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Abstract

Background and Aim: Adolescence is characterized by extensive biological, cognitive, and emotional
changes, and heightened emotional sensitivity during this period can predispose adolescents to high-risk
behaviors. This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and a
psychoeducational package on self-harming behaviors and intolerance of uncertainty among female students with
a tendency toward substance use.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest design with a control group. Forty-five female
students at risk of substance use were randomly assigned to three groups of 15. The intervention groups received
twelve 90-minute sessions. The interventions consisted of either Dialectical Behavior Therapy or a
psychoeducational package. The control group received no intervention. Research instruments included the
Addiction Tendency Questionnaire, the Inventory of Statements about Self-Injury (ISAS), and the Intolerance of
Uncertainty Scale (IUS).

Results: Both interventions significantly reduced intolerance of uncertainty at posttest compared with the
control group (P<0.01), and no significant difference was observed between the two interventions (P>0.05). At
follow-up, only the psychoeducational package maintained a significant difference from the control group
(P<0.01), whereas Dialectical Behavior Therapy did not differ significantly from the control group (P>0.05); this
finding indicates greater long-term durability of the effect of the psychoeducational package.

Conclusion: In this study, the short-term school-based interventions did not significantly reduce self-harming
behaviors. However, both approaches were effective in improving tolerance of uncertainty, and the
psychoeducational package demonstrated a more sustained effect at follow-up. Therefore, self-harm requires more
comprehensive and individualized treatments.

Keywords: Adolescent girls, Substance use tendency, Self-harming behaviors, Intolerance of uncertainty,
Dialectical Behavior Therapy, Psychoeducational package
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Adolescence is a critical developmental
transition accompanied by profound
biological, cognitive, social, and emotional
changes. During this vulnerable period,
heightened emotional sensitivity coupled
with limited emotion-regulation abilities
often predisposes adolescents to various
maladaptive and high-risk behaviors.
Female high school students with a
tendency toward substance wuse are
particularly prone to severe psychological
distress, emotional dysregulation, and
heightened impulsivity. In this at-risk
population, self-harming behaviors
frequently emerge as dysfunctional coping
mechanisms utilized to rapidly alleviate
unbearable emotional pain and internal
tension. Concurrently, intolerance of
uncertainty—the cognitive tendency to
perceive ambiguous circumstances as
inherently threatening—acts as a cognitive-
emotional  vulnerability  factor  that
amplifies chronic worry, distress, and
behavioral difficulties. Both dialectical
behavior therapy and structured psycho-
educational packages emphasize essential
skills such as emotion regulation, distress
tolerance, and cognitive restructuring.
Nevertheless, direct comparative evidence
evaluating their relative efficacy within
nonclinical, school-based settings remains
limited. Therefore, this study aimed to
compare the effectiveness of dialectical
behavior therapy with a psycho-educational
package on self-harming behaviors and
intolerance of uncertainty in at-risk female
students.

Methods

This study utilized a quasi-experimental
design featuring pretest, posttest, and 3-
month follow-up assessments alongside a

control group. The target population
comprised female high school students
enrolled in the second cycle of secondary
education in Ardabil, Iran. Following initial
school selection via cluster sampling,
students were screened using the Addiction
Tendency Questionnaire. Overall, 45
eligible students scoring above 50 were
selected and randomly allocated into three
equal groups of 15 participants: dialectical
behavior therapy, psycho-educational
package, and control. Experimental groups
attended twelve weekly 90-minute group
sessions, whereas the control group
received no active intervention. The
dialectical behavior therapy focused on
core skills including mindfulness, distress
tolerance, emotion  regulation, and
interpersonal effectiveness. The psycho-
educational package, developed through a
prior qualitative phenomenological phase,
integrated cognitive-behavioral principles
and emotional competence training. Data
collection involved the  Addiction
Tendency Questionnaire, the Inventory of
Statements about Self-Injury, and the
Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale. Statistical
analysis was performed using repeated-
measures analysis of variance followed by
LSD pairwise comparisons at a significance
threshold of P<0.05.

Results

The study evaluated the efficacy of
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) and a
psycho-educational package on non-
suicidal self-injury (NSSI) and intolerance
of uncertainty (IU) among 45 female
adolescents across pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up phases. Repeated measures
ANOVA revealed no significant main
effect of time (F=1.579, P=0.216,
n*p=0.036), group (F=1.164, P=0.322,
N*p=0.053), or time X group interaction
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(F=1.479, P=0.225, n*p=0.066) on NSSI.
Conversely, significant main effects of time
(F=14.944, P<0.001, n*p = 0.262), group
(F=29.413,P<0.001,n*p =0.583), and time
x group interaction (F=3.510, P=0.011,
n*p=0.143) were observed for IU.
Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons indicated
that both active interventions significantly
reduced IU at post-test compared to the
control group (P < 0.001), with no
significant difference between the two
treatment groups (P>0.05). However, at
follow-up, only the psycho-educational
group maintained significant gains relative
to the control group (P=0.006), whereas the
DBT group did not differ significantly from
the control group (P=0.078).

Conclusion

The non-significant impact on self-
injurious behavior aligns with the literature
highlighting that brief, skills-only group
sessions in school settings—Ilacking

individual  psychotherapy and crisis
coaching—are insufficient to address the
deeply ingrained emotional regulation
functions of self-harm. Conversely, both
interventions successfully target cognitive
vulnerability by reducing intolerance of
uncertainty: psycho-education via
cognitive restructuring and problem-
solving, and DBT through mindfulness and
distress tolerance. The superior long-term
stability of the psycho-educational package
during follow-up may be attributable to its
structured, concrete pedagogical design,
which integrates seamlessly into students’
academic  routines, whereas DBT
mindfulness skills require continuous lived
practice and intrinsic motivation. In
conclusion, while school-based psycho-
educational modules serve as highly stable,
efficient tools for alleviating cognitive-
emotional  distress like  uncertainty
intolerance, managing complex self-
injurious behaviors necessitates
comprehensive, long-term individualized
clinical protocols.
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