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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of dialectical behavior
therapy (DBT) on adaptive behaviors, emotion dysregulation, and social
cognition in students with self-injurious behaviors. This study employed a
quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population consisted of male high school students in Babol during
the 20222023 academic year who exhibited self-injurious behaviors. Thirty
participants were selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to experimental (n=15) and control (n=15) groups. Research
instruments included the Adaptive Behavior Questionnaire, the Difficulties in
Emotion Regulation Scale, the Social Cognition Questionnaire, and the
Deliberate Self-Harm Inventory, administered at pretest and posttest stages.
The experimental group received 12 sessions of 90-minute group-based DBT
training twice weekly, while the control group received no intervention. Data
were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) via SPSS version 24.
The significance level was set at 0.05. ANCOVA results indicated that, after
controlling for pretest scores, DBT significantly increased adaptive behaviors
(F=23.98, p<0.01, n*=0.57) and social cognition (F=20.21, p<0.01, 1>=0.65),
and significantly reduced emotion dysregulation (p<0.01, 1>=0.56) in students
with self-injury. The findings demonstrate that DBT is an effective
intervention for enhancing adaptive behaviors and social cognition and
reducing emotion dysregulation among students with self-injurious
behaviors. Therefore, DBT can be recommended as a practical therapeutic
approach in school counseling settings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is widely recognized as a critical developmental period characterized by rapid biological,
cognitive, and socio-emotional transitions. While these transformations facilitate identity formation and
autonomy, they also increase vulnerability to emotional dysregulation and maladaptive coping behaviors.
Among the most concerning manifestations of adolescent maladjustment is nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI), a
behavior defined as the deliberate destruction of one’s own body tissue without suicidal intent. Recent evidence
suggests that NSSI is not only prevalent but also functionally linked to deficits in emotional regulation,
maladaptive cognitive patterns, and impaired interpersonal functioning (Mozafari et al., 2021). Longitudinal
studies have demonstrated that adolescents’ outcome expectancies regarding self-injury play a significant role
in the maintenance and recurrence of NSSI behaviors (Guo et al., 2024). Moreover, systematic reviews
indicate that the clinical correlates of NSSI differ across genders and are associated with complex emotional
and cognitive vulnerabilities (Moloney et al., 2025).

A central construct underlying self-injurious behavior is emotion dysregulation. Emotion dysregulation refers
to difficulties in monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional responses in a manner consistent with
situational demands and long-term goals. The multidimensional model of emotion regulation proposed by
Gratz and Roemer conceptualizes dysregulation as involving nonacceptance of emotional responses, impulse
control difficulties, limited access to regulation strategies, and lack of emotional clarity (Gratz & Roemer,
2004). Empirical evidence suggests that emotion dysregulation operates as a transdiagnostic factor in
developmental psychopathology and is strongly associated with NSSI and other maladaptive behaviors
(Milone & Sesso, 2024). Structural modeling studies have further demonstrated that emotion regulation
mediates the relationship between impulsivity, self-compassion, and maladaptive behaviors in adolescents
(Salehian & Kashefizadeh, 2024). Given this centrality, effective interventions for adolescents engaging in
NSSI must prioritize enhancing regulatory capacities.

Beyond emotional processes, adaptive behavior and social functioning are critical developmental tasks during
adolescence. Adaptive behavior encompasses the capacity to meet environmental expectations and perform
age-appropriate social roles effectively. Research indicates that improvements in adaptive functioning are
associated with reductions in emotional and social problems among youth populations (Akerman et al., 2023).
Cognitive-behavioral and positive psychological interventions have been shown to enhance social-adaptive
performance among students, thereby reducing academic and emotional distress (Kiamarsi et al., 2018).
However, studies also indicate that even after conventional cognitive-behavioral therapy, some adolescents
continue to exhibit social maladjustment, underscoring the need for more comprehensive approaches (Suveg
et al., 2017).

Social cognition, defined as the ability to perceive, interpret, and respond appropriately to social information,
represents another essential domain in adolescent functioning. It involves understanding others’ intentions,
recognizing emotional cues, and navigating interpersonal contexts effectively. Models of social cognition
highlight its predictive role in social adjustment and cross-cultural adaptation (Cao et al., 2023). Interventions
targeting anger management and emotion regulation have demonstrated positive effects on social cognition in
clinical populations (Gharibpour et al., 2019). Given that adolescents with NSSI often exhibit distorted
cognitive interpretations of social interactions and maladaptive beliefs regarding pain and self-worth (Taheri
et al., 2021), strengthening social cognition may reduce interpersonal conflicts and subsequent self-injurious
behaviors.
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Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), originally developed for individuals with chronic emotion dysregulation,
integrates cognitive-behavioral techniques with mindfulness and acceptance strategies. Systematic reviews
have confirmed the efficacy of DBT skills training in reducing emotion dysregulation among adolescents
(Mossini, 2024). Empirical studies have further shown that DBT enhances distress tolerance and assertiveness
among victimized students (Sehati et al., 2023) and improves social adjustment in adolescents from single-
parent families (Nazarifar et al., 2022). Comparative investigations indicate that DBT is particularly effective
in reducing nonsuicidal self-injury and improving cognitive-emotional regulation (Yasfard et al., 2020). Even
among individuals without overt self-harm behaviors but experiencing emotional dysregulation, DBT skills
training has been beneficial (Kells et al., 2020).

Despite accumulating evidence, limited research has examined the simultaneous effects of DBT on adaptive
behaviors, emotion dysregulation, and social cognition in adolescents with NSSI within the Iranian context.
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of DBT on adaptive behaviors, emotion
dysregulation, and social cognition among male high school students engaging in self-injurious behaviors.
Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of male high school students in Babol during the 20222023 academic year who exhibited
nonsuicidal self-injurious behaviors. Thirty participants were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15).

Instruments included the Deliberate Self-Harm Inventory to confirm self-injury status, the Difficulties in
Emotion Regulation Scale to assess emotion dysregulation, an Adaptive Behavior Questionnaire to measure
social-adaptive functioning, and the Student Social Cognition Questionnaire to evaluate social cognitive
abilities. These instruments were administered at both pretest and posttest phases.

The experimental group received 12 sessions of group-based DBT skills training, each lasting 90 minutes and
conducted twice weekly. The intervention included modules on mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion
regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. The control group received no intervention during the study period.
Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to examine posttest
differences while controlling for pretest scores. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

Findings

Preliminary analyses confirmed that assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance were met.
Descriptive statistics indicated notable improvements in the experimental group from pretest to posttest across
all three dependent variables.

ANCOVA results demonstrated that, after controlling for pretest scores, DBT had a statistically significant
effect on adaptive behaviors (F = 23.98, p < 0.01, n? = 0.57), indicating a substantial increase in adaptive
functioning among participants in the experimental group compared to the control group.

Similarly, DBT produced a significant reduction in emotion dysregulation (p < 0.01, n? = 0.56), reflecting
improved emotional awareness, impulse control, and access to regulation strategies.

In addition, social cognition significantly improved in the experimental group (F =20.21, p <0.01, n>= 0.65),
suggesting enhanced abilities in interpreting social cues, understanding others’ perspectives, and responding
appropriately in interpersonal contexts.

Overall, the results indicated that DBT accounted for a considerable proportion of variance in improvements
across adaptive behavior, emotion regulation, and social cognition.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that DBT is an effective intervention for adolescents engaging in self-
injurious behaviors, producing simultaneous improvements in adaptive behavior, emotional regulation, and
social cognition. These outcomes highlight the multidimensional impact of DBT skills training. By targeting
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both acceptance and change processes, DBT appears to address the core mechanisms underlying maladaptive
coping strategies in adolescents.

Improvements in adaptive behavior may be attributed to enhanced interpersonal effectiveness and problem-
solving skills acquired during the intervention. Adolescents learned to respond more flexibly to environmental
demands, reducing impulsive and maladaptive reactions.

The reduction in emotion dysregulation suggests that mindfulness and distress tolerance skills enabled
participants to observe and manage intense emotions without resorting to self-harm. As emotional clarity and
acceptance increased, reliance on maladaptive regulatory strategies diminished.

Enhancement of social cognition may reflect greater attentional control, reduced cognitive distortions, and
improved perspective-taking skills fostered through DBT modules. As adolescents became more aware of their
internal experiences and interpersonal patterns, they likely developed more accurate interpretations of social
situations, reducing interpersonal conflicts that previously triggered self-injury.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrates that DBT is a comprehensive and effective therapeutic approach
for adolescents with nonsuicidal self-injury. By simultaneously strengthening adaptive functioning, improving
emotional regulation, and enhancing social cognitive capacities, DBT contributes meaningfully to both
theoretical understanding and practical intervention in adolescent mental health. Future research should
examine the long-term stability of these effects and explore broader applications across diverse adolescent
populations.
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