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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the difference in the effectiveness of
Mentalization-Based Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy on affective control
in adolescents with self-injurious behaviors. This applied study used a quasi-
experimental design with a pretest—posttest structure, including a control groupand a
follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted of adolescent girls with self-
injurious behaviors referred to counseling centers in Tehran during the second half of
2024. A total of 45 participants were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned into three groups (two experimental groups and one control
group). The experimental groups received 12 sessions of Mentalization-Based
Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy, respectively, while the control group
received no intervention. Data were collected using the Affective Control Scale and
analyzed using MANOVA, repeated measures ANOVA, and Bonferroni post hoc
testsin SPSS-26. The results of repeated measures ANOVA indicated that the main
effects of group (p<0.05), time (p<0.05), and the interaction effectof group x time
(p<0.05) on affective control were significant. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
revealed that both experimental groups showed significant improvements compared
to the control group at posttest and follow-up stages (p<0.05), with Mentalization-
Based Therapy demonstrating greater effectiveness than Dialectical Behavior
Therapy. Boththerapeutic interventions were effective in improving affective control
in adolescents with self-injurious behaviors; however, Mentalization-Based Therapy
showed superior effectiveness, suggesting its greater utility as an intervention
targeting deeper cognitive—affective processes.

Keywords: Affective control, Dialectical Behavior Therapy, Mentalization-Based
Therapy, Self-harm, Adolescents
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Self-harm behaviors among adolescents have emerged as a critical mental health concern, with increasing
prevalence and significant psychological, social, and developmental consequences. These behaviors, often
conceptualized as non-suicidal self-injury, are typically employed as maladaptive strategies for coping with
intense emotional distress and are closely associated with deficits in affective regulation and impulse control
(Lopez-Martinez et al., 2025; Muradian et al., 2025). Adolescence, as a developmental stage characterized
by neurobiological changes and heightened emotional reactivity, represents a particularly vulnerable period
for the emergence of such behaviors (Schweizer et al., 2020; Stoykova, 2024). Within this context, affective
control—defined as the capacity to regulate, modulate, and manage emotional responses—has been identified
as a central construct in understanding both the development and maintenance of self-harming behaviors.
Affective control plays a mediating role between risk factors such as childhood trauma, interpersonal
difficulties, and maladaptive cognitive schemas, and outcomes such as emotional dysregulation and self-injury
(Farjami et al., 2024). Individuals with impaired affective control often experience heightened emotional
intensity, reduced tolerance for distress, and difficulty employing adaptive coping strategies, thereby
increasing the likelihood of engaging in self-harm as a means of emotional relief (Domenech & Jimenez,
2024). From a cognitive-behavioral perspective, dysfunctional beliefs and maladaptive thought patterns
contribute to the escalation of negative affect, thereby undermining affective control (Beck et al., 2020).
Conversely, contemporary integrative models emphasize the importance of metacognitive and interpersonal
processes, particularly mentalization, in fostering emotional regulation.

Mentalization refers to the ability to understand one’s own and others’ behaviors in terms of underlying mental
states, such as thoughts, feelings, and intentions. Deficits in mentalization have been linked to emotional
dysregulation, interpersonal sensitivity, and self-harming behaviors (Bateman, 2022; Midgley et al., 2021).
Mentalization-Based Therapy (MBT) aims to enhance this capacity, thereby improving affective control and
reducing maladaptive behaviors. Empirical evidence supports the effectiveness of MBT in reducing self-harm
and improving emotional functioning in adolescents (Jorgensen et al., 2021; Rossouw & Fonagy, 2012).
Similarly, Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), a well-established intervention for individuals with emotional
dysregulation, focuses on teaching skills such as mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and
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interpersonal effectiveness. Meta-analytic findings indicate that DBT significantly reduces self-harm and
suicidal ideation in adolescents (Kothgassner et al., 2021; Samadi et al., 2023).

Despite the demonstrated efficacy of both MBT and DBT, comparative studies examining their relative
effectiveness, particularly in relation to affective control, remain limited. Existing research suggests that while
DBT primarily targets behavioral and cognitive skills, MBT operates at a deeper level by modifying
individuals’ understanding of mental states and interpersonal dynamics (Johnstone et al., 2022). This
distinction underscores the need for empirical investigations that directly compare these interventions in
adolescent populations with self-harming behaviors. Accordingly, the present study aimed to determine the
differential effectiveness of Mentalization-Based Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy on affective
control in adolescents with self-injurious behaviors.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest structure, including a control
group and a follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted of adolescent girls aged 13 to 18 years
exhibiting self-injurious behaviors who were referred to counseling centers affiliated with the Department of
Education in Tehran during the second half of the academic year. A purposive sampling method was used to
select participants who met the inclusion criteria, including clinical confirmation of self-harm behaviors,
absence of severe psychiatric disorders, and no concurrent use of psychiatric medication.

A total of 45 participants were selected and randomly assigned, after matching for demographic characteristics,
into three groups: two experimental groups (Mentalization-Based Therapy and Dialectical Behavior Therapy)
and one control group, each comprising 15 participants. The experimental groups received 12 sessions of their
respective interventions, while the control group remained on a waiting list. Data were collected at three time
points: pretest, posttest, and a two-month follow-up.

The primary measurement instrument was the Affective Control Scale, which assesses individuals’ ability to
regulate emotional responses across four domains: anger, depressed mood, anxiety, and positive affect. Data
analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize demographic
characteristics and study variables, while inferential analyses, including multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) and repeated measures ANOVA, were employed to examine group differences over time.
Bonferroni post hoc tests were conducted to identify pairwise differences between groups.

Findings

The descriptive results indicated that the mean scores of affective control were comparable across the three
groups at the pretest stage, suggesting baseline equivalence. In the posttest phase, both experimental groups
demonstrated an increase in mean scores, indicating reduced affective control problems, while the control
group showed minimal change. These improvements were maintained in the follow-up phase, particularly in
the Mentalization-Based Therapy group.

The results of repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of group, indicating that there
were statistically significant differences in affective control among the three groups. A significant main effect
of time was also observed, suggesting that affective control scores changed significantly across the three
measurement points. Importantly, the interaction effect between group and time was significant, indicating that
the pattern of change over time differed across the groups.

Post hoc Bonferroni comparisons showed that there were no significant differences between groups at the
pretest stage. However, at the posttest and follow-up stages, both experimental groups differed significantly
from the control group. Furthermore, the Mentalization-Based Therapy group demonstrated significantly
greater improvements in affective control compared to the Dialectical Behavior Therapy group, particularly at
the follow-up stage, indicating a stronger and more sustained effect.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings of the present study indicate that both Mentalization-Based Therapy and Dialectical Behavior
Therapy are effective interventions for improving affective control in adolescents with self-injurious behaviors.
However, the results suggest that Mentalization-Based Therapy has a comparatively greater and more enduring
impact. This difference may be attributed to the distinct mechanisms underlying each intervention. While
Dialectical Behavior Therapy focuses on the acquisition of practical skills for managing emotional distress,
Mentalization-Based Therapy emphasizes the development of a deeper understanding of internal mental states
and interpersonal processes.

The improvement in affective control observed in both experimental groups highlights the importance of
targeting emotional regulation in interventions for self-harming adolescents. Affective control appears to
function as a core mechanism through which therapeutic change occurs, as enhanced regulation of emotions
reduces the need for maladaptive coping strategies such as self-injury. The sustained effects observed in the
follow-up phase further underscore the potential of these interventions to produce lasting changes in emotional
functioning.

The superior effectiveness of Mentalization-Based Therapy may be explained by its focus on enhancing
reflective functioning and promoting greater awareness of the links between thoughts, emotions, and
behaviors. By improving individuals’ ability to interpret and make sense of their internal experiences, this
approach may facilitate more adaptive emotional responses and reduce vulnerability to emotional
dysregulation. In contrast, while Dialectical Behavior Therapy provides valuable skills for immediate emotion
management, its impact may be more dependent on continued practice and reinforcement.

Overall, the results of this study contribute to the growing body of evidence supporting the use of structured
psychotherapeutic interventions for adolescents with self-harming behaviors. The findings suggest that
interventions targeting both the cognitive and affective dimensions of emotional regulation can be particularly
effective. Moreover, the comparative advantage of Mentalization-Based Therapy highlights the importance of
addressing underlying psychological processes in addition to teaching behavioral skills.

In conclusion, both interventions are effective in enhancing affective control, but Mentalization-Based Therapy
demonstrates greater efficacy and durability of outcomes. These findings have important implications for
clinical practice, suggesting that incorporating mentalization-based approaches into treatment programs may
enhance therapeutic effectiveness for adolescents with self-injurious behaviors.
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