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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Schema Therapy (ST) and
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) on cognitive emotion regulation in patients
diagnosed with Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD). This quasi-experimental
study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and a three-month
follow-up. The statistical population consisted of patients with BPD who referred to
psychiatric and psychological clinics in Tehran during 2024-2025. From 80 screened
individuals, 45 eligible participants were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to three groups (ST, DBT, and control; n=15 each). The
intervention groups received sixteen 60-minute sessions over eight weeks, while the
control group received no treatment. Assessment tools included the Structured
Clinical Interview for DSM-5 Personality Disorders (SCID-5-PD), the Borderline
Personality Inventory (BPI), and the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
(CERQ). Data were analyzed using repeated-measures ANOVA in SPSS-26. Results
revealed a significant group x time interaction for maladaptive strategies (F=5.49,
p=0.001,11>=0.207) and adaptive strategies (F=5.24, p=0.001,11*=0.203). Both ST and
DBT significantly reduced maladaptive strategies and increased adaptive strategies
compared to the control group (p<0.001). Bonferroni post-hoc tests indicated that ST
produced significantly greater reductions in maladaptive strategies (p=0.026) and
greater increases in adaptive strategies (p=0.034) compared to DBT. Improvements
were maintained at follow-up. Both Schema Therapy and Dialectical Behavior
Therapy were effective in improving cognitive emotion regulation in patients with
BPD; however, Schema Therapy demonstrated superior efficacy. These findings
suggest that targeting deep-seated maladaptive schemas may lead to more substantial
and enduring improvements in emotion regulation among individuals with Borderline
Personality Disorder.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is recognized as one of the most complex and clinically demanding
personality disorders, characterized by pervasive instability in affect regulation, interpersonal relationships,
self-image, and impulse control (Paris, 2020). Individuals with BPD frequently experience intense emotional
fluctuations, heightened sensitivity to interpersonal stress, chronic feelings of emptiness, and a high prevalence
of self-injurious and suicidal behaviors (Brodsky et al., 2025). A growing body of research conceptualizes
emotion dysregulation as the central transdiagnostic mechanism underlying the disorder, influencing both
symptom severity and functional impairment (Cha et al., 2021; Dixon-Gordon et al., 2020). Within this
framework, cognitive emotion regulation—defined as the cognitive processes individuals use to manage and
interpret emotionally arousing experiences—has become a critical therapeutic target.

Patients with BPD tend to rely disproportionately on maladaptive cognitive strategies such as rumination,
catastrophizing, and self-blame, while underutilizing adaptive strategies such as positive reappraisal and
planning (Cha et al., 2021). These dysfunctional patterns contribute to emotional escalation and reinforce
maladaptive interpersonal cycles. Consequently, psychotherapeutic interventions that effectively modify these
cognitive—emotional strategies are expected to yield significant clinical benefits.
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Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), developed by Linehan, conceptualizes BPD as the outcome of biological
vulnerability interacting with an invalidating environment (Linehan, 2020). DBT emphasizes structured skills
training in mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. Numerous
studies demonstrate its efficacy in reducing self-harm, suicidality, and impulsivity, as well as improving
emotional awareness and behavioral control (Shamshir saz, 2024; Vardikhan, 2024). Further evidence
suggests that DBT enhances self-compassion and integrative self-knowledge in individuals with BPD
(Sadeghian-Lemraski et al., 2024), and randomized trials indicate its superiority over pharmacological
treatment alone in reducing suicidal behaviors (Brodsky et al., 2025). Moderation analyses also reveal that
maladaptive defense mechanisms may influence treatment outcomes across varying DBT durations (Euler et
al., 2025).

Schema Therapy (ST), by contrast, is a depth-oriented integrative approach grounded in the identification and
modification of early maladaptive schemas and schema modes (Salgo et al., 2021). ST posits that unmet
emotional needs during childhood result in entrenched cognitive—emotional structures that shape maladaptive
emotion regulation patterns in adulthood. Meta-analytic evidence supports the overall efficacy of Schema
Therapy in treating personality disorders (Zhang et al., 2023). Empirical findings demonstrate that ST
significantly reduces psychological distress and improves emotion regulation in individuals with BPD
(Abbasian Hadadan, 2024). Moreover, it has been shown to enhance frustration tolerance and reduce
internalized shame in this population (Taj Iliayifar et al., 2025). Studies in related domains further indicate
improvements in emotion regulation styles and relational functioning following schema-based interventions
(Bibak et al., 2025). Emerging research supports the feasibility of brief and online group schema therapy
formats (Hilden et al., 2025; van der Boom et al., 2025), and highlights its utility in cases where standard
treatments are insufficient (Hepworth & Simpson, 2025). Additionally, schema therapy has demonstrated
effectiveness in complex comorbid conditions involving BPD features (Boog et al., 2023).

Although both DBT and ST are empirically supported for BPD, comparative investigations focusing
specifically on cognitive emotion regulation remain limited. Randomized clinical trials suggest that while both
treatments reduce core BPD symptoms, differences may emerge in emotional processing depth and long-term
cognitive restructuring (Assmann et al., 2024). Given the centrality of cognitive emotion regulation deficits
in BPD, directly comparing these interventions on this outcome is clinically meaningful. Therefore, the present
study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Schema Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy on cognitive
emotion regulation in individuals diagnosed with Borderline Personality Disorder.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and a three-month
follow-up assessment. The population consisted of individuals diagnosed with Borderline Personality Disorder
who referred to psychiatric and psychological treatment centers in Tehran during 2024-2025. Eighty
individuals were initially screened through structured clinical interviews. Forty-five participants who met
DSM-5-TR criteria and scored above the cutoff on the Borderline Personality Inventory were selected through
purposive sampling. They were randomly assigned to three groups: Schema Therapy (n=15), Dialectical
Behavior Therapy (n=15), and a no-treatment control group (n=15).

Both treatment groups received sixteen 60-minute sessions over eight weeks (two sessions per week). The
Schema Therapy intervention followed a structured protocol focusing on schema identification, experiential
techniques, limited reparenting, and strengthening the healthy adult mode. The DBT intervention included
psychoeducation, validation strategies, behavioral analysis, mindfulness skills, distress tolerance, interpersonal
effectiveness, and emotion regulation training.

Assessment instruments included the Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-5 Personality Disorders (SCID-
5-PD), the Borderline Personality Inventory (BPI), and the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
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(CERQ), which measures adaptive and maladaptive cognitive strategies. Data were analyzed using repeated-
measures ANOVA in SPSS-26.

Findings

Results indicated significant group x time interaction effects for maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategies (F = 5.49, p = 0.001, n* = 0.207) and adaptive strategies (F = 5.24, p = 0.001, n?> = 0.203). Both
intervention groups demonstrated statistically significant reductions in maladaptive strategies and increases in
adaptive strategies from pretest to posttest compared to the control group (p < 0.001).

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons revealed that Schema Therapy produced significantly greater reductions in
maladaptive strategies than Dialectical Behavior Therapy (p = 0.026). Additionally, Schema Therapy resulted
in a significantly greater increase in adaptive cognitive strategies compared to DBT (p = 0.034). No significant
differences were observed between posttest and follow-up assessments within the intervention groups,
indicating maintenance of treatment gains over the three-month period. The control group showed no
significant change across time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both Schema Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy effectively improve
cognitive emotion regulation in individuals with Borderline Personality Disorder. The reduction in maladaptive
strategies and enhancement of adaptive cognitive processes across both treatments confirms the central role of
structured psychological interventions in addressing core emotional vulnerabilities in BPD.

However, Schema Therapy exhibited superior efficacy in modifying cognitive emotion regulation patterns.
This advantage may stem from its focus on restructuring deep-seated maladaptive schemas and schema modes,
rather than solely teaching emotion regulation skills. By targeting the developmental origins of dysfunctional
emotional responses, Schema Therapy may produce more comprehensive cognitive transformation.
Experiential techniques such as imagery rescripting and chair work likely facilitate emotional reprocessing,
thereby weakening maladaptive cognitive appraisals and promoting adaptive reinterpretation of distressing
experiences.

Dialectical Behavior Therapy, while highly effective in reducing behavioral dyscontrol and acute emotional
crises, primarily emphasizes skill acquisition and behavioral stabilization. Its strengths lie in immediate coping
enhancement and reduction of life-threatening behaviors. Schema Therapy, in contrast, appears particularly
powerful in altering the cognitive architecture underlying emotion dysregulation.

The maintenance of treatment gains at follow-up suggests that both interventions yield durable improvements
in cognitive emotion regulation. Nevertheless, the comparatively greater impact of Schema Therapy indicates
that addressing entrenched cognitive—emotional structures may be especially beneficial for individuals with
chronic and pervasive regulation deficits.

In conclusion, both Schema Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy represent effective treatments for
improving cognitive emotion regulation in Borderline Personality Disorder. However, Schema Therapy
demonstrated superior outcomes in enhancing adaptive strategies and reducing maladaptive cognitive
responses. These findings underscore the clinical importance of depth-oriented schema-focused interventions
in the comprehensive treatment of BPD and highlight the need for further comparative research examining
long-term mechanisms of change.
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