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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine the fit of a causal model of self-concept
based on self-compassion with the mediating role of mentalization in
individuals with borderline personality disorder symptoms. This study
employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling and was applied in purpose. The statistical population consisted of
individuals with borderline personality disorder symptoms who referred to
specialized psychological and psychiatric clinics in Tehran during the first six
months of 2025 and were diagnosed according to DSM-5-TR criteria by a
psychiatrist. A sample of 200 participants was selected through convenience
sampling. Data were collected using the Rogers Self-Concept Questionnaire,
Neff’s Self-Compassion Scale, and the Mentalization Questionnaire
developed by Fonagy and colleagues. Data analysis was conducted using
AMOS software, and common goodness-of-fit indices were applied to
evaluate the proposed model. Structural equation modeling indicated that the
proposed model demonstrated satisfactory fit (RMSEA=0.073; CFI=0.94;
GF1=0.92). Self-compassion had a significant direct effect on self-concept
(B=0.81, p<0.001). Self-compassion also significantly predicted
mentalization (=0.69, p<0.001), and mentalization significantly predicted
self-concept (=0.71, p<0.001). Indirect effect analysis revealed a statistically
significant partial mediating role of mentalization in the relationship between
self-compassion and self-concept (p<0.05). The findings suggest that self-
compassion enhances self-concept both directly and indirectly through
strengthening mentalization capacity in individuals with borderline
personality disorder symptoms. Integrating compassion-focused and
mentalization-based components into therapeutic interventions may therefore
contribute to improved self-structure and emotional stability in this clinical
population.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is recognized as one of the most complex and debilitating personality
disorders, characterized by pervasive instability in affect regulation, interpersonal relationships, self-image,
and impulse control. Contemporary reviews emphasize that identity disturbance and instability in self-
functioning constitute core features of borderline pathology rather than peripheral symptoms (Leichsenring et
al., 2023). Dimensional models of personality disorders further conceptualize BPD in terms of impairments
in personality organization and identity integration, highlighting the centrality of self-concept disturbances in
its psychopathology (Kim & Lee, 2024). Empirical investigations have demonstrated that individuals with
BPD exhibit fragmented and negatively biased self-representations, often accompanied by low self-concept
clarity and identity diffusion (Bogaerts et al., 2023). Longitudinal evidence indicates that disturbances in self-
concept are prospectively associated with depression, suicidality, and maladaptive behaviors, including
addictive patterns (Chen et al., 2019). Furthermore, reduced self-concept clarity has been linked to heightened
self-injurious urges and self-critical rumination in individuals with borderline features (Chung & Kaufman,
2024). Structural analyses of self-concept in BPD have identified negative compartmentalization, wherein
positive and negative self-representations remain poorly integrated (Vater et al., 2015), and implicit
assessments reveal heightened aggressiveness-related self-associations (Baumann et al., 2020). Differential
diagnostic research also underscores that identity instability and fluctuations in self-esteem are crucial in
distinguishing BPD from mood disorders such as bipolar disorder (Wright et al., 2022).

From a developmental and relational perspective, disturbances in self-concept among individuals with BPD
are closely linked to insecure attachment and early relational trauma. Quantitative paradigms examining
attachment dynamics suggest that maladaptive relational patterns contribute to ongoing instability in self-
experience (Mancinelli et al., 2024). The experience of intense mental pain, identified as a specific feature of
BPD, further exacerbates feelings of emptiness and fragmentation of the self (Fertuck et al., 2016). Difficulties
in emotion regulation and aggressive cognitive scripts have also been associated with maladaptive behavioral
patterns that may reinforce negative self-evaluations (Hosie et al., 2022).

Within this framework, mentalization—the capacity to understand one’s own and others’ mental states—has
emerged as a key construct in explaining borderline pathology. Meta-analytic findings indicate that
impairments in mentalizing are robustly associated with a wide range of psychiatric disorders, including BPD
(Johnson et al., 2022). Neurobiological research has identified altered neural correlates of mentalization in
individuals with borderline personality pathology (Schulze et al., 2023). Developmental studies further
demonstrate that deficits in mentalizing during adolescence are strongly related to borderline traits (Sharp et
al., 2024). Importantly, mentalization has been identified as a protective factor buffering the link between
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alexithymia and borderline symptoms (Debbané et al., 2024). Structural models have shown that
mentalization mediates the relationship between early trauma and borderline symptomatology (Sabour et al.,
2023). Moreover, interventions specifically targeting the enhancement of mentalizing capacities are
considered among the most evidence-based therapeutic approaches for BPD (Bateman et al., 2025). The
Persian version of the Mentalization Questionnaire has also demonstrated satisfactory psychometric properties,
enabling reliable assessment within Iranian populations (Drogar et al., 2020).

In parallel, self-compassion has gained increasing attention as a resilience factor in psychological functioning.
Defined as treating oneself with kindness, recognizing shared humanity, and maintaining balanced awareness
of suffering, self-compassion has been consistently associated with psychological well-being and reduced self-
criticism (Neff, 2023). Studies have indicated that positive self-concept is facilitated by emotional intelligence
and adaptive personality functioning (Garcia-Martinez et al., 2023). Clinical evidence suggests that
interventions addressing identity and emotional processes are crucial in the management of BPD (Dunand et
al., 2024). Additionally, emotional intelligence has been identified as a mediator linking theory of mind
abilities and borderline traits (Fateminia et al., 2023), and adult attachment styles have been shown to mediate
maladaptive outcomes rooted in early relational experiences (Midolo et al., 2021).

Despite growing evidence regarding the individual roles of self-compassion, mentalization, and self-concept
in borderline pathology, limited research has examined their integrated relationships within a single structural
framework. Understanding whether self-compassion influences self-concept directly and indirectly through
mentalization may offer important theoretical and clinical insights. Therefore, the present study aimed to test
a causal model of self-concept based on self-compassion with the mediating role of mentalization among
individuals exhibiting symptoms of Borderline Personality Disorder.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and was
applied in purpose. The statistical population consisted of individuals diagnosed with borderline personality
disorder symptoms who referred to specialized psychological and psychiatric clinics in Tehran during the first
six months of 2025. Diagnosis was confirmed by psychiatrists according to DSM-5-TR criteria.

A sample of 200 participants was selected through non-random convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria
included: confirmed diagnosis of BPD, age 18 years or older, and absence of current pharmacological treatment
for BPD. Exclusion criteria included inpatient psychiatric hospitalization and history of psychotic disorders.
Data were collected using three standardized instruments: the Rogers Self-Concept Questionnaire, Neff’s Self-
Compassion Scale (26 items), and the Mentalization Questionnaire (26 items assessing certainty and
uncertainty about mental states). Internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) for the scales in the
present study ranged between acceptable and high levels. Data were analyzed using AMOS software.
Descriptive statistics were calculated, normality assumptions were tested, and SEM was conducted to examine
direct, indirect, and total effects among variables. Model fit was evaluated using standard indices including 2,
RMSEA, CFl, GFI, and NFI.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated moderate levels of self-compassion and mentalization among participants.
Normality tests confirmed that distributions of all main variables were acceptable for parametric analyses.
Structural Equation Modeling demonstrated that the proposed model exhibited satisfactory fit to the data (y* =
919.7; RMSEA = 0.073; CFI = 0.94; GFI =0.92; NFI = 0.92). Path coefficients revealed that self-compassion
had a strong and statistically significant direct effect on self-concept (B = 0.81, p < 0.001). Self-compassion
also had a significant positive effect on mentalization (f = 0.69, p <0.001). In turn, mentalization significantly
predicted self-concept (B =0.71, p <0.001).
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Analysis of indirect effects indicated that mentalization partially mediated the relationship between self-
compassion and self-concept. Both direct and indirect effects were statistically significant, confirming partial
mediation. The total effect of self-compassion on self-concept was stronger when the mediating pathway
through mentalization was included in the model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study support the hypothesis that self-compassion and mentalization play complementary
roles in shaping self-concept among individuals with borderline personality disorder symptoms. The strong
direct association between self-compassion and self-concept suggests that individuals who respond to personal
failures and emotional pain with kindness and balanced awareness develop more stable and integrated self-
representations. Given that BPD is characterized by identity instability and self-critical tendencies, fostering
self-compassion may directly reduce fragmentation in self-experience.

The significant predictive role of mentalization highlights its importance in organizing self-structure. The
ability to interpret one’s thoughts and emotions as mental states rather than absolute truths allows individuals
to maintain psychological distance from intense affective fluctuations. Such reflective capacity can prevent
rapid shifts in self-evaluation and reduce vulnerability to identity disturbance.

Most importantly, the partial mediating role of mentalization indicates that self-compassion enhances self-
concept not only directly but also indirectly by strengthening reflective functioning. When individuals
approach themselves with compassion, they may become less defensive and more open to exploring internal
experiences. This openness facilitates mentalization, which in turn contributes to a coherent and stable self-
concept.

Overall, the study provides empirical support for an integrated structural model linking self-compassion,
mentalization, and self-concept in borderline pathology. Clinically, these findings underscore the value of
incorporating compassion-focused and mentalization-based strategies into therapeutic interventions for
individuals with borderline personality disorder symptoms. Strengthening these capacities may promote
identity integration, emotional regulation, and improved psychological functioning.
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