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Objective: The present study aimed to examine the structural relationship between personality
organization and object relations with medically unexplained symptoms and psychosomatic
pain, considering the mediating role of mentalization.

Methodology: This study was quantitative in nature and conducted using structural equation
modeling in a field-based design. The statistical population consisted of 450 individuals (aged
18-45) who visited medical centers in Tehran during 20212022, selected through convenience
sampling. To measure the variables, five standardized instruments were used: the Inventory of
Personality Organization (IPO), the Bell Object Relations and Reality Testing Inventory
(BORRTI), the Screening for Somatoform Symptoms (SOMS-2), the Psychosomatic Pain
Questionnaire (PSQ), and the Mentalization Questionnaire (MentS). Data analysis was carried
out using SPSS-23 and AMOS-22.

Findings: The results indicated that personality organization had a significant and direct positive
effect on medically unexplained symptoms (f = 0.697, p < 0.001) and psychosomatic pain (f =
0.711, p < 0.001). Object relations also had a significant and direct positive effect on
psychosomatic pain (f = 0.669, p < 0.001), but a significant negative effect on mentalization (3
=-0.075, p < 0.001). Additional findings revealed that mentalization had a significant negative
effect on medically unexplained symptoms (B = -0.283, p < 0.001), although its effect on
psychosomatic pain (§ = -0.261) was not statistically significant. Ultimately, the mediating role
of mentalization in the relationship between personality organization and medically unexplained
symptoms and psychosomatic pain, as well as between object relations and these symptoms, was
not supported. The model fit indices indicated an acceptable fit (RMSEA = 0.11, GFI = 0.848,
NFI = 0.750, RFI = 0.893).

Conclusion: The structural model fit supports a significant direct effect of personality
organization and object relations on medically unexplained symptoms and psychosomatic pain.
Furthermore, personality organization also influences these symptoms through the mediating
role of mentalization. These findings have practical implications and can inform the design and
implementation of psychological interventions for patient populations.
Keywords: Personality organization, medically unexplained symptoms,
structural equation modeling, psychodynamic psychotherapy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Medically unexplained symptoms (MUS) and psychosomatic pain are among the most persistent
and confounding clinical presentations observed in both primary care and specialized mental health
settings. These symptoms, which lack sufficient biomedical explanation, contribute significantly to patient
distress, increased healthcare utilization, and functional impairment in everyday life (Goldenberg, 2010;
Nimnuan et al., 2001). Research has consistently shown that up to half of the patients attending general
practice clinics present with bodily complaints for which no organic cause can be identified (Fink et al.,
2005). This makes MUS and related functional somatic syndromes (FSS) a major public health issue that
demands an integrated biopsychosocial explanatory model.

In this regard, psychodynamic theories have highlighted the relevance of personality structure and
internalized relational patterns as central to understanding the persistence and complexity of somatic
symptoms. One such construct is personality organization, as conceptualized by Kernberg, which includes
three structural levels: neurotic, borderline, and psychotic, differentiated by reality testing, identity
integration, and the maturity of defense mechanisms (Clarkin et al., 2005; Kernberg, 1976). Individuals with
disorganized or borderline levels of personality organization tend to struggle with emotional regulation,
identity diffusion, and disturbed interpersonal relationships, all of which may predispose them to
experience emotional dysregulation in somatic terms (Salman Nasab et al., 2024; Sharp & Kalpakci, 2015).

Closely linked to the notion of personality organization is the concept of object relations.
Originating in psychoanalytic theory, object relations refer to internalized dyadic representations of self
and others developed in early childhood through repeated interpersonal interactions (CalSigor et al., 2007).
These internalized models shape individuals’ interpretations of social and emotional events throughout
life. Dysfunctional object relations, particularly those involving insecure attachments and representations
of others as untrustworthy or threatening, are associated with a heightened likelihood of bodily symptom
expression as a maladaptive form of affect regulation (Berens et al., 2020; Summers, 2024).

While these structural personality variables offer essential insight, current models also emphasize
the importance of mediating psychological functions that modulate the impact of deeper personality
dynamics on symptom expression. One such function is mentalization—the ability to reflect on and
interpret one's own and others” mental states, including thoughts, feelings, and intentions (Dimitrijevic et al.,
2018; Fonagy et al., 2016). Deficits in mentalization have been consistently associated with difficulties in
emotional processing and increased somatization, particularly among individuals with impaired
personality functioning (Seydi et al., 2019; Sharp & Kalpakci, 2015).

Mentalization, also referred to as reflective functioning, is thought to develop in the context of
secure attachment and early caregiving relationships. Disruptions in these formative experiences may
result in limited capacity for symbolic representation and emotion regulation, leading individuals to
externalize internal distress through somatic channels. Thus, mentalization has been proposed as a
potential mediating mechanism linking personality organization and object relations to the emergence of
medically unexplained symptoms (Luyten et al., 2013; Stumpf et al., 2018).

Despite the conceptual and empirical support for these relationships, the literature remains limited
in contexts outside Western clinical populations. In Iran, there is a notable gap in research examining the
interplay between personality structure, relational schemas, and somatization from a psychodynamic lens.



Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the structural impact of personality organization and
object relations on medically unexplained symptoms and psychosomatic pain, with specific attention to
the potential mediating role of mentalization, using structural equation modeling (SEM).

Methodology

The study adopted a quantitative, correlational design and employed structural equation modeling
(SEM) to assess the proposed relationships among latent variables. The statistical population consisted of
528 individuals (aged 18-45) who had visited medical centers in Districts 1 and 2 of Tehran during 2021
2022. Participants were selected through convenience sampling and informed consent was obtained from
all individuals.

Inclusion criteria included a minimum of lower-secondary education, the ability to engage in
verbal communication, active presentation of medical complaints or pain, and willingness to complete
self-report measures. Exclusion criteria comprised the presence of major psychiatric disorders requiring
pharmacological intervention, chronic physical diseases (e.g., diabetes, kidney disease), congenital
disorders, history of major surgery, and acute neurological injuries.

Five standardized self-report instruments were used for data collection:

Inventory of Personality Organization (IPO-37)

Bell Object Relations and Reality Testing Inventory (BORRTI)

Mentalization Scale (MentS)

Somatic Symptoms Screening Scale (SOMS-2)

Psychosomatic Pain Questionnaire (PSQ)

Descriptive statistics, confirmatory factor analysis, and SEM were performed using SPSS-26 and
AMOS-22.
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Findings

Descriptive analysis showed that participants’ mean scores on psychosomatic pain, medically
unexplained symptoms, personality organization, object relations, and mentalization were moderate, with
notable variation across individual subscales.

Correlation analysis revealed that all key variables were significantly related. Personality
organization was positively and significantly associated with both medically unexplained symptoms (p =
0.697,p <0.001) and psychosomatic pain (3 =0.711, p <0.001). Object relations also showed a significant
positive effect on psychosomatic pain (f = 0.669, p < 0.001) and a significant negative effect on
mentalization ( = -0.075, p < 0.001).

Mentalization had a significant negative effect on medically unexplained symptoms (B =-0.283, p
< 0.001), but its association with psychosomatic pain was not statistically significant (f = -0.261, ns).
Furthermore, mentalization did not serve as a significant mediator in the relationship between personality
organization and either psychosomatic pain or medically unexplained symptoms. Likewise, no significant
mediating role was found for mentalization between object relations and the outcome variables.

Model fit indices indicated an acceptable fit of the final structural model: RMSEA = 0.11, GFI =
0.848, NFI = 0.750, and RFI = 0.893.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm the theoretical proposition that both personality organization
and object relations have a direct impact on the presence and severity of medically unexplained symptoms
and psychosomatic pain. Individuals with disturbed personality organization, particularly those with
impaired identity integration and reliance on primitive defenses, appear more susceptible to somatic
expression of psychological distress. Likewise, individuals with maladaptive internalized relational
schemas are more likely to interpret physiological experiences through a lens of interpersonal threat and
emotional dysregulation.

The observed negative relationship between object relations and mentalization reinforces the
notion that early dysfunctional relationships may inhibit the development of reflective capacity. As
expected, lower mentalization was linked to greater severity of medically unexplained symptoms,
underscoring the protective function of reflective functioning in buffering the effects of psychological
conflict on bodily symptomatology.

However, the lack of a significant mediating effect of mentalization in the structural model raises
questions about the complexity and multi-determined nature of the pathways linking deep personality
structures to somatic outcomes. It is possible that mentalization alone does not fully capture the
psychological processing required to prevent somatization, or that its effects are contextually dependent
on other moderating variables such as emotion regulation strategies, cultural attitudes toward illness, or
attachment style.

These results have important implications for clinical practice. Assessment of personality
organization and object relations should be integral to the psychological evaluation of patients presenting
with unexplained physical symptoms. Interventions aimed at enhancing reflective functioning may offer
therapeutic benefits, particularly for those with limited insight into their emotional states. Moreover,
psychodynamic treatment approaches that address deep-rooted personality structures and relational
patterns may contribute to more sustainable symptom relief than treatments focusing solely on symptom
management.
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