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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of dialectical friendship training and
mentalization-based friendship training on socio-emotional development and
loneliness in rejected children. This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—
posttest design with a two-month follow-up and a control group. The population
consisted of mothers and their rejected primary school girls in Isfahan in 2025, from
which 60 participants were purposively selected and randomly assigned into two
experimental groups and one control group (n=20 each). Data were collected using
the Social-Emotional Development Questionnaire and the Loneliness Questionnaire
across three stages. The interventions—dialectical friendship training and
mentalization-based friendship training—were delivered to mothers in eight sessions.
Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests
. Results indicated significant effects of time, group, and timexgroup interaction on
both socio-emotional development and loneliness (p<0.05). Both intervention groups
showed significant improvement in socio-emotional development and reduction in
loneliness compared to the control group. However, no significant difference was
found between the two intervention approaches (p>0.05). The intervention effects
remained stable at follow-up. Both dialectical and mentalization-based friendship
training are effective interventions for enhancing socio-emotional development and
reducing loneliness in rejected children, with no statistically significant superiority of
one approach over the other.
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emotional development, loneliness, rejected children
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Childhood represents a foundational stage in human development during which core emotional, cognitive, and
social competencies are formed. Among these, socio-emotional development plays a pivotal role in shaping
children’s ability to regulate emotions, establish interpersonal relationships, and adapt to social environments.
This developmental domain encompasses competencies such as self-awareness, emotional regulation, social
awareness, responsible decision-making, and relationship management, all of which are essential for long-term
psychological well-being and social adjustment (Jones et al., 2015; Malti & Noam, 2016). Empirical evidence
suggests that early socio-emotional competencies are strongly associated with later outcomes in mental health,
academic success, and overall life satisfaction (Alwaely et al., 2021; Levin & Segev, 2023).

Peer relationships, particularly friendships, serve as a primary context through which socio-emotional skills
are developed and practiced. Through interactions with peers, children learn cooperation, empathy, conflict
resolution, and emotional expression. High-quality friendships have been shown to act as protective factors,
mitigating the negative effects of social isolation and fostering resilience (McGoey et al., 2023; Rose et al.,
2022). Conversely, children who experience peer rejection often exhibit deficits in these competencies, leading
to a range of adverse developmental outcomes. Peer rejection is frequently associated with behavioral
difficulties, emotional dysregulation, and social withdrawal, which may further exacerbate relational
difficulties (Laursen et al., 2007).

One of the most critical psychological consequences of peer rejection is loneliness. Loneliness in children is
conceptualized as a distressing emotional experience arising from a discrepancy between desired and actual
social relationships (Asher et al., 1984). Research has consistently demonstrated that loneliness is linked to
negative psychological outcomes, including depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and even aggressive
behaviors (de Heer et al., 2024; Matthews et al., 2022). Moreover, loneliness can create a self-perpetuating
cycle in which socially withdrawn children have fewer opportunities to develop interpersonal skills, thereby
reinforcing their isolation (Baiocco et al., 2019; Vellymalay, 2013).

Given the reciprocal relationship between socio-emotional development and loneliness, interventions targeting
these domains are crucial, particularly for children who are socially rejected. A wide range of interventions
has been developed to enhance children’s social and emotional functioning, including social skills training,
cognitive-behavioral approaches, and family-based interventions (Cuartas, 2022; McLaughlin et al., 2013).
However, there remains a need to explore innovative and integrative approaches that address both emotional
regulation and interpersonal understanding.

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT)-based interventions have gained increasing attention in this regard.
Rooted in behavioral and cognitive principles, DBT integrates strategies of acceptance and change, focusing
on skills such as emotion regulation, distress tolerance, mindfulness, and interpersonal effectiveness (Haft et
al., 2022; Haktanir et al., 2023). Adaptations of DBT for children and families emphasize parental
involvement, thereby facilitating the generalization of learned skills in naturalistic settings. Previous studies
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have demonstrated the effectiveness of DBT-based friendship training programs in reducing behavioral
problems and improving social functioning among rejected children (Fooladgar, 2024; Zalewski et al., 2023).
In parallel, mentalization-based approaches have emerged as a promising framework for enhancing
interpersonal functioning. Mentalization refers to the capacity to understand one’s own and others’ mental
states, including thoughts, feelings, and intentions. This ability is critical for effective social interaction and
emotional regulation (Ramadas et al., 2024; Sharp & Venta, 2012). Deficits in mentalization have been
associated with interpersonal misunderstandings, emotional dysregulation, and social maladjustment.
Consequently, interventions aimed at improving mentalization skills have shown potential in addressing
emotional and relational difficulties in children (Malda-Castillo et al., 2019; Thorén et al., 2025).

Despite the growing body of research supporting both DBT-based and mentalization-based interventions, there
is a notable lack of studies directly comparing their effectiveness, particularly in the context of friendship
training for rejected children. Furthermore, mentalization-based friendship interventions remain relatively
underexplored (Mohammadi Bajgirani et al., 2026). Addressing this gap is essential for identifying the most
effective approaches to enhancing socio-emotional development and reducing loneliness in this vulnerable
population.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with three groups (two experimental groups and one
control group) and three measurement phases: pretest, posttest, and a two-month follow-up. The statistical
population consisted of mothers and their rejected primary school daughters in Isfahan. A total of 60
participants were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups (20 participants in
each group).

Data were collected using two standardized instruments: the Social-Emotional Development Questionnaire
and the Loneliness Questionnaire. These measures were administered at all three time points. The experimental
groups participated in two distinct intervention programs: dialectical friendship training and mentalization-
based friendship training, each delivered over eight sessions. The control group did not receive any intervention
during the study period.

The intervention sessions were conducted in group format and facilitated by a trained psychologist with
expertise in parenting and child-focused psychological interventions. The dialectical training focused on
emotion regulation, mindfulness, interpersonal effectiveness, and parenting strategies, while the mentalization-
based training emphasized understanding mental states, perspective-taking, empathy, and cognitive-emotional
regulation.

Data analysis was performed using repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) to examine within-group
and between-group differences over time. Bonferroni post hoc tests were used to identify specific group
differences across measurement points. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS software (version 26).
Findings

The results indicated significant effects of time on both socio-emotional development and loneliness,
suggesting that changes occurred across the three measurement phases. Additionally, the interaction effect of
time and group was significant for both variables, indicating that the pattern of change differed across the
experimental and control groups.

In terms of socio-emotional development, both experimental groups demonstrated a substantial increase from
pretest to posttest, which was maintained at the follow-up stage. In contrast, the control group showed no
significant improvement across the three time points. Similarly, for loneliness, both intervention groups
exhibited a significant reduction from pretest to posttest, with the effects persisting at follow-up, whereas the
control group showed minimal change.
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Between-group comparisons revealed that both the dialectical friendship training and the mentalization-based
friendship training were significantly more effective than the control condition in improving socio-emotional
development and reducing loneliness. However, no significant difference was found between the two
intervention groups, indicating comparable levels of effectiveness.

Post hoc analyses further confirmed that the most substantial changes occurred between the pretest and posttest
phases, while differences between posttest and follow-up were not statistically significant. This pattern
suggests that the interventions produced immediate improvements that were sustained over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both dialectical and mentalization-based friendship training
programs are effective in enhancing socio-emotional development and reducing loneliness among rejected
children. These results highlight the importance of structured, skill-based interventions that address both
emotional regulation and interpersonal understanding.

The effectiveness of dialectical friendship training can be attributed to its comprehensive focus on emotional
and behavioral skills. By equipping children and their parents with strategies for managing emotions, tolerating
distress, and engaging in effective interpersonal interactions, this approach facilitates adaptive social
functioning. The incorporation of mindfulness and acceptance-based techniques further enhances children’s
capacity to remain present and respond flexibly to social challenges.

Similarly, the success of mentalization-based friendship training underscores the critical role of understanding
mental states in social interactions. By fostering children’s ability to interpret their own and others’ thoughts
and emotions, this approach reduces misunderstandings and promotes empathy, thereby improving
relationship quality. The emphasis on perspective-taking and reflective functioning enables children to
navigate complex social situations more effectively.

The lack of significant differences between the two interventions suggests that both approaches may operate
through overlapping mechanisms. Both emphasize emotional awareness, regulation, and interpersonal
competence, albeit through different theoretical frameworks. Additionally, the involvement of parents in both
programs likely contributed to the observed outcomes by reinforcing learned skills in everyday contexts.

The persistence of intervention effects at follow-up indicates that the acquired skills were internalized and
maintained over time. This finding underscores the potential of these interventions for producing lasting
improvements in children’s socio-emotional functioning.

In conclusion, the present study provides empirical support for the use of both dialectical and mentalization-
based friendship training programs as effective interventions for rejected children. By addressing key aspects
of emotional and social development, these programs offer valuable tools for promoting psychological well-
being and social integration in this vulnerable population.
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