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Background: Self-injurious behaviors is often used as a maladaptive strategy by students to cope
with psychological distress. Therefore, strengthening and improving the coping skills of students
with self-injurious behavior is essential. Despite the use of numerous therapeutic methods to improve
the adjustment of students with self-injurious behavior, there is a research gap regarding the efficacy
of dialectical behavior therapy on the adjustment of this group of students in iran.

Aims: The aim of this study was to investigate the efficacy of dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) on
the adjustment of high school students with self-injurious behavior.

Methods: The method of this study was a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest design
with a control group and a 28-day follow-up. The statistical population of the study included all High
School Students in Parsabad in the academic year 2023-2024. Among them, 40 eligible students were
selected purposefully after screening with a Self-Harm Inventory and, after matching, were randomly
assigned to two experimental and control groups (20 students in each group). Research data were
also collected using Self-Harm Inventory (Sansone et al., 1998) and Adjustment Inventory for School
Students (Sinha & Singh, 1993). Also, the experimental group underwent group therapy based on
dialectical behavior therapy (McKay et al., 2019) during 8, 90-minute sessions (two sessions per
week) for one month. The research data were also analyzed using the method of variance analysis
with repeated measurements in SPSS-28 software.

Results: The results showed that dialectical behavior therapy was effective on the adjustment of
students with self-injurious behavior (P<0.01). Also, the results showed that the effect of this type of
treatment was stable in the follow-up phase (P<0.01).

Conclusion: According to the findings of the present study, it can be concluded that dialectical
behavior therapy is an effective treatment method to improve the adjustment of high school students
with self-injurious behavior. Therefore, it is suggested that school psychologists use this therapeutic
method to improve and strengthen adjustment in students with self-injurious behavior.
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Introduction

Although self-injurious behaviors are common
among adolescents, it is often a hidden problem, and
adolescents who have an immature mind and unstable
emotional control are a high-risk group for self-
injurious behaviors, and in recent years, the incidence
of these behaviors in adolescents has increased
significantly (Xiao et al., 2022). These behaviors
appear as ineffective strategies to deal with negative
emotions and psychological stress and are associated
with serious problems such as depression, anxiety and
reduced quality of life (Kiekens et al., 2018).
Adolescents who do not have the ability to regulate
their emotions are more exposed to self-injurious
behaviors (Swannell et al., 2016). In fact, self-injury
can be considered as an aberrant but effective way to
regulate emotions, which can lead to relief from
emotional distress (Williams & Hasking, 2010).
There are many physiological and psychological
reasons to justify self-injurious behaviors, and most
teenagers do not really intend to injure or harm
themselves, but rather use it as a way to cope with
problems and report that self-injury helps them free
themselves from an endless cycle of negative
thoughts and feelings, which can help teenagers in
times of emotional disconnection and disconnection
(Whitlock & Hasking, 2018).

On the other hand, self-injurious behavior is one of
these behavioral indicators of maladjustment (Gaspar
et al., 2025). Academic pressures, peer relationship
challenges and trying to form an identity during
adolescence can cause significant emotional distress.
When adolescents lack healthy coping skills to
manage or reduce these stresses, they may turn to
maladaptive behaviors such as self-injurious (Varaee
et al., 2022). Therefore, focusing on strengthening
adjustment skills is considered as an essential
therapeutic goal in this population. Adjustment is
defined as a psychological and multidimensional
process through which a person uses the ability to
regulate and adjust his behavior, emotion and
cognition in the face of environmental changes and
pressures in order to maintain his psycho-social
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balance and perform optimally in daily life (Gross,
2013).

Despite the high importance of adjustment in
adolescent mental health and its key role in
preventing self-injurious behaviors, there is a lack of
targeted intervention studies in this field. Most
studies have focused on risk factors or consequences
of self-injurious behavior, and less attention has been
paid to the effectiveness of psychological treatments
in improving the adjustment of this group of
adolescents. Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) is
an effective treatment for adolescents with emotional
regulation problems and self-injurious behaviors.
Originally designed to treat borderline personality
disorder, this approach is now used for a variety of
adolescent  problems, including self-injurious
behaviors, mood disorders, and behavioral problems
(Linehan, 1993). Dialectical behavior therapy helps
adolescents reduce maladaptive strategies and
improve their adaptation to stressful situations by
teaching skills such as distress tolerance, emotion
regulation,  mindfulness, and iinterpersonal
effectiveness (McKay et al., 2019). According to the
theory of dialectical behavior therapy, the underlying
problem is pervasive emotion regulation (i.e.,
sensitivity to emotional stimuli, intensity of
emotional reactions, and inability to regulate negative
emotional responses), which leads to impulsive and
maladaptive behaviors (Asarnow et al., 2021; DeCou
etal., 2019).

Identifying and implementing effective treatments to
reduce maladaptive behaviors in adolescents with
self-injurious behaviors is of great importance.
Considering the behavioral and maladaptive
problems of adolescents with self-injurious behavior
in school and society and the importance of regulating
cognition, emotions, and behaviors in improving their
maladaptive behaviors, implementing effective and
efficient treatments to improve maladaptive
behaviors in these adolescents seems essential.
Considering what was reviewed, the present study
seeks to answer the fundamental question: Is
dialectical behavior therapy effective on the
adjustment of high school students with self-injurious
behavior?
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Method

The method of this study was a quasi-experimental
design with a pretest-posttest design with a control
group and a 28-day follow-up. The statistical
population of the study included all High School
Students in Parsabad in the academic year 2023-2024.
Among them, 40 eligible students were selected
purposefully after screening with a Self-Harm
Inventory and, after matching, were randomly
assigned to two experimental and control groups (20
students in each group). Research data were also
collected using Self-Harm Inventory (Sansone et al.,
1998) and Adjustment Inventory for School Students
(Sinha & Singh, 1993). Also, the experimental group
underwent group therapy based on dialectical
behavior therapy (McKay et al., 2019) during 8, 90-
minute sessions (two sessions per week) for one
month. The research data were also analyzed using
the method of variance analysis with repeated
measurements in SPSS-28 software.
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Results

In the present study, 40 high school students with
self-injurious behavior participated. The mean and
standard deviation of the age of the experimental
group (80.90+0.16) and the control group
(84.95£0.16) were similar in terms of years. In the
control group, 4 girls and 3 boys (35%) from the 10th
grade participated, 3 girls and 4 boys (35%) from the
11th grade participated, and 3 girls and 3 boys (30%)
from the 12th grade participated. In the intervention
group, 4 girls and 3 boys (35%) from the 10th grade
participated, 4 girls and 4 boys (40%) from the 11th
grade participated, and 2 girls and 3 boys (25%) from
the 12th grade participated. The results of the
variance analysis with repeated measurements test in
the mixed ANOVA text for the Adjustment variable
in the three measurement stages are presented in
Table 1.

Table 1. results of the variance analysis with repeated measurements test in the mixed ANOVA text for the Adjustment variable in the three
measurement stages

Source of Variation Test Type Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. Effect Size
Sphericity Assumed 1255.850 2 627.925 1047307  0.001 0.965
Time*Group Greenhouse-Geisser 1255.850 1.988 631.873 1047.307  0.001 0.965
Huynh-Feldt 1255.850 2.000 627.925 1047.307  0.001 0.965
Lower-bound 1255.850 1.000 1255.850 1047.307  0.001 0.965
Table 1, thevariance analysis with repeated P< 0.01). To examine the trend of changes in the

measurements shows that there was a significant
interaction between time and group on the adjustment
of students with self-injurious behavior (F= 1047.30,

groups, the results of the Bonferroni post hoc test are
presented separately for each group in Table 2.

Table 2. Results of the Bonferroni Post-Hoc Test for Comparing Within-Group Changes

Intervention Group

Control Group

Variable Measurement Stages Mean Difference Significance Mean Difference Significance
Pre-test Post-test 14.00 0/01 0/25 1/00
Adjustment Pre-test Follow-up 14.10 0/01 0/40 1/00
Post-test Follow-up 0.10 1/00 0/15 1/00
Bonferroni post hoc analysis for the treatment group Conclusion

in Table 2 showed significant improvement from
pretest to posttest (MD = 14.00, p = 0.01) and follow-
up (MD= 14.10, P= 0.01). The lack of significant
change between posttest and follow-up confirms the
stability and lasting effect of the intervention.

The aim of this study was to investigate the efficacy
of dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) on the
adjustment of high school students with self-injurious
behavior. The findings of the present study showed
that dialectical behavior therapy was effective on the
adjustment of high school students with self-injurious
behavior. This finding is consistent with the results of
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studies by Shah Hosseini et al. (2025); Nazarifar et al.
(2022); Courtney & Flament (2015), and Alijanzadeh
et al. (2014). In explaining the findings of this study,
it can be said that dialectical behavior therapy, by
focusing on emotion management, interpersonal
skills, and distress tolerance, improves an individual's
overall adaptation to various life environments,
including school, family, and friends. For example,
the significant increase in academic adjustment in the
experimental group of the present study can be
explained as academic adjustment refers to an
individual's ability to face academic challenges and
cope with the educational environment. Students who
engage in self-injurious behavior usually face
problems such as academic decline, inability to
concentrate, and low motivation to learn (Yates et al.,
2008). These issues often stem from an inability to
manage negative emotions such as anxiety and stress,
as self-injurious is used as an ineffective strategy to
regulate these emotions (Nack, 2010). Dialectical
behavior therapy helps students better manage their
negative emotions and, as a result, perform better in
the academic environment by teaching them emotion
regulation and stress management skills. This therapy
teaches students how to increase their focus and
complete their academic assignments without being
overwhelmed by negative emotions or intrusive
thoughts (Baer et al., 2006).

The findings of this study also indicate a significant
increase in emotional adjustment of participants in the
experimental group after receiving dialectical
behavior therapy training. This improvement can be
attributed to several main components of dialectical
behavior therapy that were also emphasized in the
treatment protocol of the present study. Adolescents
who resort to self-injurious often have difficulty
managing their negative emotions. Dialectical
behavior therapy, with its focus on emotion
regulation, teaches students how to identify negative
emotions such as anger, anxiety, or depression and
deal with them in healthier ways rather than through
maladaptive responses such as self-injurious
(Linehan, 1993).

In addition, another finding of the present study
showed that dialectical behavior therapy was also
effective in improving students' social adjustment.
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This success is probably rooted in the training of
interpersonal effectiveness skills, which is one of the
main pillars of dialectical behavior therapy. Social
adjustment refers to a person's ability to interact
effectively with others and establish healthy social
relationships. Students who engage in self-injurious
behavior often have difficulty establishing and
maintaining interpersonal relationships. These
problems can be due to an inability to express
emotions constructively, or an inability to deal with
social conflicts and the emotions that arise from them.
It should be noted that one of the goals of dialectical
behavior therapy is to enhance interpersonal
effectiveness by teaching students how to set healthy
boundaries in their social relationships, communicate
respectfully and assertively, and resolve conflicts
constructively. These skills help students have better
relationships  with their family, friends, and
classmates, and as a result, achieve better social
adjustment (Linehan, 2025).

According to the findings of the present study, it can
be concluded that dialectical behavior therapy is an
effective treatment method to improve the adjustment
of high school students with self-injurious behavior.
Therefore, it is suggested that school psychologists
use this therapeutic method to improve and strengthen
adjustment in students with self-injurious behavior.
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