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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness and durability of schema
therapy and dialectical behavior therapy in improving integrative self-
knowledge among patients with borderline personality disorder. This semi-
experimental study employed a pretest—posttest control-group design with a
three-month follow-up. The population consisted of patients diagnosed with
borderline personality disorder who attended psychiatric and psychological
centers in Tehran during 2024-2025. Forty-five participants were selected
through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups (schema
therapy, dialectical behavior therapy, and control), each with 15 participants.
The two experimental groups received sixteen 60-minute group sessions,
while the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using a
structured clinical interview for personality disorders, the Borderline
Personality Inventory, and the Integrative Self-Knowledge Scale. Repeated-
measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc tests were applied for
data analysis. The results indicated a significant main effect of time and a
significant timexgroup interaction on integrative self-knowledge (p<0.01).
Both therapeutic approaches produced significant improvements compared
with the control group; however, schema therapy yielded significantly greater
gains and larger effect sizes than dialectical behavior therapy. Follow-up
findings demonstrated that treatment effects, particularly those of schema
therapy, were maintained over time. Schema therapy appears to be more
effective and durable than dialectical behavior therapy in enhancing
integrative self-knowledge in patients with borderline personality disorder
and may be considered a preferable intervention when long-term identity
integration is a primary treatment goal.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is a severe and complex mental health condition characterized by
pervasive instability in affect regulation, interpersonal relationships, self-image, and impulse control.
According to contemporary diagnostic frameworks, BPD typically emerges in late adolescence or early
adulthood and follows a chronic and fluctuating course that imposes substantial personal, interpersonal, and
societal burdens (American Psychiatric, 2022; Leichsenring et al., 2024). Epidemiological studies indicate
that while the prevalence of BPD in the general population is relatively modest, its representation in clinical
settings is disproportionately high, particularly in outpatient and inpatient psychiatric services, underscoring
its clinical significance (Doering, 2019; Meaney et al., 2016). Individuals with BPD frequently present with
intense emotional reactivity, chronic feelings of emptiness, unstable relationships, fear of abandonment, and
recurrent self-harming or suicidal behaviors, which collectively complicate treatment and prognosis (Bourvis
et al., 2017; Shah & Zanarini, 2018).

Beyond symptomatic instability, a core psychopathological feature of BPD lies in disturbances of identity and
self-coherence. Many patients experience a fragmented and inconsistent sense of self, marked by rapid shifts
in self-evaluations, values, goals, and emotional states. This impairment has been conceptualized in recent
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literature through the construct of integrative self-knowledge, which refers to the individual’s capacity to
consciously integrate past experiences, present emotions, and future-oriented meanings into a coherent and
continuous self-representation (Ghorbani et al., 2008). Integrative self-knowledge has been shown to play a
critical role in adaptive emotion regulation, psychological well-being, and resilience, whereas deficits in this
domain are associated with emotional dysregulation, interpersonal difficulties, and psychopathology (Abbasi
et al., 2020; Hamidi et al., 2022). Given that identity diffusion and self-fragmentation are central to BPD,
enhancing integrative self-knowledge represents a theoretically and clinically meaningful treatment target.
Over the past decades, several evidence-based psychotherapeutic approaches have been developed for BPD.
Among them, Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and Schema Therapy (ST) have received the strongest
empirical support. DBT, originally developed by Linehan, is grounded in a biosocial model of emotion
dysregulation and emphasizes a balance between acceptance and change through skills training in mindfulness,
emotion regulation, distress tolerance, and interpersonal effectiveness (Linehan, 2015). Numerous
randomized controlled trials and systematic reviews have demonstrated DBT’s effectiveness in reducing
suicidal behaviors, self-harm, and crisis-driven service use (Storebg et al., 2020). However, some studies
suggest that while DBT is highly effective in managing acute behavioral and emotional symptoms, its impact
on deeper identity-related structures may be limited or variable across patients (Euler et al., 2025; Hall et al.,
2025).

Schema Therapy, in contrast, is an integrative cognitive—experiential approach specifically designed for
chronic and personality-related psychopathology. Rooted in attachment theory, developmental models, and
cognitive-behavioral principles, ST conceptualizes BPD as arising from early maladaptive schemas formed
through unmet emotional needs in childhood (Jacob & Arntz, 2013; Young et al., 2003). These schemas are
activated in adulthood through distinct schema modes that reflect fragmented emotional and self-states. By
targeting these schemas and modes through experiential techniques, limited reparenting, and cognitive
restructuring, ST aims to foster a cohesive “healthy adult” mode and a more integrated sense of self
(Sempértegui et al., 2013; Tan et al., 2018). Empirical evidence indicates that ST is effective in reducing
BPD symptoms and improving quality of life, with some studies suggesting superior long-term outcomes
compared to other treatments (Arntz, Jacob, Lee, & et al., 2022; Arntz, Jacob, Lee, Brand-de Wilde, et al.,
2022).

Despite growing comparative research between DBT and ST, most studies have focused on symptom
reduction, self-harm, or functional outcomes, while fewer have examined their differential effects on
integrative self-knowledge. Preliminary comparative findings suggest that ST may lead to deeper and more
enduring personality-level changes, whereas DBT excels in stabilizing behavior and emotions (Alimour et al.,
2024; Assmann et al., 2024). In light of increasing calls for personalized psychotherapy and mechanism-
focused outcome evaluation (Cohen & DeRubeis, 2018; Huibers et al., 2020), examining how these two
leading treatments differentially influence integrative self-knowledge is both timely and clinically relevant.
Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and a three-month follow-up,
including two experimental groups and one control group. The study population consisted of individuals
diagnosed with or exhibiting clinical features of Borderline Personality Disorder who sought treatment at
psychiatric and psychological clinics in Tehran during the study period. A total of 45 participants were selected
through purposive sampling based on diagnostic interviews and eligibility criteria and were randomly assigned
to three equal groups: Schema Therapy, Dialectical Behavior Therapy, and a control group receiving no
psychological intervention during the study period.

Participants in the Schema Therapy group received sixteen 60-minute group sessions following a standardized
schema therapy protocol tailored for BPD. Participants in the Dialectical Behavior Therapy group attended
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sixteen 60-minute group sessions focused on DBT skills training. The control group did not receive any
therapeutic intervention during the course of the study. Data collection involved a structured clinical interview
for personality disorders, a borderline personality assessment instrument, and a validated measure of
integrative self-knowledge. Assessments were conducted at baseline (pretest), immediately after the
intervention (posttest), and at a three-month follow-up. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis
of variance and appropriate post-hoc comparisons to evaluate within-group and between-group differences
across time points.

Findings

The results of the repeated-measures analyses indicated a significant main effect of time on integrative self-
knowledge, demonstrating that changes occurred across assessment points in the experimental groups. A
significant interaction effect between time and group was also observed, indicating differential patterns of
change among the Schema Therapy, Dialectical Behavior Therapy, and control groups. Both therapeutic
interventions led to statistically significant improvements in integrative self-knowledge from pretest to posttest
compared to the control group, which showed no meaningful change over time.

Post-hoc analyses revealed that participants in the Schema Therapy group exhibited a greater increase in
integrative self-knowledge scores at posttest compared to those in the Dialectical Behavior Therapy group.
Importantly, follow-up assessments showed that improvements in the Schema Therapy group were largely
maintained and, in some cases, further enhanced over the three-month period. In contrast, while the Dialectical
Behavior Therapy group maintained gains relative to baseline, the magnitude of improvement was smaller and
demonstrated less stability compared to Schema Therapy. Effect size estimates indicated that the treatment
effect associated with Schema Therapy was moderate to large, whereas the effect associated with Dialectical
Behavior Therapy was small to moderate.

Overall, the findings suggest that although both interventions positively influenced integrative self-knowledge,
Schema Therapy produced stronger and more enduring effects. The control group showed no significant
changes across any assessment point, supporting the conclusion that observed improvements were attributable
to the therapeutic interventions rather than to spontaneous remission or repeated testing effects.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings ofthe present study highlight the differential impact of Schema Therapy and Dialectical Behavior
Therapy on integrative self-knowledge in individuals with Borderline Personality Disorder. The observed
improvements in both treatment groups underscore that structured, evidence-based psychotherapies can
enhance patients’ capacity to reflect on and integrate their internal experiences. However, the superior and
more durable effects of Schema Therapy suggest that interventions targeting deep-seated identity structures
may be particularly effective in addressing one of the core vulnerabilities of BPD.

From atheoretical perspective, the stronger effects of Schema Therapy can be understood in light of its explicit
focus on early maladaptive schemas and fragmented self-states. By working directly with emotionally charged
autobiographical memories and schema modes, Schema Therapy facilitates experiential integration and the
construction of a coherent self-narrative. This process likely contributes to sustained gains in integrative self-
knowledge that persist beyond the active treatment phase. In contrast, Dialectical Behavior Therapy primarily
emphasizes present-focused skills acquisition and behavioral stabilization. While these elements are crucial
for safety and emotional control, they may exert a more indirect influence on identity integration, resulting in
comparatively smaller changes in integrative self-knowledge.

Clinically, these results have important implications for treatment planning in Borderline Personality Disorder.
When therapeutic goals include not only symptom reduction but also the reconstruction of a coherent and
stable sense of self, Schema Therapy may represent a particularly suitable intervention. At the same time, the
demonstrated benefits of Dialectical Behavior Therapy reaffirm its value, especially for patients with high-risk
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behaviors and acute emotional dysregulation. An integrative or sequential application of both approaches may
therefore offer a comprehensive strategy that addresses both behavioral stability and deeper identity processes.
In conclusion, the present study contributes to the growing body of comparative psychotherapy research by
demonstrating that Schema Therapy yields greater and more enduring improvements in integrative self-
knowledge than Dialectical Behavior Therapy among individuals with Borderline Personality Disorder. These
findings support the importance of targeting identity-related mechanisms in the treatment of personality
pathology and underscore the need for outcome measures that extend beyond symptom reduction to include
core aspects of self and meaning.
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