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Background: Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) and vulnerable narcissism, although distinct
constructs, are interconnected. Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction (MBSR) can play an effective role in addressing these aspects. However, there is a clear
research gap due to the lack of studies directly examining the effects of DBT and MBSR on
vulnerable narcissism symptoms in individuals with BPD, and no comparative studies have been
conducted to date.

Aims: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of DBT and MBSR on symptoms of vulnerable
narcissism in individuals with BPD.

Methods: The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test, control
group, and a three-month follow-up period. The statistical population consisted of all women with
BPD who sought treatment at a therapeutic clinic in Rasht, Iran, in 2024. A total of 45 individuals
were purposefully selected and randomly assigned to three groups of 15 participants (two
intervention groups and one control group). The experimental groups underwent 8 sessions of MBSR
(Kabat-Zinn, 2009) and 10 sessions of DBT (Linehan, 1993). Data were collected using the
Pathological Narcissism Inventory (Pincus et al., 2009) and analyzed using repeated-measures
ANOVA with SPSS version 26.

Results: The results revealed a significant difference between pre-test and post-test scores, as well
as follow-up scores for narcissism (P< 0.05). While there was no significant difference between the
two treatments over time, both treatments demonstrated significant improvements in narcissism
compared to the control group (P< 0.05).

Conclusion: Based on the findings, DBT and MBSR are two effective therapeutic approaches for
improving narcissism symptoms in individuals with BPD. These results can aid clinical psychologists
in designing more.
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Introduction

Personality  disorders, particularly  Borderline
Personality Disorder (BPD) and Narcissistic
Personality Disorder (NPD), represent profound
challenges in mental health due to their complex
clinical presentations and high rates of comorbidities
(Linehan et al., 2015; Rimmington et al., 2024). BPD
is often characterized by emotional dysregulation,
impulsive behaviors, and unstable interpersonal
relationships, whereas NPD is marked by grandiosity,
entitlement, and vulnerability to self-esteem
dysregulation (Di Pierro et al., 2022; Nook et al.,
2022). Understanding the etiology, maintenance
mechanisms, and treatment approaches for these
disorders has been a critical focus in contemporary
psychological research, as they significantly impact
individuals' quality of life and impose a heavy burden
on healthcare systems (Euler et al., 2019; Weinberg
& Ronningstam, 2020).

The theoretical underpinnings of BPD and NPD
emphasize the role of early attachment experiences,
trauma, and interpersonal dynamics. Studies have
shown that childhood adversity and disrupted
attachment  significantly  contribute to the
development of borderline and narcissistic traits
(Ganji, 2024; Gholami et al., 2020). These findings
align with psychodynamic theories that highlight the
influence of internalized relationships and defense
mechanisms in shaping personality pathology
(Kriiger, 2024). For example, the maladaptive coping
strategies observed in individuals with BPD often
reflect unresolved attachment conflicts and emotional
neglect, while the compensatory grandiosity in NPD
may stem from deep-seated feelings of inadequacy
and vulnerability (Pincus et al., 2009; Drozek &
Unruh, 2020).

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in
understanding the role of emotional regulation and
mindfulness in  managing these disorders.
Mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) have gained
empirical support for their effectiveness in reducing
emotional  dysregulation, impulsivity,  and
interpersonal difficulties, particularly in BPD
populations (Dimidjian & Linehan, 2003; Kounidas
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& Kastora, 2022). Dialectical Behavior Therapy
(DBT), a mindfulness-informed treatment modality,
has been extensively studied and demonstrated to
improve emotional regulation, decrease self-harming
behaviors, and enhance overall functioning in
individuals with BPD (Linehan et al., 2015;
Mohamadizadeh et al., 2018). Additionally, recent
research has explored the potential benefits and
limitations of mindfulness practices for individuals
with NPD, suggesting that while mindfulness can
foster self-awareness, it may also exacerbate feelings
of alienation among psychologically vulnerable
individuals (Kaufmann et al., 2021).

Another emerging area of research focuses on the role
of narcissism as a protective factor against self-
harming behaviors in BPD. Contrary to traditional
views that primarily associate narcissistic traits with
maladaptive outcomes, recent studies suggest that
certain dimensions of narcissism may buffer against
the risk of self-harm by enhancing self-preservation
instincts (Ifiigo et al., 2023). This nuanced
understanding of pathological narcissism underscores
the need for personalized treatment approaches that
address the heterogeneity within personality
disorders (Jaksi¢ et al., 2014; Nook et al., 2022).
Moreover, psychotherapeutic interventions targeting
defense mechanisms and cognitive distortions have
shown promise in treating both BPD and NPD. For
instance, studies have highlighted the efficacy of
Mentalization-Based Therapy (MBT) and Schema
Therapy (ST) in fostering emotional insight and
reducing maladaptive behaviors in individuals with
severe personality pathology (Drozek & Unruh, 2020;
Mohamadizadeh et al., 2018). These approaches
emphasize the importance of understanding the
underlying cognitive and emotional processes that
drive interpersonal conflicts and self-dysregulation in
these populations (Euler et al., 2019; Soleimani et al.,
2015).

Despite advancements in treatment modalities, there
remains a significant gap in addressing the co-
occurrence of BPD and NPD traits, as well as the
unique challenges posed by these comorbidities. The
intersection of borderline and narcissistic features
often amplifies interpersonal difficulties, emotional
volatility, and treatment resistance, necessitating
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innovative therapeutic strategies that integrate
insights from multiple theoretical frameworks
(Weinberg & Ronningstam, 2020; Seyed Ebrahimi,
2022) Furthermore, cultural and contextual factors
play a critical role in shaping the expression of
personality pathology, highlighting the need fo
culturally  sensitive  assessment tools and
interventions (Jaksi¢ et al., 2014; Greenland, 2010).

This study aims to build on the existing literature by
examining the mechanisms underlying the
development and maintenance of borderline and
narcissistic traits, with a particular focus on emotional
regulation, defense mechanisms, and interpersonal
dynamics. By integrating findings from diverse
therapeutic modalities and theoretical perspectives,
this research seeks to contribute to the development
of more effective and personalized interventions for
individuals with BPD and NPD. Through this effort,
the study addresses the pressing need for a holistic
understanding of personality disorders and their
treatment, ultimately improving outcomes for
affected individuals and their families.

Method

This study was a quasi-experimental research with a
pre-test, post-test design, including a control group
and a three-month follow-up period. The statistical
population consisted of all women diagnosed with
borderline personality disorder who referred to a
therapeutic clinic in Rasht in 2024. The total number
of eligible individuals was 92, and 45 participants
were purposefully selected from this population.
These individuals were randomly assigned to two
experimental groups (each with 15 participants) and
one control group (15 participants).

The inclusion criteria included a confirmed diagnosis
of borderline personality disorder through clinical
interviews conducted by the research team
psychologist, obtaining a score of 10 or higher on the
Borderline Personality Disorder Questionnaire
(Leichsenring, 1999), willingness to participate in the
intervention, the ability to communicate verbally,
basic literacy skills, and the ability to attend sessions
regularly. Exclusion criteria included simultaneous
participation in other therapeutic programs, absence
from more than two sessions, and failure to
participate in the follow-up stage.
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The necessary permissions and ethical approvals
were obtained before initiating the study. All
participants completed the research instruments at
baseline. The first experimental group underwent
dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) over 10 weekly
sessions of 90 minutes each for two and a half
months. The second experimental group received
mindfulness-based stress reduction therapy in 8
weekly sessions of 90 minutes each for two months.
The control group did not receive any intervention.
Post-tests were conducted after the interventions, and
three months later, all participants completed the
research questionnaires again to assess the
interventions' effectiveness during the follow-up
phase. Data were analyzed using SPSS (version 26),
employing repeated measures ANOVA.

Results

The study included 45 participants equally distributed
across three groups. The mean (x SD) ages for the
first experimental group (DBT), the second
experimental group (mindfulness), and the control
group were 34.3 + 6.77, 33.59 + 7.87, and 33.29 +
5.47 vyears, respectively, showing homogeneity.
Regarding education levels, in the DBT group, 1
participant (6.7%) held a high school diploma, 5
(33.3%) had associate degrees, 7 (46.7%) held
bachelor's degrees, and 2 (13.3%) had master's
degrees. These proportions were similar in the
mindfulness group, while the control group showed
slight variations in distribution.

The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed data normality
across time points and groups (P-Value> 0.05).
Homogeneity of variances was verified using
Levene’s test for the pre-test (P-Value= 0.351), post-
test (P-Value= 0.207), and follow-up
(P-Value= 0.223). Mauchly's sphericity test for
narcissism was significant (P-Value= 0.001, y*=
27.66), so adjusted indices such as Greenhouse-
Geisser and Huynh-Feldt were used.
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Table 1. Univariate Tests for Time Effects on Narcissism Symptoms

SS F Sig Power Eta
Greenhouse-Geisser 574.68 2.72 38.12 0.001 1 0.62
Huynh-Feldt 574.68 2.90

Epsilon Correction 574.68

The results indicate a significant difference in
narcissism symptoms over time. The Greenhouse-
Geisser test shows an F-value of 38.12 with a P-value

less than 0.001, confirming that the improvement in
symptoms over time is statistically significant. The
Eta Squared value of 0.62 suggests a large effect size.

Table 2. Bonferroni Post-Hoc Tests for Within- and Between-Group Comparisons of Narcissism Symptoms

Source of Variation Category Mean Difference  P-Value
Pre-Test vs Post-Test 10.20 0.001
Time Pre-Test vs Follow-Up 11.46 0.001
Post-Test vs Follow-Up 1.26 0.007
DBT vs Mindfulness -2.02 0.238
Group DBT vs Control -9.41 0.001
Mindfulness vs Control -7.38 0.001

The differences in narcissism symptoms between pre-
test, post-test, and follow-up stages are significant
(P< 0.001), with symptoms reducing most from pre-
test to follow-up. However, the reduction between
post-test and follow-up is smaller and still statistically
significant (P= 0.007). Both DBT and mindfulness
groups show significant improvements compared to
the control group (P< 0.001). However, the difference
between the DBT and mindfulness groups is not
statistically significant (P= 0.238).

Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness
of Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) on
reducing vulnerable narcissism symptoms in
individuals with Borderline Personality Disorder
(BPD). The first finding of the study indicated that
DBT was effective in reducing narcissism symptoms.
This finding aligns with the studies of Azarfar et al.
(2019), McMinn et al. (2022), and Basereh et al.
(2020). For instance, Basereh et al. (2022)
demonstrated that DBT is an effective treatment for
vulnerable narcissism, and Azarfar et al. (2019)
showed the effectiveness of DBT in treating
individuals with BPD.

To explain this finding, it is important to note that
vulnerable narcissistic  individuals  experience
feelings of shame due to their covert entitlement
expectations. They are less likely to express
themselves openly or reveal their needs, as they lack
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overt self-enhancement strategies to support their
fragile self-esteem. When their needs go unnoticed,
they tend to deny their entitlement expectations,
leading to a blend of anger and situational hostility
outbursts (Basereh et al., 2022). DBT, with its focus
on fundamental skill-building—including
mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotional regulation,
and effective interpersonal communication—helps
reduce the intensity of these emotions (Azarfar et al.,
2019).

Another finding revealed that MBSR was effective in
reducing narcissism symptoms, which is consistent
with the research of Kaufman et al. (2021), Druzick
and Enra (2020), and Soori et al. (2023). Soori et al.
(2023) examined the effectiveness of MBSR in
addressing dark personality traits and found that this
therapy reduced traits such as pathological
narcissism.

In explaining this finding, it can be said that
individuals with BPD gain a new perspective on their
lives through MBSR. They learn to mindfully analyze
their behaviors without fusion and focus their
attention on their present experiences. In this state,
individuals observe their inner experiences with
acceptance, including painful memories, emotions,
thoughts, and sensations, considering them as part of
their mental state. This perspective helps them
connect with their thoughts and emotions, reducing
tendencies toward grandiosity and fantasy (Soori et
al., 2023).
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It is important to interpret and generalize the findings
of this study within the context of its limitations. First,
the study's sample was limited to women from a
specific geographic area, selected purposefully and in
small numbers, which necessitates cautious
generalization of the results. Additionally, as this was
a cross-sectional study, longitudinal research is
needed to gather more comprehensive information on
the topic. Other limitations include the inability to
control variables such as personality traits, economic
factors, and family-related variables.

Data collection relied on self-report questionnaires,
making the results dependent on participants' honesty
and self-assessment. This method inherently carries
limitations, such as distractions, carelessness,
judgment errors, and misinterpretation  of
instructions, potentially affecting the study's
outcomes. To enhance future research, it is suggested
to use other data collection methods such as
interviews and observations. Future studies should
also consider mediating variables such as subcultural
influences and  socio-economic  conditions.
Expanding the sample to include men and individuals
from different social and cultural contexts is also
recommended. Finally, it is suggested that these
interventions be compared with other therapeutic
approaches in future studies.
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I, Mindfulness-based stress therapy
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