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Abstract

The Effect of Dialectical Behavior Therapy on Ambivalence in Emotional
Expression, Impulsivity, and Cognitive Distortions in Individuals with a History of
Suicide This study aimed to examine the effect of Dialectical Behavior Therapy
(DBT) on reducing ambivalence in emotional expression, impulsivity, and cognitive
distortions among individuals with a history of suicide. A quasi-experimental pretest—
posttest—follow-up design with a control group was used. The population included
individuals with a history of suicide in Isfahan (2023-2024). Forty participants were
selected purposively and randomly assigned to DBT and control groups (20 each).
Instruments included the Ambivalence over Emotional Expressiveness Questionnaire
(AEQ), the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11), and the Interpersonal Cognitive
Distortions Scale (ICDS). The experimental group received ten 120-minute group
DBT sessions focusing on mindfulness, emotion regulation, distress tolerance, and
interpersonal effectiveness, while the control group received no intervention. Data
were analyzed using multivariate covariance analysis (MANCOVA) in SPSS-26.
DBT significantly reduced ambivalence in emotional expression (F=23.17, p<0.001,
1?=0.29), impulsivity (F=19.27, p<0.001, 1n*=0.34), and cognitive distortions
(F=21.75, p<0.001, n?>=0.36) compared to the control group. These results indicate
strong intervention effects and highlight DBT’s efficacy in enhancing emotional
regulation and cognitive restructuring among individuals at risk. Dialectical Behavior
Therapy is an effective intervention for mitigating psychological risk factors
associated with suicidal behavior. Integrating DBT into preventive and therapeutic
programs can significantly improve emotional stability and reduce the likelihood of
recurrent suicidal actions.

Keywords: Dialectical behavior therapy, emotional ambivalence, impulsivity,
cognitive distortions, suicide, emotion regulation
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) has evolved as one of the most empirically supported treatments for
emotional dysregulation, impulsivity, and suicidal behaviors (Gottlieb et al., 2022; Linehan, 2022). Initially
developed for individuals with borderline personality disorder, DBT combines behavioral, cognitive, and
mindfulness-based strategies to create a comprehensive therapeutic model that balances acceptance and change
(Johnstone et al., 2022). The increasing prevalence of suicide and self-harm across both clinical and
community populations has highlighted the need for interventions targeting the underlying psychological
mechanisms—namely emotional ambivalence, impulsivity, and cognitive distortions—that contribute to
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suicidal tendencies (Norouzi & Heydari, 2024). These interrelated psychological factors often form a
maladaptive cycle in which impaired emotion regulation amplifies impulsive decision-making and reinforces
distorted cognitive patterns (Kurtoglu et al., 2024; Yiicel & Kurtoglu, 2024).

Recent literature underscores that emotional ambivalence, or the inner conflict between expressing and
suppressing emotions, serves as a major predictor of emotional instability and suicidality (Vardikhan, 2024;
Yari et al., 2023). Simultaneously, impulsivity has been repeatedly identified as a proximal risk factor for
suicidal attempts, given its association with poor emotional regulation and immediate behavioral reactivity
(Shamsnajafi et al., 2023; Viyani et al., 2022). Cognitive distortions—such as catastrophizing, dichotomous
thinking, and overgeneralization—further exacerbate these processes by reinforcing hopelessness and self-
devaluation (Ruiz Santos et al., 2024; Topalalioglu, 2025). Addressing these three domains within a single
therapeutic framework represents a key advancement in suicide prevention and emotion regulation science.
DBT offers a promising integrative pathway by teaching clients how to accept emotional experiences without
judgment, restructure irrational cognitions, and respond to distress adaptively (Bayat et al., 2020; Nadimi,
2016). Multiple studies confirm that DBT significantly reduces impulsivity and emotional dysregulation across
diverse clinical populations, including those with substance use disorders, anxiety, and trauma-related
pathologies (Elsayad & Alghtani, 2022; Mohamadi et al., 2020). Moreover, meta-analytic reviews have
shown DBT to be particularly effective in mitigating cognitive distortions and improving metacognitive
awareness in individuals prone to self-harming and suicidal ideation (Mossini, 2024; Schreiber & Cawood,
2023). However, few empirical studies have simultaneously examined the triadic interaction among
ambivalence in emotional expression, impulsivity, and cognitive distortions in individuals with a verified
history of suicide attempts. The current study addresses this gap by investigating the effects of DBT on these
psychological constructs in a clinical sample of Iranian individuals with prior suicidal behavior.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up measures using a
control group. The statistical population comprised individuals with a history of suicide attempts in Isfahan
during 2023-2024. Forty participants meeting inclusion criteria—such as age between 20 and 50 years, at least
one prior suicide attempt, no active psychosis, and informed consent—were selected purposively and randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups (20 participants each).

The experimental group received ten weekly DBT sessions (each lasting 120 minutes) focused on core DBT
modules: mindfulness, emotion regulation, distress tolerance, and interpersonal effectiveness. Standardized
instruments were used, including the Ambivalence over Emotional Expressiveness Questionnaire (AEQ),
Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11), and Interpersonal Cognitive Distortions Scale (ICDS). The control
group received no intervention during the study period. Data were collected at pre-test, post-test, and three-
month follow-up stages. Statistical analysis was performed using multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) via SPSS-26, with a significance threshold set at p < 0.05.

Findings

The results of MANCOVA revealed that DBT significantly reduced ambivalence in emotional expression,
impulsivity, and cognitive distortions in the experimental group compared with the control group. After
controlling for pre-test scores, post-test analysis indicated a substantial decrease in emotional ambivalence (F
=23.17, p < 0.001, n? = 0.29), impulsivity (F = 19.27, p < 0.001, n? = 0.34), and cognitive distortions (F =
21.75, p <0.001, n* = 0.36). The mean scores for the DBT group decreased from 56.40 to 41.85 in emotional
ambivalence, from 73.60 to 61.20 in impulsivity, and from 125.40 to 100.35 in cognitive distortions, while the
control group showed minimal changes across all variables.

The analysis further demonstrated that the DBT group exhibited significant improvements in emotional
stability and cognitive flexibility during the follow-up stage, indicating the persistence of therapeutic effects
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beyond the intervention period. No significant differences were observed in demographic covariates such as
age, gender, education level, or marital status between the two groups, confirming sample equivalence. The
effect sizes suggest that DBT accounted for approximately 30—35% of variance reduction across all dependent
variables, signifying a strong and clinically meaningful intervention effect.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the robust efficacy of Dialectical Behavior Therapy in addressing three
core psychological domains—emotional ambivalence, impulsivity, and cognitive distortions—among
individuals with a history of suicide attempts. Consistent with Linehan’s biosocial model, DBT effectively
targets the interaction between emotional vulnerability and invalidating environmental contexts, thereby
restoring emotional equilibrium and self-regulatory capacity (Linehan, 2022). The observed reduction in
emotional ambivalence aligns with prior studies emphasizing DBT’s role in cultivating mindfulness and
emotional awareness (Vardikhan, 2024; Yari et al., 2023). By helping participants acknowledge and label
their emotions without avoidance or suppression, DBT facilitated emotional clarity and decreased inner tension
that often precedes impulsive or self-destructive actions.

The results regarding impulsivity reduction further validate earlier findings demonstrating DBT’s capacity to
modulate impulsive tendencies through cognitive-behavioral restructuring and mindfulness practice
(Shamsnajafi et al., 2023; Viyani et al., 2022). Through repeated behavioral rehearsal, participants learned
to pause and reflect before acting, which may explain the significant decline in post-intervention impulsivity
scores. This outcome corroborates evidence from Mohamadizadeh et al. (2018) and Bayat et al. (2020), who
reported similar reductions in impulsive behavior among patients with borderline and ADHD-related
symptoms following DBT.

Another key outcome of this study was the notable decrease in cognitive distortions, confirming that DBT
fosters adaptive thinking patterns and reduces automatic negative cognitions. This finding aligns with cognitive
mediation models proposed by Topalalioglu (2025), suggesting that correcting irrational beliefs diminishes
emotional distress and maladaptive behaviors. Similarly, research by Ruiz Santos et al. (2024) and Ouhmad et
al. (2024) revealed that cognitive distortions are major predictors of anxiety and depression among individuals
with trauma or substance use, both of which are risk factors for suicidality. The present results thus highlight
DBT’s integrative mechanism: by combining acceptance-based emotional regulation with cognitive
restructuring, it not only mitigates distress but also fosters enduring changes in thought processes.

Moreover, the consistency of these results with international findings emphasizes DBT’s cross-cultural
applicability. Schreiber and Cawood (2023) observed comparable outcomes among veterans undergoing
comprehensive DBT programs, with sustained reductions in impulsivity and emotional instability. Likewise,
Mossini (2024) reported in a systematic review that DBT-based skills training significantly enhances emotional
resilience in adolescents with high-risk behaviors. In the Iranian context, Sadeghi (2024) demonstrated
improvements in academic emotions and self-control following DBT, confirming that the therapeutic
principles are effective even within culturally distinct populations characterized by emotional inhibition.
From a theoretical perspective, these outcomes reinforce the dialectical principle of balancing acceptance and
change as a cornerstone of effective psychological intervention. The sustained effects observed at follow-up
imply that DBT’s skill acquisition fosters autonomy in emotional management and self-compassion (Kurtoglu
et al., 2024; Yiicel & Kurtoglu, 2024). This aligns with research suggesting that increased self-compassion
mediates the relationship between reduced cognitive distortions and improved emotion regulation (Vardikhan,
2024). Furthermore, by promoting mindfulness and distress tolerance, DBT helps individuals break the
maladaptive cycle linking emotional ambivalence, impulsivity, and distorted thinking—a triad often observed
in suicidal ideation.
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In conclusion, the present study provides compelling evidence that Dialectical Behavior Therapy is a powerful
and multidimensional intervention capable of reducing emotional ambivalence, impulsivity, and cognitive
distortions in individuals with a history of suicide attempts. Beyond symptom reduction, DBT cultivates
emotional insight, cognitive flexibility, and behavioral control, fostering long-term psychological resilience.
Integrating DBT into preventive and clinical frameworks can therefore serve as a crucial strategy in suicide
prevention programs, particularly in societies where emotional expression is culturally constrained. This study
contributes to both theoretical refinement and practical application of DBT by demonstrating its cultural
adaptability and its potential to transform maladaptive emotional-cognitive mechanisms into sources of
psychological strength.
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