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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of short-term psychodynamic therapy
and mentalization-based therapy on self-injurious behaviors in individuals with a borderline
personality structure. This applied research employed a quasi-experimental design with
pretest—posttest and a control group along with a two-month follow-up. The statistical
population consisted of individuals with borderline personality structure attending clinics in
western Tehran in the second half of 2025. Forty-five participants were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: two experimental groups (short-
term psychodynamic therapy and mentalization-based therapy) and one control group. The
instruments included the Kernberg Personality Organization Questionnaire (2002) and the
Sanson et al. Self-Injury Questionnaire (1998). The short-term psychodynamic therapy
followed Davanloo’s (1995) protocol, while the mentalization-based therapy followed
Bateman and Fonagy’s (2016) protocol. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA
in SPSS version 26. Results indicated that both time and the time—group interaction effects on
self-injurious behaviors were significant (p<0.05). Mentalization-based therapy significantly
reduced self-injurious behaviors in posttest and follow-up compared to pretest (p<0.05), while
short-term psychodynamic therapy did not show a significant effect. Bonferroni post hoc tests
revealed that the mean level of self-injurious behaviors in the mentalization group was
significantly lower than in the control group, whereas the difference between the
psychodynamic and control groups was not significant. The follow-up results confirmed the
sustained effect of the mentalization intervention. Mentalization-based therapy proved to be
more effective than short-term psychodynamic therapy in reducing self-injurious behaviors
among individuals with a borderline personality structure. Its focus on enhancing reflective
function, emotional regulation, and secure attachment makes it a more adaptive treatment
approach for this population. In contrast, short-term psychodynamic therapy may be less

suitable due to its reliance on higher levels of introspection and affect tolerance.

Keywords: Short-term psychodynamic therapy; Mentalization-based therapy; Self-injurious
behaviors; Borderline personality structure.
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Introduction

Borderline personality structure represents one of the most complex and clinically challenging forms of
personality organization in contemporary psychopathology. Individuals with borderline traits often display
persistent instability in emotions, self-image, and interpersonal relationships, accompanied by impulsive
behaviors such as nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI) (Kernberg, 1996; Zanarini et al., 2021). These behaviors,
typically performed without suicidal intent, function as maladaptive strategies to cope with overwhelming
internal distress, emotional emptiness, or fear of abandonment (Klonsky et al., 2014; Stepp et al., 2018). From
a developmental and psychodynamic perspective, NSSI can be understood as a behavioral manifestation of
impaired affect regulation and disrupted self-other representations, which are central features of borderline
personality structure (Luyten et al., 2021; Weinberg & Ronningstam, 2022).

A growing body of research attributes the etiology of borderline pathology and self-injurious behavior to early
attachment trauma, chronic invalidation, and deficits in mentalization — the ability to understand and interpret
one’s own and others’ mental states (Bateman & Fonagy, 2008; Choi-Kain & Gunderson, 2008). The
inability to mentalize effectively contributes to emotional dysregulation, impulsivity, and misinterpretation of
interpersonal cues (Fonagy, Luyten, Allison, et al., 2019; Sharp et al., 2020). Consequently, interventions
that target the restoration of mentalization capacity have become a primary therapeutic direction in recent
decades (Bateman & Fonagy, 2019, 2021). Among such interventions, Mentalization-Based Therapy (MBT)
has emerged as one of the most empirically supported approaches for borderline pathology (Bornstein, 2015;
Karterud, 2015).

MBT, grounded in attachment theory and developed by Bateman and Fonagy, focuses on enhancing patients’
ability to reflect upon their own and others’ emotions, thoughts, and intentions within a secure therapeutic
relationship (Bateman et al., 2025; Fonagy, Luyten, & Allison, 2019). By promoting reflective functioning,
MBT enables patients to recognize and regulate emotions, thereby reducing impulsive behaviors such as self-
harm (Azizi et al., 2023; Chabok et al., 2016). In contrast, short-term psychodynamic therapy (STDP),
particularly in its intensive form (ISTDP), emphasizes identifying unconscious conflicts, confronting defenses,
and facilitating emotional breakthroughs (Abbass et al., 2015; McCullough et al., 2003). This model, based
on the affect-phobia paradigm, posits that avoidance of core emotions lies at the root of maladaptive behavioral
patterns and that therapeutic exposure to these emotions leads to structural integration and symptom reduction
(Andrews, 2011; Frederickson, 2013).

While both approaches aim to address deep psychological mechanisms, they differ significantly in therapeutic
stance and emotional demands. STDP relies on insight and the capacity to tolerate high levels of anxiety, which
may exceed the psychological tolerance of individuals with borderline organization (Clarkin et al., 2007;
Yeomans et al., 2021). MBT, on the other hand, provides a safer relational context, prioritizing stabilization
and emotional containment before delving into unconscious conflicts (Allen, 2003; Bateman & Fonagy,
2021). Given that patients with borderline personality structure often lack emotional coherence and cognitive
integration, MBT may offer a more adaptive and sustainable path for reducing self-harm behaviors (Luyten et
al., 2021; Mosquera, 2022).

Empirical findings support this theoretical distinction. Studies have demonstrated that MBT effectively
decreases NSSI frequency and intensity while improving affect regulation and interpersonal functioning
(Bateman & Fonagy, 2019; Sharp et al., 2024). Similarly, (Azizi et al., 2023) reported significant reductions
in self-harming tendencies among young adults with borderline traits following MBT. Conversely, while STDP
has shown positive outcomes in some clinical populations, its effectiveness in individuals with low reflective
capacity and high affective instability remains inconsistent (Niknejad et al., 2023; Yousefi & Hosseini, 2022).
Building on this literature, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of short-term psychodynamic
therapy and mentalization-based therapy in reducing self-injurious behaviors among individuals with
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borderline personality structure. It was hypothesized that MBT, due to its emphasis on affect regulation and
reflective functioning, would yield greater reductions in self-harming behaviors than STDP.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and a two-month
follow-up. The statistical population comprised individuals with borderline personality structure who attended
clinical centers in western Tehran during the second half of 2025. Through purposive sampling and clinical
screening, 45 participants meeting inclusion criteria were selected and randomly assigned to three groups:
short-term psychodynamic therapy (n=15), mentalization-based therapy (n=15), and control (n=15).

The Kernberg Personality Organization Questionnaire (2002) and the Sanson et al. Self-Injury Questionnaire
(1998) were used for assessment. The STDP group received nine 90-minute sessions following Davanloo’s
(1995) intensive short-term dynamic psychotherapy protocol, focusing on recognizing defenses, resolving
unconscious conflicts, and promoting affective awareness. The MBT group participated in sessions based on
Bateman and Fonagy’s (2016) model, emphasizing emotion regulation, understanding rejection sensitivity,
and enhancing self-other perspective-taking. The control group received no intervention during the study but
was later offered a condensed four-session MBT program for ethical reasons.

All sessions were conducted under standardized conditions by certified therapists. Data were analyzed using
repeated measures ANOVA to evaluate the main and interaction effects of group and time.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that the three groups were homogeneous in demographic characteristics such
as gender, marital status, education, and age. Most participants were female, single, and within the 25-40 age
range. The mean scores of self-injurious behaviors showed notable changes across groups and time points.

In the short-term psychodynamic therapy group, the mean pretest score for self-injurious behaviors was 6.73,
which decreased to 5.60 in the posttest and slightly increased to 5.80 at follow-up. Although there was a
reduction, it was not statistically significant.

In the mentalization-based therapy group, the pretest mean was 7.00, which decreased significantly to 4.33 in
the posttest and 4.47 at follow-up. These reductions were statistically significant (p < 0.05), indicating a
sustained decrease in self-injurious behaviors over time.

In the control group, mean scores remained relatively stable (6.80 at pretest, 6.67 at posttest, and 6.53 at follow-
up), with no significant differences across time.

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of time (F =7.27, p=0.008, > =0.148) and a
significant interaction effect of time and group (F = 4.59, p = 0.042, n?> = 0.107). Post hoc Bonferroni
comparisons confirmed that the MBT group exhibited significantly greater reductions in self-injurious
behaviors compared to the control group (mean difference = -2.44, p = 0.016), while the STDP group did not
differ significantly from either group (p > 0.05). Follow-up comparisons indicated that the therapeutic effect
of MBT persisted after two months, confirming the stability of treatment gains.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study sought to compare the effectiveness of short-term psychodynamic therapy and
mentalization-based therapy in reducing self-injurious behaviors in individuals with borderline personality
structure. The results revealed that MBT significantly reduced self-harming behaviors both immediately and
at follow-up, whereas STDP did not yield significant changes. These findings highlight the importance of
mentalization as a core mechanism underlying behavioral regulation in borderline pathology.

The superior efficacy of MBT can be attributed to its focus on enhancing reflective functioning and establishing
a secure therapeutic alliance. By fostering a nonjudgmental environment, MBT enables patients to explore
their internal experiences and attribute meaning to emotions rather than acting them out through self-harm.
This process aligns with the theoretical propositions of (Bateman & Fonagy, 2019) and (Fonagy, Luyten, &
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Allison, 2019), who emphasize that improved mentalization facilitates emotion regulation and promotes
resilience against interpersonal stressors.

In contrast, the limited impact of STDP observed in this study may reflect the high emotional vulnerability and
low ego strength characteristic of borderline patients. As (Andrews, 2011) and (Abbass et al., 2020) suggest,
STDP’s emotionally intensive interventions may overwhelm patients who lack the cognitive and emotional
capacity to tolerate internal conflict, potentially triggering defensive reactions or symptom exacerbation.
Furthermore, borderline individuals’ tendency toward splitting and projective identification can hinder the
development of insight and disrupt the therapeutic process (Clarkin et al., 2007; Yeomans et al., 2021).

The findings also reinforce the neuropsychological understanding of mentalization as a regulatory function
integrating affective and cognitive processes. According to (Sharp et al., 2020) and (Locati et al., 2025),
MBT’s emphasis on reflective processing activates prefrontal-limbic networks, thereby improving top-down
control of impulsive behaviors. This neurobiological mechanism likely accounts for the sustained improvement
in the MBT group observed at follow-up.

Moreover, the present results are consistent with previous empirical studies showing MBT’s efficacy in
reducing self-harming and suicidal behaviors among both adults and adolescents with borderline traits (Azizi
et al., 2023; Chabok et al., 2016; Sharp et al., 2024). They also align with the theoretical perspectives of
(Luyten et al., 2021) and (Bornstein, 2015), who argue that borderline pathology is best conceptualized as a
disorder of self and identity rooted in deficits of mentalization and attachment security.

Taken together, the findings of this study support the growing consensus that MBT provides a developmentally
attuned, neurobiologically grounded, and relationally safe approach for individuals with borderline personality
organization. By addressing deficits in self-reflection and affect regulation, MBT not only reduces maladaptive
behaviors but also promotes long-term psychological integration and resilience.

Conversely, while STDP may be beneficial for patients with higher levels of self-cohesion and reflective
capacity, it appears less suitable as a first-line intervention for those with severe borderline features. Future
integrative approaches that combine the affective depth of psychodynamic therapy with the reflective focus of
MBT could enhance therapeutic outcomes for this population (Niknejad et al., 2023; Yousefi & Hosseini,
2022).

In conclusion, the study underscores that the path to reducing self-injurious behaviors in individuals with
borderline personality structure lies not merely in symptom management but in reconstructing the patient’s
ability to understand, symbolize, and regulate emotional experience. Mentalization-Based Therapy, through
its dual focus on relational safety and reflective functioning, demonstrates a distinct advantage over short-term
psychodynamic interventions in achieving these therapeutic goals. This reinforces the view that enhancing
mentalization represents a central mechanism for achieving emotional stability and behavioral self-control in
borderline personality pathology.
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