficulties in
academic adjustment and possess fewer positive psychological resources; therefore, strengthening
mentalization may serve as an important protective mechanism in this population. This study
aimed to determine the effectiveness of mentalization-based group training in improving academic
well-being and psychological capital among adolescent boys at risk for substance abuse.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control
group and a 60-day follow-up. The statistical population comprised male lower-secondary school
students at risk for substance abuse in Isfahan, Iran, during the 2023-2024 academic year. Thirty
eligible students were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an
experimental group or a control group, with 15 participants in each group. The experimental group
received twelve weekly 90-minute sessions of mentalization-based group training, whereas the
control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Academic Well-Being
Questionnaire developed by Tuominen-Soini et al. and the Psychological Capital Questionnaire

developed by Luthans. Repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests were

conducted using SPSS version 26.
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Conclusion: Mentalization-based group training produced sustained improvements in academic
well-being and psychological capital among adolescent boys at risk for substance abuse.
Accordingly, this intervention may be incorporated as a complementary component of school-
based mental health promotion and substance abuse prevention programs.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Adolescence is a sensitive developmental period
characterized by rapid biological, cognitive,
emotional, and social changes. During this stage,
individuals are increasingly exposed to academic
demands, peer influence, family expectations,
identity-related conflicts, and decisions concerning
their future. At the same time, heightened sensitivity
to reward, greater susceptibility to peer pressure, and
the still-developing capacity for cognitive control may
increase adolescents’ vulnerability to impulsive and
high-risk behaviors (Steinberg, 2017). One of the most
serious behavioral risks during adolescence is the
tendency toward substance use. This tendency does
not necessarily indicate established substance use but
reflects a set of attitudes, beliefs, psychological
predispositions, and behavioral intentions that may
increase the likelihood of experimentation with or
continued use of substances.

Adolescents’ vulnerability to substance use is shaped
by the interaction of individual, family, school, and
social factors. Emotional dysregulation, low self-
control, academic failure, weak family relationships,
peer pressure, and reduced attachment to school may
increase the risk of substance-related behaviors,
whereas self-efficacy, resilience, social support,
family cohesion, and school connectedness may
function as protective factors (Stone et al., 2012).
Research has further shown that protective factors at
the family and school levels, including supportive
relationships, effective supervision, school
participation, and a sense of belonging, can reduce
adolescents’ involvement in smoking, drinking, and
other risky behaviors (Dudok & Piko, 2023; Mihi¢ et al.,
2022). Therefore, preventive interventions should not
focus exclusively on reducing exposure to risk but
should also strengthen adolescents’ psychological
resources and improve their adjustment within the
school environment.

Academic well-being is one of the major indicators of
adolescents’ successful adjustment to school. It refers
to students’ positive evaluation of their educational
experiences and includes school value, academic
satisfaction, engagement in schoolwork, and low
levels of school burnout. School well-being is
influenced not only by academic achievement but also
by social relationships, opportunities for self-
realization, health status, and the overall quality of the
school environment (Konu & Rimpeld, 2002). Students
who experience a stronger sense of school belonging,

perceive school activities as meaningful, and maintain
active engagement in learning are more likely to adapt
effectively to academic and social challenges.

Conversely, low academic well-being may be
associated  with  disengagement,  educational
exhaustion, reduced motivation, and greater

susceptibility to maladaptive behaviors.

Academic well-being is also closely related to
students’ achievement goals, self-regulation, and
psychological functioning. Different motivational
orientations may influence students’ satisfaction,
engagement, and burnout across educational
transitions (Tuominen-Soini et al., 2012). Longitudinal
evidence has also demonstrated dynamic relationships
among conscious self-regulation, psychological well-
being, and school-related subjective well-being during
adolescence (Morosanova et al., 2021). Consequently,
interventions that improve emotional awareness,
reflective thinking, and behavioral regulation may
promote more positive school experiences. The
psychometric evaluation of the Iranian Academic
Well-Being Questionnaire has also supported its
usefulness for assessing school value, school burnout,
academic satisfaction, and engagement in lranian
students (Moradi et al., 2016).

Psychological capital represents another important
protective resource. It is defined as a positive and
developable psychological state consisting of self-
efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism (Luthans et al.,
2007). Self-efficacy reflects confidence in one’s
capacity to perform difficult tasks, hope involves
maintaining motivation and identifying pathways
toward goals, resilience concerns the ability to recover
from adversity, and optimism refers to a realistic
expectation  of  positive  future  outcomes.
Psychological capital is not considered a fixed
personality  characteristic; rather, it can be
strengthened  through  structured training and
supportive experiences (Luthans et al., 2015). Among
adolescents, higher psychological capital may
improve coping with academic pressure, family
conflict, peer influence, and emotional distress. A
systematic scoping review has shown that
psychological capital is positively associated with
youth mental health, adaptation, and well-being and
may be a valuable target for school-based
interventions (Preston et al., 2023). Social resources
may also interact with individual psychological
strengths, as positive relationships have been
associated with psychological well-being (Bahadori
Khosroshahi et al., 2014).




Previous interventions based on mindfulness and
related approaches have demonstrated that
adolescents’ psychological and academic resources
can be improved. School-based mindfulness has been
proposed as a health-promotion strategy for
improving adolescent mental health (Sapthiang et al.,
2019). Mindfulness training has also been associated
with increased self-regulation, self-esteem, and
psychological well-being among early adolescents
(Modi et al., 2018), as well as greater resilience in
school-based settings (Felver et al., 2018). Iranian
studies have reported improvements in school well-
being and mental vitality following mindfulness
training (Hemmati & Mousavi, 2019), increased self-
efficacy  among secondary-school students
(Shahmoradi Tabatabaei & Ansari Shahidi, 2017), and
enhanced resilience and wisdom  following
adolescent-oriented mindfulness training (Rahimpour
et al., 2022). More recent findings have shown
improvements in academic persistence and optimism
among anxious lower-secondary students (Nekouei
Esfahani et al.,, 2025) and increased psychological
capital among adolescent girls after mindfulness-
based intervention (Shokri et al., 2024).

Although mindfulness and mentalization overlap in
their emphasis on awareness and reduced automatic
reactivity, mentalization is conceptually distinct.
Mentalization refers to the ability to understand one’s
own and others’ behavior in terms of underlying
mental states, including thoughts, feelings, beliefs,
wishes, and intentions (Fonagy et al., 2002). This ability
allows individuals to distinguish between external
reality and subjective interpretation and to recognize
that assumptions about other people’s minds may be
incomplete or inaccurate. Under conditions of intense
emotional arousal, mentalizing may become impaired,
leading to rigid interpretations, impulsive reactions,
and interpersonal misunderstandings (Fonagy & Luyten,
2009). Contemporary reviews have emphasized the
central role of mentalizing in affect regulation,
interpersonal  functioning, psychopathology, and
psychological change (Luyten et al., 2020; Luyten et al.,
2024).

Mentalization-based interventions aim to create a
reflective and psychologically safe context in which
individuals learn to identify mental states, consider
alternative interpretations, regulate emotional arousal,
and respond more flexibly in interpersonal situations.
Mentalization-based work with children and families
emphasizes curiosity about mental experience,
emotional regulation, and the practice of reflective
skills within relationships (Malberg, 2021). Previous
research has shown that mentalization-based
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interventions can improve family relationship quality
and reduce self-harming behavior among adolescents
(Karimi et al., 2020), enhance parent—child and teacher—
child interactions (Abbasi et al.,, 2022), and improve
emotional self-regulation and parent—child interaction
(Shadi Zavareh et al., 2023). A systematic review of
school-based mentalization interventions has further
demonstrated their potential for improving socio-
emotional competencies, positive behavior, and
interpersonal functioning in students (Chelouche-Dwek
& Fonagy, 2025). Nevertheless, limited research has
simultaneously examined the effects of group
mentalization training on academic well-being and
psychological capital among adolescent boys at risk
for substance abuse. Accordingly, the present study
aimed to determine the effectiveness of mentalization-
based group training in improving academic well-
being and psychological capital among adolescent
boys at risk for substance abuse.

Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—
posttest design with a control group and a 60-day
follow-up assessment. The statistical population
consisted of male lower-secondary school students at
risk for substance abuse in Isfahan, Iran, during the
2023-2024 academic year. Thirty eligible students
were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to either an experimental group or
a control group, with 15 participants in each group.
Eligibility criteria included willingness to participate,
informed consent, male gender, enrollment in lower-
secondary school, an age range of 13 to 15 years,
residence and school attendance in Isfahan, a score
above the mean and at least 50 on the Substance
Abuse Tendency Questionnaire, absence of severe
acute or chronic psychiatric disorders, no concurrent
psychological treatment, no psychiatric medication
during the previous three months, and no serious
physical illness documented in school records.
Exclusion criteria included withdrawal from the
study, absence from more than two intervention
sessions, initiation of another psychological or
pharmacological treatment, or incomplete
guestionnaires.

The Academic Well-Being Questionnaire was used to
assess students’ school-related well-being. This 31-
item self-report instrument measures school value,
school  burnout, academic  satisfaction, and
engagement in schoolwork. Responses are scored
using five-point and seven-point Likert scales, and
higher total scores indicate greater academic well-
being. The Psychological Capital Questionnaire was
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used to assess hope, optimism, resilience, and self-
efficacy. It contains 24 items, with six items for each
component, rated on a six-point Likert scale. Higher
total scores represent greater psychological capital. In
the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were
0.683 for academic well-being and 0.939 for
psychological capital.

The experimental group participated in twelve weekly
90-minute mentalization-based group sessions. The
program addressed group rules and confidentiality,
identification of different types of thoughts, reflective
guestioning, slowing down thinking, understanding
the reflective and primitive brain systems, recognizing
emotional states, viewing oneself from others’
perspectives,  regulating  heightened  arousal,
understanding the effects of repeated thoughts on
neural patterns, recognizing physical and emotional
pain, practicing slow breathing, exploring loneliness,
strengthening attention, and integrating acquired skills
through stories and group exercises. The control
group received no intervention during the study and
was placed on a waiting list. Both groups completed
the outcome measures at pretest, immediately after the
intervention, and 60 days later.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26.
Descriptive statistics included means and standard
deviations. Chi-square tests were used to compare
demographic characteristics across groups. The
assumptions of repeated-measures analysis of
variance were examined using the Shapiro-Wilk test,
Levene’s test, Box’s M test, and Mauchly’s test of
sphericity. Repeated-measures analysis of variance
was then used to examine the effects of time, group,
and the time-by-group interaction. Bonferroni post
hoc comparisons were conducted to determine
differences between assessment stages. Partial eta
squared was reported as an effect-size index, and the
significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The two groups did not differ significantly in age,
school grade, number of children in the family, or
birth order, indicating demographic comparability
before the intervention. Descriptive results showed
that the mean academic well-being score in the
experimental group increased from 88.733+14.888 at
pretest to 106.733+16.390 at posttest and
107.467+16.647 at follow-up. In the control group,
the corresponding means were 85.467+11.370,
86.800+13.056, and 87.133%£13.994. The mean
psychological capital score in the experimental group
increased from 79.267+11.895 at pretest to
95.867+10.419 at posttest and 96.867+10.649 at

follow-up. In the control group, the respective values
were 76.600+9.272, 77.600+8.542, and 77.267+9.460.

Assumption testing supported the use of repeated-
measures analysis of variance. The distributions of
both dependent variables were acceptable at all
assessment stages. Levene’s tests were nonsignificant,
indicating homogeneity of error variances. Box’s M
test was acceptable under the conservative criterion,
and Mauchly’s test was nonsignificant for both
academic well-being and psychological capital,
confirming the assumption of sphericity.

For academic well-being, the main effect of time was
significant, F(2,56)=49.474, p<0.0001, partial
1n?=0.639. The time-by-group interaction was also
significant, F(2,56)=35.598, p<0.0001, partial
n*=0.560, indicating that changes across the three
measurement occasions differed between the
experimental and control groups. The between-group
effect was significant, F(1,28)=8.010, p=0.009, partial
1n*>=0.222. For psychological capital, the main effect of
time was significant, F(2,56)=105.978, p<0.0001,
partial 1?=0.791. The time-by-group interaction was
significant, F(2,56)=87.544, p<0.0001, partial
1n?=0.758, and the between-group effect was also
significant,  F(1,28)=14.126, p=0.001, partial
n>=0.335.

Bonferroni comparisons showed that the adjusted
mean academic well-being score in the experimental
group was 14.511 points higher than that of the
control group, p=0.009. The adjusted mean
psychological capital score was 13.511 points higher
in the experimental group, p=0.001. For academic
well-being, pretest scores differed significantly from
posttest and follow-up scores, both p<0.0001, whereas
the posttest—follow-up difference was nonsignificant,
p=0.999. The same pattern was observed for
psychological capital: pretest scores differed
significantly from posttest and follow-up scores, both
p<0.0001, while posttest and follow-up scores did not
differ significantly, p=0.999. These findings indicated
that intervention gains were maintained during the 60-
day follow-up period.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that mentalization-based
group training significantly and sustainably improved
both academic well-being and psychological capital
among adolescent boys at risk for substance abuse.
The substantial time-by-group effects indicated that
improvements were specifically associated with
participation in the intervention rather than with the
mere passage of time. The absence of significant




differences between posttest and follow-up scores
further suggested that the acquired skills remained
relatively stable for at least two months after the
completion of the sessions.

The improvement in academic well-being may be
explained by the intervention’s emphasis on
identifying thoughts and emotions, slowing down
automatic ~ reactions,  recognizing  alternative
interpretations, and understanding the mental states of
others. Adolescents who are able to reflect on their
own reactions and consider teachers’ and peers’
perspectives may be less likely to interpret academic
criticism, interpersonal conflict, or failure as evidence
of rejection or permanent incompetence. More
flexible interpretations can reduce emotional arousal
and avoidance, support constructive communication,
and improve participation in school activities. As a
result, students may experience greater satisfaction,
stronger school engagement, and a more positive
evaluation of their educational environment.

The intervention may also have enhanced students’
ability to regulate distress associated with academic
demands. Exercises involving reflective questioning,
deep breathing, recognition of emotional pain, and
management of heightened arousal likely helped
participants pause before acting impulsively. This
capacity is particularly important for adolescents at
risk for substance abuse, because emotional
discomfort, interpersonal conflict, and perceived
failure may otherwise trigger avoidant or risky coping
strategies. By increasing reflective control, the
intervention may have enabled students to remain
engaged with academic responsibilities despite
frustration or stress.

The increase in psychological capital can be
understood through changes in perceived control,
cognitive flexibility, and adaptive coping. As
participants learned that thoughts and emotions are
temporary mental events rather than fixed realities,
they may have developed a stronger sense of agency.
This sense of agency can strengthen self-efficacy by
helping adolescents recognize that they can influence
their reactions and behavior. Considering alternative
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explanations and solutions may also support hope by
increasing the number of perceived pathways toward
personal and academic goals.

The intervention’s emphasis on reinterpreting
negative experiences may have promoted optimism.
Adolescents may have learned not to regard a single
failure, conflict, or emotional crisis as permanent or
all-encompassing. Similarly, recognizing distress as
manageable and understanding that intense emotions
can decline over time may have increased resilience.
Group participation may have further strengthened
these resources by providing peer support,
normalization of difficulties, opportunities for
feedback, and repeated experiences of successful
emotional expression.

The larger effect observed for psychological capital
suggests that mentalization training may be
particularly effective in strengthening internal
psychological resources. Nevertheless, the meaningful
improvement in academic well-being indicates that
these internal changes also generalized to the school
context. Greater self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and
optimism may help adolescents persist in schoolwork,
recover from setbacks, maintain constructive
expectations, and remain engaged with educational
goals. Thus, academic well-being and psychological
capital may reinforce one another over time.

In conclusion, mentalization-based group training was
an effective intervention for improving academic
well-being and psychological capital among
adolescent boys at risk for substance abuse. The
intervention produced large and sustained changes
and may be considered a useful complementary
component of school-based mental health promotion
and substance abuse prevention programs. Its group
format, focus on reflective skills, and compatibility
with school counseling services make it potentially
suitable for early preventive use. Integrating such
programs into schools may strengthen adolescents’
psychological resources, improve their school
experiences, and reduce their wvulnerability to
maladaptive coping and substance-related risks.
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