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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Borderline personality disorder is characterized by emotional instability,
heightened emotional reactivity, and self-harming behaviors, with emotion dysregulation
representing a major mechanism underlying the persistence of these difficulties. This study aimed
to determine the efficacy of Emotion Efficacy Therapy in reducing emotional reactivity and self-
harming behaviors among individuals with borderline personality disorder.

Methodology: This study employed a single-case experimental design with asynchronous multiple
baselines and continuous assessment. Four patients with borderline personality disorder referred to
psychological centers in Tabriz, Iran, in 2026 were selected through purposive sampling according
to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Data were collected using the Structured Clinical
Interview, Millon Clinical Multiaxial Inventory, Emotion Reactivity Scale, and Self-Harm
Inventory. Following baseline assessments, participants entered the intervention sequentially and
received eight individual sessions of Emotion Efficacy Therapy. Follow-up assessments were
conducted one and two months after treatment. Data were analyzed using visual analysis, the

it

Reliable Change Index (RCI), improvement rate, clinically significant change, and indices of trend

and stability.
How to Cite: Mahmoud Alilou, M., - . . - - . . -
Hashemi, T., Bayrami, M., Mashinchi ~ Findings: Emotion Efficacy Therapy produced clinically significant reductions in self-harming

Abbasi, N., & Nejati, A. M. (2027). behaviors across all participants. RCI values ranged from 4.94 to 6.44 at post-treatment and from
Efficacy of Emotion Efficacy Therapy 5.26 to 6.54 at follow-up, while follow-up improvement rates ranged from 57% to 69%. Emotional
on Emotional Reactivity and Self- reactivity also decreased significantly in all participants, with post-treatment RCI values ranging
Harming Behaviors in Individuals  from 4.09 to 6.37 and follow-up values ranging from 4.12 to 6.40; follow-up improvement rates
with Borderline Personality Disorder. ranged from 53% to 69%. For both outcomes, all RCI values exceeded the 1.96 criterion for

Psychology of Motivation, Behavior, reliable change, and the therapeutic gains were maintained through the second follow-up
and Health, 5(2), 1-21. assessment

Conclusion: Emotion Efficacy Therapy appears effective in reducing emotional reactivity and
self-harming behaviors in individuals with borderline personality disorder by strengthening
emotional acceptance, distress tolerance, meta-awareness, emotion regulation, and value-consistent
responding. The maintenance of improvements during follow-up supports the potential utility of
this approach as a complementary intervention for managing emotional and behavioral difficulties
associated with borderline personality disorder.
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Efficacy Therapy, emotion regulation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Borderline personality disorder (BPD) is a complex
and severe mental health condition characterized by
pervasive instability in affect regulation, interpersonal
relationships, self-image, and behavioral control.
Individuals with BPD commonly experience intense
fear of abandonment, unstable interpersonal
relationships, identity disturbance, impulsivity,
recurrent self-harming or suicidal behaviors, chronic
feelings of emptiness, intense anger, affective
instability, and transient stress-related paranoid or
dissociative symptoms (American Psychiatric, 2021).
Contemporary conceptualizations emphasize that
BPD cannot be understood solely as a collection of
behavioral symptoms; rather, it reflects the interaction
of biological vulnerability, developmental
experiences, attachment difficulties, emotional
dysregulation, interpersonal hypersensitivity, and
disturbances in the sense of self (Leichsenring et al.,
2024; Perrotta, 2022). Trauma and adverse
developmental experiences have also been identified
as important factors contributing to the emergence
and persistence of borderline pathology, particularly
through their effects on emotional processing,
attachment,  self-regulation, and interpersonal
functioning (Bozzatello et al., 2021).

One of the central clinical characteristics of BPD is
heightened emotional reactivity. Emotional reactivity
refers to the extent to which individuals rapidly
respond to emotional stimuli, experience emotions
with high intensity, and require a prolonged period to
return to their emotional baseline. Individuals with
BPD often demonstrate greater emotional sensitivity,
stronger affective responses, and more persistent
negative  emotional states than  nonclinical
populations. Reviews of emotion regulation in BPD
indicate that affected individuals rely more heavily on
maladaptive regulation strategies and have greater
difficulty modifying intense negative affect once it
has been activated (Sorgi-Wilson & McCloskey, 2022).
Difficulties in emotion regulation are not exclusive to
BPD and have been identified as transdiagnostic
mechanisms  across  psychological  disorders;
nevertheless, their combination with impulsivity and
interpersonal sensitivity makes them particularly
consequential in borderline pathology (Yap et al.,
2018). The reliable assessment of emotional reactivity
is therefore important both clinically and
experimentally, and the Persian version of the
Emotion  Reactivity Scale has demonstrated
acceptable psychometric characteristics for assessing

sensitivity, intensity, and persistence of emotional
responses (Moghbeli Hanzaei et al., 2020).

Self-harming behavior represents another major
clinical concern in BPD and is closely related to
problems in emotional regulation. Borderline
symptoms have repeatedly been associated with
suicide-related outcomes and self-injurious behaviors,
highlighting the serious clinical risks associated with
this disorder (Calati et al., 2022). Self-harm may
function as a maladaptive attempt to reduce emotional
arousal, escape intolerable internal experiences,
interrupt dissociative states, express psychological
pain, or restore a temporary sense of control. Recent
findings indicate that self-regulation difficulties,
emotional symptomatology, and maladaptive coping
processes are important correlates of self-harm (Lépez-
Martinez et al., 2025). Moreover, specific dimensions
of mindfulness and emotion regulation appear to
underlie self-harming behavior among individuals
with BPD (Natividad et al., 2024). Evidence from
different populations further shows that family
relationships, mentalization, cognitive emotion
regulation, insecure attachment, and childhood trauma
may contribute to vulnerability to self-harm (Noroozi
Homayoon et al., 2025; Rojas-Velasquez et al., 2020;
Salimi, 2021).

These findings have encouraged a shift in treatment
from the simple suppression of symptoms toward
interventions targeting underlying psychological
mechanisms. Structured psychotherapies can produce
meaningful improvements in BPD, challenging older
assumptions that the disorder is inherently resistant to
treatment (Taubner & Volkert, 2019). Interventions
targeting mentalization, emotional regulation, and the
ability to understand and tolerate internal experiences
have also shown promise in reducing self-harm and
emotional regulation difficulties among individuals
with borderline features (Katani et al., 2026). Similarly,
emotion-focused perspectives emphasize that adaptive
processing, acceptance, and organization of emotional
experiences can improve psychological and
interpersonal functioning (Greenman & Johnson, 2021).
Evidence from emotion-focused interventions in
relational contexts likewise supports the clinical
importance  of  directly addressing affective
experiences and maladaptive emotional responses
(Beasley & Ager, 2019; lamni Rad et al., 2021).

Emotion Efficacy Therapy (EET) is particularly
relevant in this context because it aims to improve
individuals’ capacity to experience emotions, tolerate
distress, respond flexibly, and behave consistently
with personally meaningful values. Rather than




attempting to eliminate unpleasant emotions, EET
encourages awareness, mindful acceptance, distress
tolerance, emotional exposure, and value-consistent
action. These mechanisms are consistent with broader
evidence supporting acceptance-based interventions
and psychological flexibility across emotional
disorders (Gloster et al., 2020). Cognitive emotion
regulation strategies have also been associated with
improved mental health, suggesting that interventions
capable of modifying how individuals process and
respond to emotional experiences may have broad
therapeutic value (Xue et al., 2023). Empirical studies
of Emotion Efficacy Therapy have reported
improvements in distress tolerance, experiential
avoidance, emotion regulation, self-compassion, self-
efficacy, and maladaptive cognitive emotion
regulation across different clinical and at-risk
populations (Bayrami et al., 2021; Ebrahimi et al., 2021;
Najafi et al, 2023). Related acceptance-based
interventions have likewise demonstrated beneficial
effects on mindfulness and cognitive emotion
regulation (Dourandish et al., 2022).

Despite this growing evidence, direct investigation of
EET among individuals with BPD, particularly with
respect to the simultaneous reduction of emotional
reactivity and self-harming behavior, remains limited.
Given that emotional reactivity may serve as an
important antecedent of impulsive self-injury, an
intervention that enhances emotional awareness,
acceptance, distress tolerance, and value-based
responding may reduce both the internal emotional
vulnerability and its  harmful  behavioral
consequences. Accordingly, the present study aimed
to determine the efficacy of Emotion Efficacy
Therapy in reducing emaotional reactivity and self-
harming behaviors among individuals with borderline
personality disorder.

Methodology

The study employed a single-case experimental
design with asynchronous multiple baselines across
participants and continuous assessment during
baseline, intervention, and follow-up phases. The
population consisted of individuals with borderline
personality disorder referred to psychological centers
in Tabriz, Iran, in 1405. Four participants were
selected through purposive sampling after clinical
assessment. Eligibility criteria included a diagnosis of
borderline personality disorder confirmed through a
structured clinical interview conducted by a clinical
psychologist, education above high-school diploma
level, age between 20 and 50 years, willingness to
participate, and written informed consent. Exclusion
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criteria included concurrent neurological disorders,
depressive disorders, panic disorder, or medical
conditions that could better account for the observed
symptoms, education below high-school diploma
level, concurrent  behavioral or  cognitive
psychotherapy during the intervention, absence from
more than two treatment sessions, or failure to
cooperate  with questionnaire completion and
therapeutic assignments.

Data were collected using the Structured Clinical
Interview for DSM disorders, the Millon Clinical
Multiaxial Inventory, the Emotion Reactivity Scale,
and the Self-Harm Inventory. Following participant
selection, all four individuals initially entered the
baseline phase. They subsequently entered treatment
sequentially in randomized order at one-session or
one-week intervals, consistent with the logic of a
multiple-baseline design. The first participant began
treatment after two baseline assessments, while the
remaining participants entered the intervention phase
sequentially at staggered intervals.

The intervention consisted of eight individual sessions
of Emotion Efficacy Therapy. The protocol focused
progressively on psychoeducation about emotions,
emotional awareness, observing emotions, identifying
dysfunctional thoughts, recognizing emotional
avoidance, emotion surfing, emotional exposure,
mindful acceptance, identifying the choice point
between emotional activation and behavioral
response, value-based action, mindful coping,
relaxation and self-soothing, radical acceptance,
replacing maladaptive coping cognitions, attention
shifting, and imaginal exposure to real-life emotional
situations. The final session included review,
feedback, consolidation of therapeutic skills, and post-
intervention assessment. Follow-up assessments were
conducted one and two months after treatment.

Because of the single-case experimental design, data
analysis emphasized within-participant change rather
than conventional group-based inferential testing.
Visual analysis was used to assess level, trend,
variability, and stability across baseline, treatment,
and follow-up phases. The Reliable Change Index
(RCI), improvement percentages, clinically significant
change, trend variability, and treatment efficacy
indicators were also calculated. An RCI greater than
1.96 was interpreted as indicating reliable change,
while improvement percentages of approximately
50% or greater were considered indicative of
clinically desirable improvement.

Findings
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All four participants were women aged between 32
and 37 years. Three were single and one was married;
two held bachelor’s degrees and two held master’s
degrees. Baseline scores for both outcome variables
were highly stable across participants, while
introduction of the intervention was accompanied by
clear downward changes in level and trend.

For self-harming behaviors, mean baseline scores
were 14.5, 14.0, 13.0, and 15.5 for Participants 1
through 4, respectively. During the intervention
phase, these means decreased to 7.75, 9.00, 7.75, and
8.75, respectively. When follow-up data were
incorporated, the corresponding means declined
further to 6.83, 8.00, 6.66, and 8.00. Baseline trend
stability was 100% for all four participants. Following
introduction of treatment, variability in level and trend
emerged in the expected therapeutic direction,
indicating a clear change from the stable baseline
condition.

Reliable Change Index values for self-harming
behaviors were 6.44, 4.94, 5.89, and 5.02 at the end of
treatment for Participants 1 through 4, respectively.
At follow-up, these values were 6.54, 5.32, 6.12, and
5.26. All values substantially exceeded the 1.96
criterion  for reliable change. Improvement
percentages at the end of treatment were 64%, 50%,
62%, and 53%, respectively, and at follow-up were
64%, 57%, 69%, and 60%. Thus, reductions in self-
harming behaviors were clinically meaningful and
generally maintained or strengthened during follow-

up.

A similar pattern was obtained for emotional
reactivity. Mean baseline scores for Participants 1
through 4 were 51, 55, 56, and 59, respectively.
During the intervention, these values declined to 37,
32.75, 3350, and 43, and when follow-up
observations were incorporated they were 37, 28, 29,
and 40. Baseline emotional reactivity was 100%
stable for all participants, whereas clear changes in
level and trend appeared following introduction of the
intervention.

Reliable Change Index values for emotional reactivity
at the end of intervention were 4.54, 6.37, 5.40, and
4.09 for Participants 1 through 4, respectively.
Corresponding follow-up values were 4.55, 6.40,
5.43, and 4.12. Again, every RCI value exceeded
1.96. Improvement percentages at post-treatment were
51%, 64%, 63%, and 64%, respectively, while follow-
up improvement percentages were 53%, 69%, 64%,
and 66%. Visual analysis, reliable change indices, and
improvement percentages therefore converged in

demonstrating clinically meaningful reductions in
emotional reactivity.

Overall, both hypotheses were supported. Emotion
Efficacy Therapy was associated with marked
reductions in self-harming behaviors and emotional
reactivity across all four participants, and the
therapeutic gains were maintained through the second
follow-up assessment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that Emotion Efficacy Therapy
may be an effective intervention for reducing both
emotional reactivity and self-harming behavior among
individuals with borderline personality disorder. The
consistency of change across all four participants, the
stability of baseline data, the emergence of downward
trends after the staggered introduction of treatment,
the magnitude of Reliable Change Index values, and
the maintenance of improvement during follow-up
collectively strengthen the interpretation that the
observed changes were associated with the
intervention.

The reduction in emotional reactivity can be
understood in relation to the specific skills taught
during treatment. Participants learned to identify
emotional experiences more accurately, observe
emotions without immediate judgment, tolerate
distress, distinguish emotional activation from
behavioral response, and engage in value-consistent
action. These skills may have increased the interval
between emotional arousal and impulsive responding,
thereby allowing more flexible regulation of intense
affective states. Mindful acceptance and emotion
surfing may also have changed participants’
relationship with distress by reducing the perceived
necessity of immediately controlling, suppressing, or
escaping unpleasant emotions.

Emotional exposure may represent another important
mechanism.  Repeatedly  encountering  difficult
emotions while refraining from maladaptive
avoidance can help individuals learn that emotional
states are temporary and tolerable. Over time, this
process may reduce the intensity and persistence of
emotional responses and strengthen confidence in the
ability to manage distress. The maintenance of
improvement during follow-up suggests that
participants may have continued to apply these skills
independently after the formal sessions had ended.

The decline in self-harming behaviors may similarly
be explained by changes in emotion-regulation
capacity. In borderline personality disorder, self-harm
may function as an immediate strategy for reducing




unbearable tension, emotional pain, anger, emptiness,
or dysregulated arousal. If alternative strategies for
tolerating and regulating these experiences become
available, the functional need for self-injury may
diminish. Distress-tolerance exercises, self-soothing,
mindful coping, attention shifting, radical acceptance,
and value-based behavioral choices may have
provided participants with practical alternatives to
self-harming responses during periods of emotional
crisis.

The simultaneous improvement in emotional
reactivity and self-harming behavior is particularly
noteworthy. Although the present design does not
allow a formal mediation analysis, the parallel pattern
of change is consistent with the possibility that better
regulation of emotional activation contributed to
reductions in self-harm. In other words, as
participants became more capable of identifying,
tolerating, and responding adaptively to intense
emotional experiences, self-injury may have become
less necessary as a short-term regulation strategy.

The persistence of clinically meaningful change at
one- and two-month follow-ups further suggests that
the intervention generated effects beyond the
immediate treatment context. In several participants,
improvement percentages were slightly higher during
follow-up than at post-treatment, which may indicate
continued consolidation and application of learned
skills in real-life situations. This pattern is clinically
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important because treatment for borderline personality
disorder should ideally promote not only symptom
reduction during therapy but also autonomous use of
adaptive coping strategies after treatment ends.

In conclusion, the present single-case experimental
study provides preliminary evidence that Emotion
Efficacy Therapy can reduce emotional reactivity and
self-harming behaviors in individuals with borderline
personality disorder. Across all participants, stable
baseline patterns were followed by clinically
meaningful improvements after intervention, with
Reliable Change Index values consistently exceeding
the criterion for reliable change and improvement
percentages remaining favorable during follow-up.
The findings suggest that strengthening emotional
awareness, mindful acceptance, distress tolerance,
emotion regulation, exposure to difficult emotional
experiences, and value-consistent responding may
help individuals with borderline personality disorder
manage intense affective states without resorting to
harmful behavioral strategies. Although larger
controlled studies are required before firm
conclusions can be drawn, Emotion Efficacy Therapy
appears to be a promising complementary intervention
for addressing core emotional and behavioral
difficulties associated with borderline personality
disorder.
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