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Abstract

: Background and Aim: Adolescence is considered a critical period of development,
: characterized by sudden emotional, physical, and psychological changes. Especially
: adolescent girls eed in academic and professional pursuits who may experience
: higher levels of emotional distress related to academic and social challenges can be
: more prone to tendencies such as substance use and self-harm behaviors. In this
: regard, the aim of the present study was to investigate the effectiveness of unified
: trans-diagnostic group therapy on the tendency towards substance use disorders and
: self-harm in adolescent girls: The moderating role of maternal emotion regulation.

: Research Methodology: The research method was a quasi-experimental study with

: amulti-group pre-test-post-test design, control group, and two-month follow-up. The
: statistical population of the study included 10th and 11th grade adolescent girls in
¢ the work and knowledge branch of Arak art schools and their mothers in 2025. The
: sample size was considered to be 26 people in two groups (adolescent experimental
: group with mothers and control group) and 25 people in one group (adolescent
: education group), who were selected through purposive sampling. Research
¢ instruments included the Difficulty in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS), Addiction
: Tendency Questionnaire (TAQ), and Self-Injury Inventory (SHI). The unified trans-
: diagnostic therapy for the adolescent girl group included 12 60-minute intervention
: sessions and the mothers' group included 5 sessions in the 90-minute intervention,
: which were held in a group style and once a week. Multivariate and univariate
: analysis of covariance, repeated measures analysis of variance, and Bonferroni post
¢ hoc test were used to analyze the data.

¢ Findings: The results indicated the effectiveness of group training based on unified
: trans-diagnostic therapy on tendency towards Substance and self-harm behaviors and

the significant moderating role of mothers in emotion regulation (P<0.05).

: Conclusion: Counselors and psychologists can use unified trans-diagnostic therapy
¢ to improve tendency towards Substance use and self-harm behaviors in adolescent
: girls, and in addition, they can also educate and intervene with parents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The transition to adulthood is a critical developmental stage involving significant neurobiological and
psychosocial reorganization, increasing vulnerability to emotional and behavioral disorders (Goodyear, 2025).
For adolescents in secondary education, particularly those in vocational tracks selected due to low academic
performance rather than aptitude, the intersection of societal stigma, parental pressure, and academic stress can
trigger maladaptive emotions like fear of failure (Salama et al., 2022; Amini & Heydari, 2024). Such emotional
dysregulation is a key predictor of high-risk and addictive behaviors (Silvers, 2022; Garke et al., 2021). This
vulnerability is further exacerbated by the neurodevelopmental gap between the hypersensitive reward system and
the maturing prefrontal cortex, which governs impulse control (Mancini et al., 2024). Consequently, substance
abuse and self-harm emerge as prominent clinical concerns during this period.

Meta-analytic evidence identifies high impulsivity, reward sensitivity, and emotion dysregulation as critical
predictors of adolescent substance use (Nawi et al., 2021), a disorder marked by persistent consumption and
diminished impulse control (APA, 2013; Onuoku & Onuoku, 2024). These risks are further facilitated by
environmental stressors such as peer pressure and social stigmatization (Smith, 2021). Concurrently, self-harming
behaviors peak in mid-adolescence as maladaptive mechanisms to alleviate intense negative affect, often
reinforced by self-criticism and peer modeling (De Luca et al., 2023). Ultimately, both substance use and self-
harm are conceptualized as behavioral manifestations of a core deficit in emotion regulation. Based on the
Emotion Regulation Difficulty (Gratz & Roemer, 2004) and Experiential Avoidance models, these behaviors
function as dysfunctional regulatory substitutes to escape distressing internal experiences (Chen et al., 2024).

Beyond intrapersonal factors, the family context—rooted in object relations—is pivotal for developing
adolescent emotion regulation (ER). While parental ER deficits prompt punitive responses (Zimmer-Gembeck et
al., 2022), supportive responsiveness fosters adaptive skills (Bornstein, 2023). In maternal-centric cultures,
maternal ER significantly moderates the link between adolescent stress and behavioral outcomes (Seyed Mousavi
et al., 2021). Notably, adolescent girls show higher vulnerability to early adversity (Ho et al., 2024), making the
moderation of maternal ER a critical focus for clinical interventions.

While traditional disorder-specific interventions (e.g., CBT, mindfulness) show moderate efficacy, they often
fail to address the shared mechanisms underlying adolescent risky behaviors (Zamboni et al., 2021; Nawi et al.,
2021). Consequently, transdiagnostic frameworks—specifically the Unified Protocol (UP)—have gained clinical
priority by targeting emotion dysregulation as a core pathological process across comorbidities (Barlow et al.,
2020). Rooted in theoretical parsimony and clinical efficiency, the UP (especially in group formats) surpasses
traditional protocols by replacing maladaptive strategies—such as rumination and suppression—with emotional
awareness, cognitive reappraisal, and increased resilience (Walker et al., 2024; Osma et al., 2022; Sauer-Zavala
etal., 2021).

Despite growing evidence for transdiagnostic efficacy, research examining its impact on adolescent girls' risky
behaviors—specifically with maternal emotion regulation (ER) as a moderator—remains scarce, particularly
within the Iranian cultural context. This study investigates the effectiveness of the Group Unified Protocol (UP)
in reducing substance use and self-harm among adolescent girls, highlighting the moderating role of maternal ER.
By synthesizing intrapersonal (adolescent) and interpersonal (maternal) dynamics, the findings aim to establish a
robust, family-centered framework for addressing adolescent risky behaviors within transdiagnostic theory.

Methodology

This semi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest multiple-group design with a control group and a two-
month follow-up. The primary objective was to evaluate the effects of group-based unified transdiagnostic therapy
(UP-A) on adolescents’ tendencies toward substance use and self-harm, considering maternal emotion regulation
as a moderating variable.

A total of 129 participants (77 students and 52 mothers) were involved in the study, assigned to three groups:

1. Experimental Group 1: 26 female students and 26 mothers.
2. Experimental Group 2: 25 female students only.
3. Control Group: 26 female students and 26 mothers.

The independent variable, "Group-based Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment," was implemented in both
Experimental Group 1 (students and mothers) and Experimental Group 2 (students only), while no intervention
was applied to the Control Group. Inclusion criteria included ages 16—18, informed consent, absence of severe
psychiatric disorders or substance use, and no concurrent psychological or pharmacological treatment. Exclusion
criteria included missing more than two intervention sessions, withdrawal, or incomplete questionnaire responses
(>5%).

The UP intervention was delivered to experimental groups following Barlow et al. (2017) protocols by a
qualified researcher. Data analyses were conducted using MANCOVA, ANCOVA, repeated measures ANOVA,
and Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS v27.
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Research Instruments
Difficulty in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS); This questionnaire was developed by Gratz and Roemer in 2004
with 36 items. Each subject's response is based on a 5-point Likert scale (almost never = 1 to almost always = 5).
In this questionnaire, higher scores indicate greater difficulties in emotion regulation categories. Lack of emotional
responses, lack of emotional awareness, emotional ambiguity, difficulty in performing behaviors, limited access
to emotional regulation strategies are the six subscales of this questionnaire (Gratz and Roemer, 2004)

Addiction Tendency Questionnaire (TAQ); Weed et al. (1992) designed and developed this questionnaire to
measure addiction tendencies. The questionnaire has 36 questions. Each question is scored on a continuum from
0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree). The range of scores will be from 0 to 123. Higher scores indicate a
greater readiness of the respondent for addiction.

Self-Injury Inventory (SHI); The Self-Harm Inventory (SHI) was designed by Sanson et al. (1998) to assess
intentional self-harm behaviors such as burning, scratching, reckless driving, and alcohol consumption with 22
questions. This questionnaire is scored as yes = 1 and no = 0, and the maximum score in this questionnaire is 22.

Results

After ensuring that the statistical assumptions were met, multivariate analysis of covariance was performed to
examine the effect of intervention type, maternal emotion regulation, and the interaction between the two on the
linear combination of dependent variables. Given that the assumptions were met, Wilks' lambda statistic was used
to interpret the results. The findings showed that the main effect of the group variable (intervention) was
significant with a statistical value of 0.19 (F=43.87, P=0.001), the main effect of the maternal emotion regulation
variable was significant with a statistical value of 0.76 (F=10.53, P=0.001), and the interaction effect between
intervention type and maternal emotion regulation level was significant with a statistical value of 0.69 (F=6.75,
P=0.001). These results indicated that the intervention type and maternal emotion regulation level, both
independently and through interaction, had an effect on the outcomes studied. To identify the exact origin of the
differences, univariate analyses and post hoc tests were used. The results indicated the effectiveness of group
training based on unified trans-diagnostic therapy on tendency towards Substance use and self-harm behaviors
and the significant moderating role of mothers in emotion regulation (P<0.05). Also, in the variables of Substance
use and self-harm behaviors, the difference between the pre-test and follow-up stages was significant in both
groups (P=0.01), but the difference between the post-test and follow-up stages was not significant (P>0.05). These
results indicated the stability of the changes in the post-test stages of the groups.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated the effectiveness of group-based Unified Transdiagnostic
Treatment in reducing both substances use tendency and self-harm behaviors among adolescent girls, with
maternal emotion regulation playing a moderating role. These results support transdiagnostic models emphasizing
emotion dysregulation as a core underlying mechanism of high-risk behaviors. Substance use and self-harm
behaviors can function as maladaptive emotion regulation strategies aimed at reducing negative affect or escaping
distress. By targeting emotional awareness, cognitive reappraisal, distress tolerance, and reducing experiential
avoidance, the unified protocol appears to intervene at the level of shared vulnerability rather than merely
addressing surface symptoms. The findings are consistent with the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation model and
neurobiological evidence highlighting adolescents’ vulnerability due to immature regulatory and impulse-control
systems. Importantly, the group format may have enhanced outcomes through social validation and reduced
emotional isolation. The moderating role of maternal emotion regulation can be interpreted within interpersonal
emotion regulation and object relations frameworks. Mothers with stronger regulatory capacities are more likely
to create supportive emotional climates and model adaptive coping strategies. In contrast, poor maternal regulation
may contribute to environmental stress and relational disruptions, increasing adolescents’ reliance on maladaptive
coping behaviors. Thus, maternal emotion regulation appears to function as a protective interpersonal factor that
strengthens treatment effects. Overall, the study underscores the clinical value of targeting transdiagnostic
emotional processes while considering family context in preventive and therapeutic interventions.
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