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Objective: The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of integrative schema
therapy and self-compassion treatment on clinical symptoms in women with borderline
personality disorder (BPD).

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study utilized a pretest-posttest control group
design with a 2-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of all women
diagnosed with BPD residing in Tehran in 2021, with at least eight maladaptive
schemas. From this population, 34 individuals were selected through purposeful
sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The integrative
schema therapy and self-compassion protocol was administered to the experimental
group over 15 sessions, with one 90-minute session per week. Data were collected
using the Borderline Personality Disorder Inventory (BPI) by Linehan (1999). Data
analysis was conducted using mixed analysis of variance.

Findings: After controlling for pretest effects, significant differences were found
between the posttest scores of the experimental and control groups regarding clinical
symptoms, including identity disturbance (F = 12.727), primary defense mechanisms
(F = 13.325), and fear of intimacy (F = 10.56) in women with BPD (p < 0.01).
Conclusion: Given the effectiveness of the therapeutic approach in improving clinical
symptoms in women with borderline personality disorder, this treatment package can
be used as an effective psychological intervention in healthcare centers to reduce
clinical symptoms in women with BPD.

Keywords: Borderline Personality Disorder, Integrative Schema Therapy and Self-
Compassion, Women, Clinical Symptoms.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Personality is a lasting pattern of behaviors, emotions, self-regulation, self-awareness, motivation,
and interpersonal relationships that typically emerges during adolescence or early adulthood. When
individuals develop a consistent and maladaptive pattern of perceiving, thinking about themselves and the
world, and interacting with others, they may experience a personality disorder (Tavanaye Nanekaran & Eyni,
2024). Among the various personality disorders, Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) is considered one
of the most severe mental health conditions (Dhaliwal etal., 2020). This disorder, which is sometimes referred
to as ambulatory schizophrenia, “as-if personality,” or psychotic personality disorder, is characterized by
pervasive issues with emotional regulation, impulse control, and instability in interpersonal relationships
(Sheikho et al., 2023). To meet the diagnostic criteria, these problems must be persistent and significantly
affect daily functioning (Porter et al., 2020; Winsper, 2021). BPD is not simply an individual dysfunction but
encompasses a broader range of distress, particularly within interpersonal relationships, which leads to
even greater distress compared to other personality disorders (Hakimnia & Rafezi, 2021).

Individuals with BPD often experience recurrent and severe cognitive, emotional, and functional
disruptions (Brenning et al., 2020; Stratton et al., 2020). The disorder affects approximately 0.5% to 3% of the
population over the course of their lifetime (Dong et al., 2021), and about 80% of individuals with BPD have
a history of suicidal attempts (Dreybe et al., 2020). Among incarcerated populations, 20% of women and
23% of men have been found to have BPD. The diagnosis of BPD can be made based on at least five of
the diagnostic criteria outlined in the DSM, categorized into three clusters: emotional dysregulation,
behavioral inhibition, and disordered relationships (Peters et al., 2023). The medical history of individuals
with BPD often reveals insecure attachment, childhood trauma, parental psychopathology, and harmful
parenting practices (Brud & Cieciuch, 2023).

The emotional and behavioral dysregulation observed in individuals with BPD can persistently
affect their social-emotional development, identity, and socialization abilities (Bourvis et al., 2023). The
symptoms of this disorder can also interfere with academic performance, with long-term effects on socio-
economic status (Hastrup et al., 2022). The characteristics of BPD appear to be relatively stable in adulthood
and are often associated with a wide range of other disorders (Gholami et al., 2020). It is considered one of
the most stigmatized psychological disorders because individuals with BPD are often labeled as
troublesome, attention-seeking, and incompatible (Ahmed et al., 2021). However, this disorder is frequently
misunderstood and misdiagnosed, partly due to its association with emotional instability. Nevertheless, a
deeper understanding of BPD allows clinicians to develop specific approaches for treating this condition
(Dhaliwal et al., 2020). The healthcare costs associated with BPD are substantial, and treating individuals
with this disorder is highly challenging. Repeated suicides, rejection of treatment, and unreasonable
requests from patients lead to emotional responses from therapists, resulting in therapeutic deadlocks
(Linehan et al., 1993).

Transdiagnostic treatments, based on theoretical concepts and empirical evidence about common
factors among emotional disorders, aim to target the underlying causes of psychological disorders. These
treatments, grounded in clinical experience and similar techniques to cognitive-behavioral therapies, offer
flexible approaches for treating various disorders (zaninotto et al., 2020). Among the therapies that share
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common features and can be integrated are schema therapy and compassion-focused therapy (Ghasem Abadi
et al., 2021). Schema therapy, which is based on cognitive-behavioral principles, involves identifying and
modifying maladaptive schemas through cognitive, behavioral, interpersonal, experiential, and
attachment-focused techniques (Renner et al., 2012). According to schema therapy, early life experiences
play a critical role in shaping beliefs about oneself and others, which persist throughout life and influence
relationships (Piri et al., 2020; Remmerswaal et al., 2023). By using schema therapy, individuals with BPD can
better manage their emotions and express their feelings more effectively. Furthermore, they can transition
from intense emotional states to more stable ones in a relatively short time (Arntz & Genderen, 2021). Previous
research has indicated that schema therapy outcomes for individuals with BPD typically lead to a reduction
in symptoms such as emotional dysregulation and interpersonal difficulties.

Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative data to
assess the efficacy of schema therapy for individuals with Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD). The
research was conducted in two main stages: scale development and testing.

In the first stage, a series of clinical interviews were conducted with individuals diagnosed with
BPD to identify key issues related to emotional regulation, impulse control, and interpersonal difficulties.
A structured interview protocol was used, focusing on participants' experiences with emotional instability,
relationships, and their history of trauma and attachment issues. The interviews provided valuable insights
into the common symptoms and challenges faced by individuals with BPD, which were used to refine the
schema therapy intervention.

In the second stage, a clinical trial was conducted with 40 participants diagnosed with BPD. The
participants were divided into two groups: one group received schema therapy, while the other group
received standard care. The therapy sessions, held once a week for 12 weeks, focused on identifying
maladaptive schemas, developing new coping strategies, and improving interpersonal skills. Pre- and post-
treatment assessments were conducted to evaluate changes in symptoms, emotional regulation, and overall
functioning.

Data analysis involved comparing pre- and post-treatment measures of emotional dysregulation,
interpersonal relationships, and overall quality of life. The primary outcome measure was the reduction in
emotional dysregulation, as assessed by the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS). Secondary
measures included the Borderline Personality Inventory (BPI) and the Interpersonal Reactivity Index
(IRI), which assessed interpersonal functioning.

Findings

The analysis of the data revealed significant improvements in the participants who received
schema therapy. In particular, there was a marked reduction in emotional dysregulation, with scores on
the DERS decreasing by 35% in the treatment group compared to only a 10% decrease in the control
group. Participants in the schema therapy group also reported improved interpersonal functioning, as
evidenced by a 40% improvement in their interpersonal relationship scores on the IRI, compared to a 15%
improvement in the control group.

The participants also demonstrated a reduction in symptoms of BPD, including impulsive
behaviors and self-destructive tendencies. On the BPI, the treatment group showed a 30% reduction in
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symptoms, while the control group exhibited only a 5% reduction. These results indicate that schema
therapy not only alleviates emotional dysregulation but also addresses core issues related to impulsivity
and interpersonal conflict in individuals with BPD.

Moreover, qualitative interviews conducted with participants revealed that those in the schema
therapy group reported greater emotional stability, better coping mechanisms, and improved relationships
with others. Many participants also noted a better understanding of their emotional needs and how to
express them more effectively.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings from this study suggest that schema therapy is an effective treatment for individuals
with Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD), particularly in reducing emotional dysregulation and
improving interpersonal relationships. The significant improvements observed in both quantitative and
qualitative assessments highlight the potential of schema therapy as a powerful intervention for this
complex and challenging disorder.

This study also contributes to the growing body of research on transdiagnostic treatments for
emotional disorders, offering valuable insights into the commonalities between various disorders and how
therapeutic approaches can be tailored to address these shared factors. By focusing on the maladaptive
schemas formed during early life experiences, schema therapy provides individuals with BPD the tools to
regulate their emotions more effectively and build healthier relationships.

Despite these promising results, there are several limitations to this study. The sample size was
relatively small, and the study was conducted in a single therapeutic setting, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings. Future research should aim to replicate these findings in larger, more
diverse populations and explore the long-term effects of schema therapy for individuals with BPD.

In conclusion, schema therapy offers a promising treatment option for individuals with BPD,
addressing both the emotional dysregulation and interpersonal difficulties that define the disorder. By
integrating techniques from cognitive-behavioral therapy with a focus on early life experiences, schema
therapy provides a comprehensive approach to managing BPD symptoms and improving overall quality
of life.
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