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Article type: Background: Borderline personality disorder (BPD) is characterized by persistent difficulties in emotion
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borderline personality disorder were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS-26.

Results: Both MBT and ABCT significantly reduced self-criticism and improved emotion regulation (P<
0.05), with effects maintained at the one-month follow-up. Moreover, no significant differences were
observed between the two interventions in terms of effectiveness.

Conclusion: MBT and ABCT effectively reduce emotional dysregulation and self-critical tendencies in
individuals with borderline personality disorder. Implementing these interventions enables clinicians to
achieve better treatment outcomes and improve the quality of life for these individuals.
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Introduction

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is one of the
most severe and complex personality disorders,
marked by enduring patterns of emotional instability,
impulsivity, identity disturbance, and unstable
interpersonal relationships (American Psychiatric
Association, 2022; Leichsenring et al., 2024).
Epidemiological studies estimate its prevalence
between 0.7% and 2.7% in the general population,
accounting for approximately 12% of outpatients and
over 22% of inpatients in clinical settings (Winsper et
al., 2020; Zimmerman & Becker, 2023). Individuals
with BPD frequently struggle with chronic feelings of
emptiness, fear of abandonment, and self-destructive
tendencies, making it one of the most treatment-
challenging disorders in psychiatry (Arntz et al.,
2023; Hastrup, et al., 2019). High comorbidity with
other psychiatric disorders and a significant risk of
self-harm and suicide further emphasize the urgent
need for effective psychotherapeutic interventions
(Bohus et al., 2021).

Among the mechanisms underlying BPD, self-
criticism and emotion dysregulation play crucial
roles. Self-criticism reflects a pervasive tendency to
judge oneself harshly and focus on perceived
inadequacies, often accompanied by shame and self-
hatred (Gilbert, 2014; Kim et al., 2022). Individuals
with BPD demonstrate elevated levels of self-
conscious negative emotions and internalized shame
linked to early attachment trauma (Buchman-
Wildbaum, et al., 2021; Koivisto et al., 2022). These
insecure attachment patterns contribute to fragile self-
representations, exacerbating emotional reactivity
and maladaptive regulation (Donald et al., 2019).
Emotion dysregulation marked by difficulties in
identifying, modulating, and expressing emotions,
leads to impulsivity and interpersonal instability
(Fonseca-Baeza, et al., 2023; Kahya & Mongoldar,
2023).

Given the close relationship between attachment
disruptions, self-criticism, and emotion
dysregulation, interventions that directly target these
processes are essential. Previous studies have
provided  evidence that  psychotherapeutic
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interventions focusing on attachment and reflective
functioning can enhance emotion regulation and
reduce maladaptive self-relating (Bateman & Fonagy,
2016; Garcia-Campayo et al., 2016; Luyten et al.,
2024). For example, Bateman and Fonagy (2016)
demonstrated that Mentalization-Based Treatment
(MBT) effectively improves emotional awareness
and interpersonal functioning in individuals with
BPD. Similarly, Garcia-Campayo et al. (2016)
reported that Attachment-Based Compassion
Therapy (ABCT) significantly enhances self-
compassion and emotional well-being in clinical
populations. However, most of these studies have
been conducted in Western settings, and little is
known about their comparative effectiveness in othe
cultures, particularly  within Iranian clinical
populations. Therefore, this study aimed to compare
the effectiveness of MBT and ABCT on self-criticism
and emotion regulation in individuals with symptoms
of BPD, contributing to culturally informed evidence-
based practice.

Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental design
with a pretest—posttest control group and one-month
follow-up. The statistical population included all
individuals meeting criteria for BPD symptoms who
referred to psychological counseling centers in
Ahvaz, Iran, in 2024. Based on inclusion and
exclusion criteria, 45 participants were selected
through purposive sampling and randomly assigned
to two experimental groups and one control group (15
participants per group).

The inclusion criteria were: (1) meeting DSM-5
criteria for BPD wusing the Structured Clinical
Interview for Personality Disorders (SCID-DSM5-;
First et al., 2004); (2) a Borderline Personality
Inventory score above 10; (3) aged 18-50 years; (4)
minimum education level of a high school diploma;
and (5) informed written consent. Exclusion criteria
included comorbid psychotic disorders, substance use
disorder, severe medical illness, or concurrent
psychotherapy. The first experimental group received
twelve 90-minute weekly sessions of MBT (Bateman
& Fonagy, 2016), and the second experimental group
received twelve 90-minute sessions of ABCT
(Garcia-Campayo et al., 2016). The control group did
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not receive any intervention during the study period
but was later offered counseling. Data were collected
using the Forms of Self-Criticizing/Attacking and
Self-Reassuring Scale (FSCRS; Gilbert et al., 2004)
and the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale
(DERS; Gratz & Roemer, 2004). Data analysis was
performed using repeated-measures ANOVA in
SPSS-26 to compare pretest, posttest, and follow-up
scores.

Results

The mean and standard deviation of age in the
mentalization based treatment group was (33.28 +
3.73), inthe attachment-based compassion group was
(32.36 £ 3.57), and in the control group was (33.47 =
4.15). The descriptive indices indicated that the mean
scores of self-criticism in both intervention groups
(MBT and ABCT) decreased from pretest to posttest
and remained lower during the one-month follow-up
period. Similarly, the mean scores of emotion-
regulation difficulties (DERS) decreased after the
interventions and remained stable over time, whereas
the control group showed no meaningful change
across the three measurement stages.

Before conducting the parametric analyses, the
statistical ~ assumptions of  repeated-measures
ANOVA were examined. The Shapiro-Wilk test

Vol. 25, No. 163, 2026

confirmed normal distribution of scores for all
variables across the three phases (p > .05). Levene’s
test results indicated equality of error variances for
both self-criticism and emotion regulation at each
measurement time (p > .05). The Mauchly’s test of
sphericity was significant for both dependent
variables (Self-Criticism: W = 0.43, y> =33.42,p <
.001; Emotion Regulation: W = 0.41, > =35.76, p <
.001), showing that the assumption of sphericity had
been violated. Therefore, Greenhouse—Geisser
corrections were applied in the within-subject
analyses. As presented in Table 1, the between-
subjects effects showed significant group differences
for both variables. Specifically, there was a
significant main effect of group on self-criticism (F =
12.47, p <.001, n* = .42) and on emotion regulation
(F=18.53,p<.001, n> = .48), indicating that at least
one treatment differed from the control condition.
The within-subjects effects revealed significant
changes across time for self-criticism (F = 59.00, p <
.001, n?=.58) and emotion regulation (F = 84.70, p <
.001, n*> = .67). Furthermore, the time X group
interactions were significant for both variables (Self-
Criticism: F = 8.80, p < .001, n* = .29; Emotion
Regulation: F=17.94, p <.001, n* = .46), confirming
that the pattern of change over time differed across
groups.

Tablel. Results of between-subject and within-subject effects analysis on research variables

Variable Effect Source SS df MS F Sig. n?
Between Groups 1425.60 2 712.80 1247 <.001 42

Error 2398.25 42 57.10 — — —

Self-Criticism

Time? 275.60 1.32 208.69 59.00 <.001 .58

Time x Group? 82.44 2.58 31.92 880 <.001 29

Between Groups 3672.14 2 1836.07 1853 <.001 .48

Error 4155.22 42 98.94 — — —

Emotion Regulation

Time? 12 905.05 1.11 11584.41 8470 <.001 .67

Time x Group? 5465.98 2.22 245295 1794 <.001 .46

According to the Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons in

statistically significant,

whereas the difference

Table 2, reductions in self-criticism between pretest
and posttest (MD = —3.07, p < .001) and between
pretest and follow-up (MD = —3.24, p < .001) were

between posttest and follow-up was not (p = .89). A
similar trend emerged for emotion regulation, which
improved significantly from pretest to posttest (MD =
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—19.48, p < .001) and from pretest to follow-up (MD
= —21.80, p < .001), with no significant difference
between posttest and follow-up (p = .12). Between-
group comparisons also revealed that both MBT and
ABCT differed significantly from the control group
in lowering self-criticism (MBT—Control = —3.04, p
< .001; ABCT—Control = —2.53, p < .001) and
improving emotion regulation (MBT—Control =
—11.60, p <.001; ABCT—Control =-25.22, p<.001).
However, the difference between MBT and ABCT
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was not statistically significant for either variable (p
> .05), indicating comparable effectiveness. Overall,
both Mentalization-Based Treatment and
Attachment-Based Compassion Therapy effectively
reduced self-critical tendencies and enhanced
emotion-regulation capacities among individuals
with borderline personality disorder symptoms, with
improvements maintained after one month, whereas
the control group showed no significant change.

Table2. Bonferroni Post-Hoc Pairwise Comparisons for Self-Criticism and Emotion Regulation

Variable Comparison Mean Difference (MD) Sig.
Pre-test — Post-test -3.07 <.001
Pre-test — Follow-up -3.24 <.001

o Post-test — Follow-up -0.10 .89

Self-Criticism

MBT — Control -3.04 <.001
ABCT - Control —2.53 <.001

MBT — ABCT -0.51 .99
Pre-test — Post-test —19.48 <.001
Pre-test — Follow-up —21.80 <.001

. . Post-test — Follow-up -2.30 12

Emotion Regulation

MBT - Control -11.60 <.001
ABCT - Control —25.22 <.001

MBT — ABCT -1.05 .98

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to compare the
effectiveness of Mentalization-Based Treatment and
Attachment-Based Compassion Therapy on self-
criticism and emotion regulation in individuals with
symptoms of Borderline Personality Disorder. The
findings of the present study indicate that MBT
effectively reduced self-criticism, and this effect
remained stable at the one-month follow-up. This
result aligns with findings from Stinnett (2025),
Hajek Gross, et al. (2024), and Jurist (2018), as well
as empirical evidence supporting the inverse
relationship between mentalizing capacity and self-
criticism (Berry, 2019; Lof et al., 2018). Within the
MBT framework, the restoration of reflective

functioning and the shift from non-mentalizing
modes to a receptive observation of one’s own and
others’ mental states weaken shame-blame cycles,
transforming self-evaluation from a judgmental
process to an exploratory one. This finding can be
explained by the premise that mentalizing emotions
requires both knowledge and a felt sense of self,
enabling the reinterpretation and meaning-making of
inner experience. Consequently, the greater an
individual’s ability to mentalize emotional states, the
deeper their self-understanding and the greater their
capacity for self-acceptance. Indeed, both
mentalization and self-acceptance share an evaluative
quality; however, mentalization of emotions involves
a process grounded in acceptance, being essentially
nonjudgmental rather than critical in nature.
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Moreover, the results indicated that MBT led to
significant improvements in emotion regulation at
both posttest and follow-up stages. This finding
aligns with results reported by Mohajerin et al.
(2025), Wolfs (2024), Hajek Gross et al. (2024), and
Schwarzer, et al. (2021). The enhancement of
emotional clarity and differentiation through the
accurate labeling of one’s own and others’ mental
states, coupled with the slowing down of reactive
responses, reduces emotional overactivation and
facilitates the use of adaptive regulation strategies
(Sosic-Vasic, et al., 2021; Steinmair, et al., 2021). In
essence, MBT strengthens an individual's capacity for
a deeper, more conscious understanding of their
internal experiences, enabling them to regulate
emotional reactions and behaviors across diverse
interpersonal situations. This process—characterized
by increased awareness of emotions and thoughts—
enhances the ability to manage emotional responses
and personal needs, thereby supporting more
constructive decision-making under stress (Mostafavi
et al., 2024). The reflective and contemplative stance
cultivated in MBT allows individuals to better
predict, manage, and make sense of behaviors,
resulting in less confusion and impulsivity when
facing intense emotional states.

Furthermore, the findings revealed a significant
decrease in self-criticism within the ABCT group.
This result is consistent with findings reported by
Lucre et al. (2024), Navarro-Gil et al. (2020), and
Donald et al. (2019). This decrease can be attributed
to the protective function of self-compassion against
shame and self-criticism (Savari et al., 2021), while
self-criticism—conceptualized as part of the threat
system—is typically hyperactivated in individuals
with Borderline Personality Disorder (Gilbert, 2014).
Through the activation of the soothing and affiliative
system, and the enhancement of secure attachment
representations, ABCT aids in regulating this
maladaptive cycle and fostering self-compassion. By
engaging in compassion-based imagery and exercises
that cultivate a supportive inner voice, participants
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learn to recondition emotional responses, reduce
inner hostility, and promote warmth and self-
reassurance. Consequently, reactivating the soothing
system and rebuilding attachment security modulate
the self-critical inner tone, replacing it with a more
caring, accepting internal dialogue.

Moreover, the findings indicated that the ABCT
group showed a significant improvement in emotion
regulation at both posttest and follow-up stages. This
result is consistent with the findings of Campos, et al.
(2019), Montero-Marin, et al. (2019), and Beltran-
Ruiz et al. (2023). The development of self-
compassion and mindfulness, which are central
components of ABCT, reduces emotional avoidance
and suppression while enhancing receptive
engagement with painful emotions. As a result,
individuals gain greater access to adaptive regulatory
strategies and impulse control. In other words, ABCT
fosters self-regulation by directing attention toward
internal resources of psychological health, integrative
functioning, and nonjudgmental observation of inner
states. Possessing the capacity for self-compassion is
associated with more effective management of
negative emotions and increased emotional
resilience. From an attachment-based perspective, the
experience of attachment security reinforces one’s
sense of agency and strengthens emotional self-
regulation abilities. Accordingly, this intervention
promotes healthier emotional and behavioral
responses through the restructuring of cognitive,
affective, and behavioral cycles (Demir et al., 2024).
Accordingly, it can be concluded that both
interventions can be considered valid clinical
approaches for improving the psychological
functioning of individuals with  Borderline
Personality Disorder. However, this study also
possesses certain limitations. The small sample size
and the reliance on self-report instruments may
restrict the generalizability of the findings. Moreover,
the relatively short follow-up period of one month
limits the examination of the long-term stability of
treatment effects. Additional limitations that should
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be acknowledged include the implementation of
interventions by the researcher, and the lack of
comprehensive control over participants’ medication
use. Based on the present findings, several practical
and research-oriented recommendations can be made.
From a clinical perspective, the results underscore the
importance of employing diverse therapeutic
approaches when working with patients with BPD.
Clinicians are encouraged to select and integrate
either intervention MBT or ABCT, based on
individual patient characteristics, to effectively
reduce self-criticism and enhance emotion regulation.
From a research perspective, it is recommended that
future studies incorporate larger sample sizes and
employ a wider range of assessment tools, such as
behavioral observation or qualitative interviews, to
minimize the biases associated with self-reported
data. Furthermore, future research should consider
longer follow-up periods, exceeding one month, to
better evaluate the durability of treatment outcomes.
To mitigate potential therapist bias, it is also
suggested that subsequent studies adopt a double-
blind design and control for pharmacological
variables, to obtain more reliable and unbiased
results.
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1. Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD)
2. American Psychiatric Association
3, self-criticism
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1, Attachment-based compassion therapy (ABCT)
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2, Borderline Personality Inventory (BPI)
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L, Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-5 (SCID —~DSM5)
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2, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS)
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