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Background: In the past few decades, Non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) has become one of the key health
problems in the field of adolescent psychology. So far, cognitive-behavioral therapy has been used as a
common treatment to reduce clinical symptoms in people with self-injury, but there is a research gap
regarding the efficacy of process-based therapy in reducing clinical symptoms in this group of people and
comparing its efficacy with cognitive behavioral therapy.

Aims: The aim of this study was to compare the efficacy of process-based therapy and cognitive-behavioral
therapy on clinical symptoms of girls with a history of non-suicidal self-injury.

Methods: The method of this study was a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with two experimental
groups and a control group and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population of the study included all
adolescent girls aged 13 to 18 with a history of self-injury who referred to the Counseling and Psychological
Services Center of the Management Education District 2 Mashhad of Mashhad inthe 2024—2025 academic
year., From among them, 45 people were selected using purposive sampling and assigned to two
experimental groups (process-based therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy) and a control group.
Research data were also collected using Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales (Lovibond & Lovibond,
1995). Also, to analyze the research data, the variance analysis with repeated measurement and the
Bonferroni post hoc test and SPSS-27 software were used.

Results: The results showed that both process-based therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy are effective
in reducing clinical symptoms in girls with a history of non-suicidal self-injury (P<0.01), but there is no
significant difference between these two types of treatment (P<0.05). The results of the Bonferroni post hoc
test also indicated that the effects of both types of treatment continued during the follow-up period.
Conclusion: Given the efficacy of both types of treatment used in this study (process-based therapy and
cognitive-behavioral therapy) in reducing clinical symptoms in girls with a history of non-suicidal self-
injury, it is recommended that therapists who deal with this group of adolescents use these treatment methods
to treat and prevent self-injury and suicide in adolescents.
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Introduction

Non-Suicidal Self-Injury (NSSI) is presented as a
diagnostic category requiring further research in the
DSM-5 (Weiner & Rachel, 2016) and is defined as
intentional and self-inflicted damage to body tissues
without suicidal intent and for purposes that are not
socially or culturally permissible (Apicella et al.,
2025). The most common of these behaviors include
cutting, burning, scratching, and hitting body parts,
with cutting being the most common (Taylor, 2022).
This is often done subtly and with sharp objects such
as razors, knives, razor blades, glass, and mirrors on
the wrists, feet, arms, thighs, and neck. The onset of
self-injury is usually in early adolescence and can be
the first manifestation of a severe mental illness
(Somefun & Odimegwu, 2019). Although non-
suicidal self-injury is common among adolescents, it
is often a hidden problem, and adolescents with
Immature minds and unstable emotional control are a
high-risk group for non-suicidal self-injury
behaviors, and in recent years, the incidence of these
behaviors in adolescents has increased significantly
(Xiao et al., 2022).

The continued prevalence of non-suicidal self-injury
among adolescents highlights the urgent need for
effective intervention strategies (Mehreen et al.,
2025). Considering the complexities of non-suicidal
self-injury behavior and the prominent role of
emotional regulation disorders and dysfunctional
thoughts in its occurrence, in the present study, two
methods of process-based therapy and cognitive-
behavioral therapy were used to reduce its clinical
symptoms. The goal of process-based therapy is to
identify and modify the underlying biological,
psychological, and social processes that contribute to
psychological problems, such as emotional control,
cognitive flexibility, or behavioral regulation (Fraser,
& Gregory, 2024). In this therapeutic model, instead
of focusing on a specific disorder such as depression
or anxiety, the therapist seeks to identify the dynamic
patterns and experiences that have led to the
emergence of psychological problems in the
individual, then uses various therapeutic tools to
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improve the functioning of these processes (Cheavens
etal., 2023).

On the other hand, cognitive-behavioral therapy has
always been considered the gold standard for treating
non-suicidal self-injury (Peat, 2014). Based on
cognitive-behavioral  therapy, individuals are
encouraged to express better feelings and more
appropriate behaviors by identifying and challenging
negative  automatic thoughts and cognitive
distortions, and then restructuring thoughts
(McFarlane et al., 2019). One of the most important
differences between these two types of treatment is
that process-based therapy seeks to personalize
treatment based on information about the individual
problem network and tailor interventions based on
their effective components, while cognitive-
behavioral therapy uses diagnosis-based treatment
protocols consisting of fixed sets of treatment steps
(Hofmann et al., 2020).

Given that non-suicidal self-injury  has been
increasing steadily in recent decades (Xiao et al.,
2022), self-injury in adolescents is also significantly
associated with social and emotional disorders
(Arqueros et al., 2023), and considering that
adolescent girls who engage in self-injury are more
likely to be exposed to other risks such as suicide
(Rashidi et al., 2023), This study seeks to answer the
fundamental question: Is there a difference between
the efficacy of process-based therapy and cognitive-
behavioral therapy in reducing clinical symptoms in
girls with a history of non-suicidal self-injury ? And
which type of treatment is more effective?

Method

The method of this study was a quasi-experimental
pretest-posttest design with two experimental groups
and a control group and a two-month follow-up. The
statistical population of the study included all
adolescent girls aged 13 to 18 with a history of self-
injury who referred to the Counseling and
Psychological Services Center of the Management
Education District 2 Mashhad of Mashhad in 2024,
From among them, 45 people were selected using
purposive sampling and assigned to two experimental
groups (process-based therapy and cognitive-
behavioral therapy) and a control group. Research
data were also collected using the Inventory of
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Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales (Lovibond &
Lovibond, 1995). Also, to analyze the research data,
the variance analysis with repeated measurement and
the Bonferroni post hoc test and SPSS-27 software
were used.

Results

The mean and standard deviation of age in the first
experimental group (process-based therapy) were
15.47 and 1.46, respectively, in the second
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experimental group (cognitive-behavioral therapy)
14.93 and 1.83, and in the control group 15.20 and
1.86. Also, 86.7% of the individuals in the process-
based therapy group, 80% in the cognitive-behavioral
therapy group, and 80% in the control group had a
history of self-injury two or more times. The results
of the multivariate analysis test to examine between-
group differences in clinical symptoms are presented
in Table 1.

Table .\ Results of multivariate analysis of variance to examine between-group differences in clinical symptoms

Source of changes Wilks Lambda F df p n? Power
Time 0.04 79.67 10 0.001 0.96 1.00
Group 0.08 19.99 10 0.001 071 1.00
Interaction effect of time x group 0.05 11.52 20 0.001 0.78 1.00

As shown in Table 1, the results of the multivariate
wilks lambda test for time, group, and the interaction
effect of time and group are significant (P<0.001).
The results of the variance analysis with repeated

measurement comparing the effects of process-based
therapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy on clinical
symptoms are presented in Table 2.

Table .Y Results of variance analysis with repeated measurement comparing the effects of independent variables on clinical symptoms

Variables Effects Sum of squares __df  Mean squares F P 1?2 Test power
depression Time effect Group effect 195.93 2 97.96 209.92 0.001 0.83 1.00
Group effect Group effect 118.95 2 59.47 6.61 0.003 (.24 0.89
Interaction effect of time x group 100.87 4 25.22 54.04 0.001 ¢.72 1.00
anxiety Time effect Group effect 172.98 1.33 129.99 3322 0.001 044 1.00
Group effect Group effect 403.38 2 201.69 553 0.007 021 0.83
Interaction effect of time x group 112.31 2.66 42.20 10.78 0.001 .33 1.00
Stress Time effect Group effect 204.82 1.53 134.05 87.82 0.001 (.68 1.00
Group effect Group effect 284.46 2 142.23 460 0.016 .18 0.75
Interaction effect of time x group 130.56 3.06 42.73 27.99 0.001 57 1.00

The results of Table 2 show that there is a significant
difference between the three groups of process-based
therapy, cognitive-behavioral therapy, and control in
the components of depression, anxiety, and stress,
and Interpersonal self-injury behaviors and
Intrapersonal self-injury behaviors behaviors in terms
of time, group, and the interaction effect of time and
group (P<0.05).

Also, the results of the Bonferroni post hoc test for
pairwise comparisons according to the effect of time
by group showed that there was a significant decrease
in the means in all clinical symptoms in the process-

based therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy
groups from pre-test to post-test and follow-up
(P<0.05). However, no significant difference was
observed from post-test to follow-up (P>0.05). There

was also no significant difference in the control group
according to the test stages (P>0.05). Finally, the

results of the Bonferroni post hoc test for pairwise
comparisons according to the group effect at post-test
and follow-up also showed that in all clinical
symptoms at the post-test stage, there was no
significant difference between the two groups of
process-based therapy and cognitive-behavioral
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therapy (P<0.05). However, there was a significant
difference between the effectiveness of the two
groups and the control group (P<0.01). At the follow-
up stage, there was no significant difference between
the two experimental groups (P<0.05), but the
difference between these two groups and the control
group was statistically significant (P<0.01).

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to compare the efficacy of
process-based therapy and cognitive-behavioral
therapy on clinical symptoms of girls with a history
of non-suicidal self-injury. The results of this study
showed that both process-based therapy and
cognitive-behavioral therapy were effective in
reducing clinical symptoms in girls with a history of
non-suicidal self-injury, and the results were
maintained in the follow-up phase, but there was no
significant difference between the effectiveness of
these two types of treatments.

The first finding of this study showed that process-
based therapy was effective in reducing clinical
symptoms in girls with a history of non-suicidal self-
injury. A review of the research literature showed that
no research has been conducted to investigate the
effectiveness of process-based therapy in reducing
clinical symptoms in individuals with a history of
non-suicidal self-injury, but this finding is indirectly
consistent with the results of the studies by Stangier
etal. (2024) and Kasiri et al. (2024). In explaining the
findings, it can be said that this type of intervention
has used different approaches in order to use all
effective techniques. In fact, this emerging approach
can flexibly include different techniques and apply
any approach. The content section of the therapeutic
protocol uses techniques to create a secure attachment
between the therapist and the client. The use of these
techniques is aimed at creating attachment, and when
facing stressful and threatening situations, an
emotion-focused coping style is also used, and this
style is related to the clients' negative beliefs about
their self-efficacy and ability to manage distress. In
the process of coping with the threat, these negative
beliefs lead to the intensification of negative
emotions, rumination, self-criticism, overt display,
and catastrophic appraisal of interpersonal conflicts.
In contrast, people with avoidant insecure attachment
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suppress their need for intimacy due to having a
positive internal model about themselves and a
negative one about others, and the disabling strategies
for obtaining support and intimacy, including
abandoning threats, preventing thoughts and feelings
related to threats, suppressing painful memories,
diverting attention from thoughts related to threats,
and withdrawing from trying to solve the problem, are
strengthened (Aghamohammadi et al., 2023).
Disabling strategies include negative core beliefs
about important people in life as sources of support,
combined with positive beliefs about one's own
ability to cope with the threat, and presenting an
image of high self-esteem for managing distress.
Conscious suppression of turmoil causes unresolved
distress and becomes a channel for feelings of
violence, loneliness, isolation, and separation from
others, and increases self-harm in the individual
(Ahmadi marvili et al., 2019). Therefore, addressing
this issue by creating secure attachment in affected
individuals, in addition to strengthening the
relationship between the therapist and the client,
prevents them from causing harm to themselves. On
the other hand, another important goal in process-
oriented therapy sessions is self-esteem building. This
self-esteem building is carried out in the form of
teaching empathy, compassion, and using self-
validation techniques in the clients. Adolescents who
self-injure frequently demean themselves, and
according to Gilbert (2005) self-compassion theory,
lack of self-compassion is associated with self-
criticism, depression, anxiety and stress symptoms,
difficulty with mindfulness abilities, feelings of
security, and self-confidence. Therefore, including a
self-compassion training program in the treatment of
individuals with self-injuries helps reduce clinical
symptoms in them (Jiang et al., 2017).

Another finding of this study showed that cognitive-
behavioral therapy was effective in reducing clinical
symptoms in girls with a history of non-suicidal self-
injury. This finding was consistent with the results of
studies by Heidary & Torkan (2023), Mirzaian et al.
(2023) and Kaess et al. (2019). In explaining this
finding, it can be said that cognitive-behavioral
therapy and the skills taught to participants during
this type of therapy (especially skills for dealing with
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negative thoughts, problem solving, anger and stress
control) are able to reduce the intrapersonal
(automatic negative reinforcement and automatic
positive reinforcement) and interpersonal (social
negative  reinforcement and social positive
reinforcement) functions of self-injurious behaviors
in individuals (Heidary & Torkan, 2023). It can also
be said that cognitive-behavioral therapy, using
multiple techniques and affecting suicidality,
depressive  symptoms, dysfunctional attitudes,
experiential avoidance, emotional regulation, and
improving the overall performance of adolescents,
can lead to a reduction in self-injury in individuals.
Another finding of this study showed that there is no
significant difference between the efficacy of
process-based therapy and cognitive-behavioral
therapy in reducing clinical symptoms. One
explanation for the lack of significance of this
difference is in addressing emotions. Since emotional
processes play a central role in conceptualizing the
etiology of self-injury (Hasking, 2017), they are
therefore very important in predicting self-injury.
These two interventions (process-based therapy and
cognitive-behavioral therapy) have used emotion
regulation techniques. Studies show that emotion
regulation techniques reduce symptoms of anxiety
and depression and improve people's quality of life.
The combination of mindfulness techniques and
distress tolerance skills has been shown to challenge
thought patterns associated with self-injury behaviors
and depression (Kothgassner et al., 2021). Given the
efficacy of both types of treatment used in this study
(process-based therapy and cognitive-behavioral
therapy) in reducing clinical symptoms in girls with a
history of non-suicidal self-injury, it is recommended
that therapists who deal with this group of adolescents
use these treatment methods to treat and prevent self-
injury and suicide in adolescents.
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2, cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT)
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I, process-based therapy (PBT)
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1. Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales
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