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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of dialectical behavior therapy in reducing
self-injurious behaviors among patients with chronic depression. This clinical trial employed a
pretest-posttest-follow-up design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of
patients with chronic depression who referredto counseling and psychotherapy centersin 2025.
Forty patients aged 18-60 years with a diagnosis of persistent depressive disorder based on
DSM-5 criteria and a history of at least one self-injurious behavior during the previous six
months were selected through purposive sampling. After matching, participants were randomly
assigned to an experimental group (n=20) and a control group (n=20). The experimental group
received 12 weekly 90-minute sessions of dialectical behavior therapy based on Linehan’s
standard protocol, whereas the control group received no psychological intervention. Data were
collected using the Inventory of Statements About Self-Injury at pretest, posttest, and two-
month follow-up. Repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc
comparisons were performed using SPSS version 26. Repeated-measures analysis of variance
indicated a significant main effect of time on self-injurious behaviors (F=15.537, p<0.001,
np*=0.290). The main effect of group was also statistically significant (F=111.801, p<0.001,
np*=0.746). More importantly, the time x group interaction was significant (F=31.793,
p<0.001, np*>=0.456), indicating that changes in self-injurious behavior scores over time
differed significantly between the experimental and control groups. Bonferroni pairwise
comparisons showed significant differences between pretest and posttest and between pretest
and follow-up (p<0.001), whereas the difference between posttest and follow-up was not
significant (p>0.05). Moreover, the estimated mean self-injury score in the experimental group
was significantly lower than that in the control group (mean difference=-8.533, p<0.001).
Dialectical behavior therapy produced a significant and sustained reduction in self-injurious
behaviors among patients with chronic depression. Accordingly, DBT can be considered an
effective therapeutic intervention, either independently or as an adjunct to conventional
treatment programs for patients with persistent depressive disorder who exhibit self-injurious
behaviors.

Keywords: Dialectical behavior therapy, self-injurious behaviors, chronic depression,
persistent depressive disorder, emotion regulation.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Chronic depression, commonly conceptualized within contemporary diagnostic systems as persistent
depressive disorder, is a debilitating condition characterized by enduring depressed mood, reduced pleasure,
diminished energy, hopelessness, impaired motivation, and substantial disruption in interpersonal,
occupational, and social functioning. When depressive symptoms persist over extended periods, maladaptive
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral patterns may become increasingly consolidated, thereby reducing
individuals’ capacity to respond adaptively to distress. One of the most clinically concerning manifestations
observed in some individuals with chronic depression is self-injurious behavior. Self-injury, particularly non-
suicidal self-injury, generally refers to the deliberate infliction of physical harm on oneself without an explicit
intention to die. Such behaviors may include cutting, hitting, scratching, burning, or other forms of bodily
injury and are often used as short-term strategies for reducing intolerable emotional arousal. Clinical evidence
indicates that individuals who engage in self-injury are heterogeneous with respect to behavioral patterns,
psychological functions, severity, and accompanying psychopathology, suggesting that self-injury should be
understood as a multidimensional phenomenon rather than as a unitary behavior (Klonsky & Olino, 2008).
Research focusing on non-suicidal self-injury has likewise emphasized the importance of considering its
emotional, behavioral, and clinical correlates as distinct targets of assessment and intervention (Grundmanis,
2023).
A major explanatory framework for self-injurious behavior concerns deficits in emotion regulation. Individuals
experiencing chronic depression may encounter persistent negative affect, self-criticism, hopelessness,
rumination, and reduced tolerance for emotional distress. Under such circumstances, self-injury may function
as an immediate but maladaptive method of reducing emotional tension or regaining a temporary sense of
control. Previous findings have demonstrated that attachment styles and personality organization may predict
self-harming behaviors and suicidal tendencies through the mediating role of cognitive emotion regulation
strategies (Ahmadi Marvili et al., 2019). Similarly, individuals with a history of self-injurious behavior have
been shown to differ from those without such behaviors in resilience, self-compassion, and early victimization
experiences (Abolghasemi et al., 2021). Attachment-related wvulnerabilities have also been associated with
problematic behavioral patterns and difficulties in managing emotional and interpersonal needs (Favieri et al.,
2024). These findings collectively suggest that effective treatment of self-injury should address not only the
overt behavior itself but also underlying emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal mechanisms.
Traditional cognitive-behavioral interventions have offered valuable strategies for modifying maladaptive
cognitions and reducing emotional distress. Cognitive restructuring, for example, has demonstrated effects on
behavioral and emotional responses associated with dysfunctional thinking (Frost et al., 2016), while
comparisons between cognitive restructuring and detached mindfulness have highlighted the importance of
changing how individuals respond to intrusive or distressing cognitions (Ludvik & Boschen, 2015).
Mindfulness-based, cognitive-behavioral, and integrative approaches have also demonstrated beneficial effects
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on depression, anxiety, and stress in clinical populations (Haddadi Kouhsar et al., 2018). Furthermore,
integrative models emphasizing cognitive-existential reconstruction and meaning-making have underscored
the importance of strengthening psychological agency and adaptive self-regulation (Khanar, 2025).
Nevertheless, self-injury often emerges during periods of acute emotional arousal, indicating that interventions
should provide patients with concrete skills for tolerating crises and regulating intense affect in addition to
modifying maladaptive beliefs.

Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) was specifically developed to address severe emotional dysregulation,
suicidal behaviors, and self-destructive behavioral patterns. Its central therapeutic framework combines
acceptance and change and incorporates four principal skills domains: mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion
regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. A landmark randomized controlled trial demonstrated that DBT
was effective in reducing suicidal and high-risk behaviors among patients with borderline personality disorder
when compared with treatment delivered by experts (Linehan et al., 2006). Subsequent meta-analytic
evidence has further supported the effectiveness of DBT in reducing suicidal behaviors (DeCou et al., 2019).
Reviews comparing DBT with schema therapy and psychodynamic psychotherapy have also identified DBT
as an important intervention for reducing symptoms associated with borderline personality pathology and
emotional instability (Sharifi, 2024).

Evidence from other clinical groups suggests that DBT may have utility beyond borderline personality
disorder. Group DBT has been shown to reduce catastrophizing and rumination, two cognitive processes
strongly implicated in emotional distress and depressive maintenance (Amini & Shariatmadar, 2018). More
recently, DBT has been reported to reduce depressive symptoms and self-harming behaviors among adolescent
girls with suicidal tendencies (Mahmoudi & Amini, 2025). Trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral approaches
have also been investigated for reducing self-harming behaviors, further demonstrating the therapeutic value
of targeting psychological processes underlying self-injury (Gajari, 2025). Despite these promising findings,
relatively limited evidence is available regarding the effectiveness of DBT specifically among adults with
chronic depression who engage in self-injurious behaviors. Given the persistence of depressive symptoms,
entrenched maladaptive coping strategies, and recurrent emotional distress in this population, examining the
efficacy and durability of DBT is clinically important. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of dialectical behavior therapy in reducing self-injurious behaviors among patients with chronic
depression.

Methods and Materials

The present study was a clinical trial employing a pretest-posttest-follow-up design with an experimental group
and a control group. The statistical population consisted of patients with chronic depression who attended
counseling and psychotherapy centers in 2025. Forty patients, including 30 women and 10 men, were selected
through purposive sampling. Eligibility criteria included a psychiatric diagnosis of persistent depressive
disorder based on DSM-5 criteria, at least one episode of self-injurious behavior during the previous six
months, and an age range of 18 to 60 years. After initial screening and matching according to age, sex, and
depression severity, participants were randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with
20 participants in each group. The mean age was 36.20 years in the experimental group and 36.75 years in the
control group. Preliminary analyses confirmed that the two groups did not differ significantly in demographic
and clinical characteristics before treatment.

Self-injurious behaviors were assessed using the Inventory of Statements About Self-Injury (ISAS). The
instrument was administered at three measurement points: pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up. The
Beck Depression Inventory-Il was also administered at baseline to assess initial depression severity and verify
the equivalence of the two groups. Mean baseline depression scores were 42.20 in the experimental group and
42.10 in the control group, and this difference was not statistically significant.
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Participants in the experimental group received 12 weekly 90-minute sessions of dialectical behavior therapy
based on the standard DBT protocol. The intervention focused on the four core DBT skills domains of
mindfulness, distress tolerance, emotion regulation, and interpersonal effectiveness. Mindfulness training
emphasized nonjudgmental awareness of thoughts, emotions, and internal experiences. Distress tolerance
training focused on managing acute emotional crises without resorting to destructive behaviors. Emotion
regulation skills were used to improve identification, understanding, and management of emotional
experiences, while interpersonal effectiveness training focused on expressing needs, managing conflict, and
improving interpersonal relationships. The control group received no psychological intervention during the
study period. Posttest assessments were conducted after the completion of the intervention, and follow-up
assessments were conducted two months later.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Baseline equivalence between groups was evaluated using chi-
square tests and independent-samples t tests. Before conducting the primary analysis, statistical assumptions
were examined using the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality, Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances, Box’s
M test for homogeneity of covariance matrices, and Mauchly’s test for sphericity. Repeated-measures analysis
of variance was then used to evaluate changes in self-injurious behaviors across the three measurement
occasions and between the two groups. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were performed to identify
differences between measurement occasions, and partial eta squared was reported as the effect-size index. The
significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The two groups were statistically comparable at baseline. No significant differences were found between the
experimental and control groups with respect to age (p=0.928), sex (p=0.716), marital status (p=0.933),
educational level (p>0.999), employment status (p=0.932), or duration of depression (p=0.813). Baseline
depression severity was also comparable between the experimental and control groups (42.20+£3.47 vs.
42.10£3.56, respectively; t=0.09, p=0.929, Cohen’s d=0.028).

Descriptive results demonstrated a pronounced reduction in self-injurious behavior scores among participants
receiving DBT. In the experimental group, the mean self-injury score decreased from 18.95+4.95 at pretest to
5.30+5.03 at posttest and further to 4.30+4.59 at follow-up. In contrast, the corresponding scores in the control
group increased from 16.40+4.88 at pretest to 18.45+5.24 at posttest and 19.30+5.83 at follow-up.

The statistical assumptions required for repeated-measures analysis were considered sufficiently satisfied.
Levene’s tests were nonsignificant across all measurement stages, Box’s M test was nonsignificant (Box’s
M=7.751, F=1.181, p=0.313), and Mauchly’s test supported the assumption of sphericity (W=0.994, 4*>=0.225,
df=2, p=0.893).

Repeated-measures analysis of variance showed a significant main effect of time on self-injurious behavior
scores (F=15.537, p<0.001, partial 1?>=0.290). The main effect of group was also significant (F=111.801,
p<0.001, partial 1?>=0.746). Most importantly, the time X group interaction was statistically significant
(F=31.793, p<0.001, partial n>=0.456), indicating that the pattern of change across time differed substantially
between the experimental and control groups.

Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons showed a significant difference between pretest and posttest scores
(mean difference=5.800, SE=1.255, p<0.001, 95% CI [2.656, 8.944]) and between pretest and follow-up scores
(mean difference=5.875, SE=1.182, p<0.001, 95% CI [2.914, 8.836]). However, the difference between
posttest and follow-up was not statistically significant (mean difference=0.075, SE=1.189, p>0.999, 95% ClI
[-3.053, 2.903]), indicating maintenance of the therapeutic effect over the two-month follow-up period.
Between-group comparisons further showed that the experimental group had significantly lower self-injury
scores than the control group, with an estimated mean difference of -8.533 (SE=0.807, p<0.001, 95% ClI [-
10.167, -6.900]).
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that dialectical behavior therapy produced a substantial and statistically significant
reduction in self-injurious behaviors among patients with chronic depression. The significant time X group
interaction is particularly important because it indicates that the pattern of improvement observed in the
experimental group differed from the pattern observed in the control group. The reduction from a mean self -
injury score of 18.95 at baseline to 5.30 after treatment, followed by a further decline to 4.30 at follow-up,
suggests that the intervention was associated with both immediate and sustained therapeutic benefits.

The large effect sizes observed for the group effect and time x group interaction further support the clinical
relevance of the intervention. These findings suggest that DBT may be especially suitable for patients with
chronic depression whose self-injurious behaviors are closely linked to persistent emotional dysregulation. The
intervention directly targets mechanisms that are likely to maintain self-injury, including poor distress
tolerance, impulsive responses to negative affect, difficulty identifying and regulating emotions, and
ineffective interpersonal coping. Through repeated practice of mindfulness and emotion regulation skills,
patients may become more capable of identifying emotional triggers before they escalate into crises. Distress
tolerance skills can provide practical alternatives to self-injury during periods of intense affect, whereas
interpersonal effectiveness skills may reduce emotionally destabilizing conflicts and improve help-seeking
behavior.

The maintenance of improvement at the two-month follow-up represents another important finding. The
absence of a significant difference between posttest and follow-up suggests that therapeutic gains were not
limited to the active treatment phase. This persistence may reflect the skills-based nature of DBT. Rather than
relying exclusively on symptom reduction within therapy sessions, DBT teaches strategies that can continue
to be applied independently in everyday situations. Once patients learn to observe emotional experiences
without immediate behavioral reaction, tolerate distress, regulate affect, and respond more effectively in
interpersonal situations, these skills can remain available after formal treatment has ended.

The findings also have implications for the treatment of chronic depression. Chronic depressive conditions are
often associated with entrenched maladaptive cognitive and behavioral patterns, and self-injury may become
a habitual method of managing negative affect. Accordingly, treatment may require more than attempts to
reduce depressive symptoms alone. Directly targeting the behavioral and emotional processes associated with
self-injury appears clinically valuable. The present findings indicate that DBT may complement conventional
treatments for chronic depression by specifically addressing emotional crises and maladaptive coping patterns
that might otherwise remain insufficiently treated.

Overall, the present study provides evidence that dialectical behavior therapy is an effective intervention for
reducing self-injurious behaviors in patients with chronic depression. The intervention produced marked
reductions in self-injury following 12 treatment sessions, and the improvement remained stable over a two-
month follow-up period. The statistically significant interaction between time and group, together with the
large effect size and sustained post-treatment improvement, supports the therapeutic value of DBT for this
clinical population. Accordingly, integrating structured DBT skills training into treatment programs for
patients with persistent depressive disorder and a history of self-injury may provide an effective strategy for
reducing harmful behaviors, strengthening adaptive emotion regulation, and improving patients’ capacity to
cope with psychological distress.
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