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ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Background and Purpose: High-risk behaviors such as suicidal ideation and self-harm in children
Dialectical behavior and adolescents are a serious and persistent threat to mental health. Identifying and implementing
therapy, effective interventions to reduce these behaviors is critically important. This systematic review aimed
psychological distress, to evaluate the effectiveness of Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) in reducing psychological
suicidal ideation, distress among youth experiencing self-harm and suicidal thoughts.

self-harm, Method: From March 2008 to December 2024, a comprehensive search using keywords including
adolescents suicidal ideation, self-harm, depression, anxiety, distress, DBT, children, and psychological distress

was conducted across major English-language databases—Google Scholar, PubMed, ProQuest,
Embase, PsycINFO, and Scopus. Out of 804 initially identified articles, 23 studies met the inclusion
criteria and underwent detailed quality assessment based on PRISMA guidelines.

Results: DBT was found to effectively reduce depression, anxiety, distress, and self-harming
behaviors in adolescents, while enhancing mental health and emotion regulation abilities. Over 50%
of participants in most studies reported significant symptom improvement following the intervention.
Long-term follow-ups, extending up to three years, confirmed the durability of these therapeutic
effects. Nonetheless, impulsivity and substance use were linked to higher treatment dropout rates.
Conclusion: DBT demonstrates robust efficacy in reducing high-risk behaviors and enhancing
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Introduction

Suicide among children and adolescents has appeared as one of
the most serious global mental health crises (1). The increasing
prevalence of suicidal thoughts, threats, and tries in this age
group has raised concerns among families, educational
systems, and mental health services (2). Due to emotional,
cognitive, and social instability, children and adolescents are
more vulnerable to stressors (3). Early adverse experiences,
family problems, psychological or physical abuse, social
rejection, and psychiatric disorders such as depression, anxiety,
and behavioral disorders can contribute to the development of
suicidal ideation (4). Systematic reviews and meta-analyses
conducted in lIran have shown that suicidal thoughts and
behaviors in children and adolescents are influenced by family
conflicts, mental health disorders, and economic difficulties
(5).

Suicidal ideation in children and adolescents is often not a
temporary reaction but rather the result of chronic
psychological disorders such as depression, anxiety, and
persistent stress (6, 7). During adolescence, when emotional
and cognitive systems are still developing, poor regulation of
negative emotions can lead to hopeless thinking and suicidal
cognitive patterns (11). Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT),
by focusing on the development of emotion regulation skills,
distress  tolerance, interpersonal  effectiveness, and
mindfulness, has effectively reduced the intensity of suicidal
thoughts and behaviors (15, 16). By creating a balance between
acceptance and change, and enhancing coping capacity and
psychological resilience, DBT plays a key role in preventing
and treating psychological crises in children and adolescents
(23, 26). This study, in the form of a systematic review, aims to
accurately assess the effectiveness of DBT in reducing self-
harming and suicidal thoughts and behaviors in children and
adolescents.
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Method

The present study is systematic review research conducted
using the PRISMA framework (29) to examine findings related
to the effectiveness of DBT on psychological distress in
children and adolescents with self-harming and suicidal
thoughts. In this study, a systematic search was carried out
using specialized keywords including suicidal ideation, self-
harm, depression, anxiety, distress, dialectical behavior
therapy, children, and psychological distress across English-
language databases such as Google Scholar, PubMed,
ProQuest, Embase, PsycINFO, and Scopus, covering the period
from March 2008 to December 2024. Research articles were
purposively selected based on inclusion criteria (relevance to
the study objective, structured research framework, and
publication in scientific journals) and exclusion criteria
(unavailable full text, letters to the editor, lack of abstract,
irrelevant outcomes, low quality, and inaccurate reporting).
The quality of the articles was assessed using a checklist that
included: alignment of article structure with research type,
clarity of research objectives, study population, sampling
process, data collection tools, data analysis with appropriate
statistical tests aligned with the objectives, clear inclusion and
exclusion criteria, ethical considerations, presentation of
findings in line with the research aims, and discussion grounded
in previous related studies (30). Quality evaluation was
conducted according to criteria from earlier studies. Based on
quantitative research criteria (six items), articles were rated on
a binary scale (0 or 1), and a cut-off score of 4 or lower led to
exclusion (31). Out of 804 available articles related to the
effectiveness of DBT on psychological distress in children and
adolescents with self-harming and suicidal ideation; after
excluding those unrelated to the research objectives, 23 fully
relevant articles were included for detailed and comprehensive
analysis (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart outlining research results
Results

In this review, 23 studies examining the effectiveness of DBT
in reducing psychological distress, self-harming behaviors, and
suicidal tendencies among adolescents were analyzed. These
studies were conducted between 2008 and 2024 and included
data from at least nine countries: the United States (with the
highest number of studies), Norway, Germany, the United
Kingdom, Australia, Canada, Iran, and countries with
integrated data in systematic reviews. Sample sizes ranged
from 6 to 1,673 adolescents, with a total estimated number of
at least 2,900 direct participants in the original (non-review)
studies. This number increases further when including data
from meta-analyses and systematic reviews. Most adolescent
participants had a history of self-injury, suicide attempts, or a
diagnosis of borderline personality disorder.

Clinically, nearly all studies demonstrated that DBT was more
effective than standard treatments such as treatment-as-usual or
supportive psychotherapy in reducing self-harming behaviors,
suicidal ideation and actions, mood disorders such as

depression and anxiety, as well as symptoms of distress and
comorbid disorders like PTSD and binge eating disorder.
Improved emotional regulation appeared as a key mechanism
in success in treatment. Effect sizes were reported as large in
some major studies and moderate in systematic reviews.
Moreover, long-term interventions with follow-up periods of
up to three years confirmed the sustained and lasting
effectiveness of DBT. Strategically, DBT was found to be
possible and well-implemented across most samples, with high
treatment retention rates. However, factors such as impulsivity,
substance abuse, and hostile behaviors were identified as
predictors of treatment dropout. Systematic reviews also noted
methodological limitations, including heterogeneity in
definitions, lack of standardized measurement tools, and
variations in treatment implementation. Overall, strong
scientific evidence supports the effectiveness of DBT in
reducing psychological distress and improving mental health
outcomes, including depression, anxiety, and stress—among
high-risk adolescents. Nevertheless, to strengthen the findings
and provide more precise recommendations, further
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randomized controlled trials with more robust designs are
needed.

Conclusion

The present study examined the effectiveness of DBT in
reducing psychological distress among children and
adolescents with self-harming and suicidal thoughts. Findings
showed that DBT was effective in alleviating symptoms such
as depression, anxiety, mood disorders, feelings of
worthlessness, and hopelessness, while also enhancing
interpersonal relationship quality and psychological resilience
(15). Furthermore, DBT significantly reduced the intensity and
frequency of suicidal ideation and behaviors and contributed to
the reconstruction of neural networks associated with emotion
regulation (16). Through the teaching of emotional regulation,
distress tolerance, and mindfulness skills, DBT helped
adolescents manage intense emotional reactions and strengthen
their emotional self-efficacy (23). Among children and
adolescents with a history of psychological trauma or complex
psychiatric disorders, the therapy helped lasting symptom
improvement and enhanced quality of life by fostering a secure
therapeutic relationship and family support (26). The findings
emphasize the importance of the therapist-client interaction and
family involvement in achieving long-term outcomes,
suggesting that DBT operates as a multifaceted and structured
process aimed at reshaping emotions, cognitions, and self-
destructive behaviors (24).

Beyond being merely a clinical intervention, DBT serves as a
platform for psychological transformation and inner
reconstruction for vulnerable children and adolescents. It is a
therapy that not only reduces symptoms but also opens a new
horizon for redefining one’s relationship with emotions, painful
experiences, and the wounded self. By integrating emotion
regulation, mindfulness, and acceptance-based techniques,
DBT empowers the child to transition from a passive victim to
an active agent in the healing process. Thus, DBT may be
regarded not only as a treatment modality but as a
psychological architecture for resilience, emotional coherence,
and the restoration of meaning within the psychological life of
generations facing crisis.
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