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Abstract:

Objective: Presenting a casual model of mother's Self-Esteem and Mentalizing Capacity with the
mediating role of Emotional Regulation and Emotional Instability in Emotional-Behavioral
Disorders of adolescents.

Methods and Materials: The present study employed a correlational design using path analysis
and was classified as basic research. The statistical population consisted of mothers and their
adolescent children aged Y 1-)A years in Mashhad. The adolescents, including both girls and boys,
were studying at the upper-secondary school level and were living with their mothers. Multistage
cluster sampling was used. Of the seven districts of Mashhad, three districts representing
disadvantaged, middle, and affluent socioeconomic areas were selected. From each district, three
schools were selected, and one class from each grade was chosen. The final sample consisted of £Y+
mothers and their £+ adolescent children. The research instruments included the Achenbach and
Rescorla Emotional-Behavioral Problems Questionnaire (Y:+Y), Mentalization Questionnaire
(Dimitrijevi¢ et al., Y+)V), Mentalized Affectivity Scale (MAS; Greenberg et al., Y:)V), and
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Gratz & Roemer, Y.+ £). The data obtained from
the questionnaires were analyzed using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) in the first step and
Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) in the second step, using SPSS Ye and LISREL A,A.

Findings: The findings showed that the causal model of mentalization with the mediating role of
mothers’ emotion regulation and emotional instability in adolescents’ emotional-behavioral
disorders had an acceptable fit. The direct effect of mentalization on mothers’ emotional instability
in relation to adolescents’ emotional-behavioral disorders was positive and significant. Furthermore,
the indirect effect of mentalization through the mediating roles of mothers’ emotion regulation and
emotional instability on adolescents’ emotional-behavioral disorders was positive and significant.

Conclusion: The results indicated that greater maternal mentalization capacity was associated with
fewer emotional-behavioral problems in adolescents, and mothers’ emotion regulation and self-
esteem also played important roles in this relationship. Therefore, enhancing mothers’ mentalization
and emotion regulation skills may contribute to improving mother—adolescent relationships and
preventing or reducing emotional-behavioral problems among adolescents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is considered one of the most sensitive
developmental periods in human life because it involves
profound biological, emotional, cognitive, and social
changes that significantly influence psychological
adjustment and personality development. During this period,
adolescents become increasingly vulnerable to emotional—
behavioral disorders, including internalizing problems such
as anxiety, depression, social withdrawal, and somatic
complaints, as well as externalizing problems including
aggression, impulsivity, and oppositional behaviors
(Robinson et al.,, Y-Y¢; Wang & Liu, Y-Y)). Emotional-
behavioral disorders during adolescence are associated with
substantial impairments in academic performance,
interpersonal relationships, social functioning, and long-
term mental health outcomes. Epidemiological studies have
demonstrated that these difficulties frequently persist into
adulthood if preventive and therapeutic interventions are not
implemented in time (Habiby et al., Y-10). Consequently,
identifying family-related psychological factors associated
with adolescents’ emotional-behavioral disorders has
become an important focus in developmental and clinical
psychology research.

Among family-related variables, maternal psychological
functioning has a particularly critical role because mothers
often represent the primary emotional caregivers and
attachment figures in adolescents’ daily lives. Maternal
emotional stability, self-concept, interpersonal functioning,
and capacity to understand children’s emotional experiences
may significantly influence adolescents’ emotional
adjustment and psychological well-being (Attaran et al,
Y. Yv0).

Previous studies have shown that maternal

depression, anxiety, and emotional dysregulation are
associated with increased internalizing and externalizing
symptoms among adolescents (Betts et al., V- \¢; Melero et
al., Y-Y.). In this context, self-esteem and mentalization

have emerged as two influential maternal characteristics

A

associated with parenting quality and adolescents’ emotional
functioning.

Self-esteem refers to an individual’s overall evaluation of
self-worth, competence, and personal value. Individuals
with high self-esteem tend to demonstrate greater emotional
resilience, adaptive coping strategies, and more effective
stress management, whereas low self-esteem is associated
with anxiety, depression, emotional instability, and
maladaptive interpersonal functioning (Sowislo & Orth,
YeVY; Yaetal, Y-)9). In parenting contexts, low maternal
self-esteem may negatively influence  emotional
responsiveness, parenting efficacy, and sensitivity toward
children’s emotional needs. Research has indicated that low
self-esteem is associated with impairments in emotional
recognition and increased behavioral difficulties among
children and adolescents (Wells et al.,, Y-V-). Moreover,
disturbances in self-concept and self-esteem have been
linked with emotional instability and severe personality
pathology (Wright et al., Y.YY; Zanarini et al., Y:)A).
Therefore, maternal self-esteem may represent a significant
protective factor against adolescents’ emotional-behavioral
difficulties.

Another important psychological construct in recent
years is mentalization, which refers to the ability to
understand one’s own and others’ behaviors in terms of
underlying mental states such as emotions, intentions,
desires, and beliefs. Mentalization enables individuals to
interpret interpersonal experiences meaningfully and
respond adaptively in social relationships (Petersen et al.,
Y-\7; Trepiak et al., ¥ Vo). Maternal mentalization has been
recognized as a central factor in secure attachment
formation, emotional and

regulation  development,

children’s social adjustment. Mothers with stronger
mentalization capacities are generally more capable of
understanding and responding sensitively to their children’s
emotional states (Pazzagli et al., Y- \A). Conversely, deficits
in mentalization may lead to emotional misunderstanding,

punitive responses, emotional withdrawal, and increased
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behavioral problems in children and adolescents (Ensink et
al., Y-\V).
Previous research has emphasized the significant
relationship between parental mentalization and children’s
instance,

health outcomes. For

that

mental Faraji et al.

demonstrated emotion regulation mediates the
relationship between maternal mentalization and child
resilience (Faraji et al., v-v¢). Similarly, mentalization-
based therapeutic interventions have shown effectiveness in
reducing emotional and behavioral difficulties among
children and adolescents (Midgley et al, Y-YY).
Furthermore, parenting interventions based on mentalization
principles have been found to improve mother—child
relationships and emotional communication (Attaran et al.,
v.70). Meta-analytic findings also support the role of
parental mentalization as a strong protective factor against
emotional-behavioral problems in youth (Trepiak et al.,
Y.Y0).
Emotion regulation is another important factor
influencing adolescents’ emotional adjustment. Emotion
regulation refers to processes through which individuals
monitor, evaluate, and manage emotional experiences.
Effective emotion regulation is associated with
psychological well-being, adaptive social functioning, and
resilience against stress (Quetsch et al., Y- \A). Parents with
greater emotion regulation capacities tend to demonstrate
more supportive and emotionally responsive parenting
behaviors, thereby facilitating adaptive emotional
development in adolescents (Q. Bai et al., Y-)1). In contrast,
deficits in emotion regulation are associated with anxiety,
depression, aggression, and maladaptive behavioral
outcomes among children and adolescents (Melero et al.,
Y-Y.). Additionally, emotional instability, characterized by
rapid and intense mood fluctuations, has been associated
with  mood disorders, impulsivity, and behavioral
dysregulation (Aas et al., Y-\¢; Aasetal., Y- V). Emotional

instability in parents may create unpredictable and

AY

emotionally insecure family environments that contribute to
adolescents’ emotional-behavioral disorders.

Although previous studies have investigated self-esteem,
mentalization, emotion regulation, and emotional instability
separately, few studies have examined these variables
simultaneously within a comprehensive causal framework.
Moreover, limited research has focused specifically on
adolescents within Iranian cultural contexts. Therefore, the
present study aimed to develop a causal model of mothers’
self-esteem and mentalization with the mediating role of
emotion regulation and emotional instability in adolescents’
emotional-behavioral disorders.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a correlational design using
structural equation modeling and path analysis. The
statistical population included all mothers and their
adolescent children aged Y1 to YA years in Mashhad, Iran.
Participants were selected using multistage cluster
sampling. Initially, three educational districts representing
low, moderate, and high socioeconomic regions were
selected from the seven districts of Mashhad. Subsequently,
three schools were selected from each district, and one
classroom from each grade level was randomly chosen. The

final sample consisted of £Y+ mothers and ¢Y + adolescents.

The inclusion criteria included adolescents aged Y1-YA
years enrolled in secondary education and living with their
mothers. Both male and female adolescents were included in
the study. Ethical considerations were observed, including
confidentiality assurance and informed participation.

The research instruments included the Achenbach and
Rescorla Emotional-Behavioral Problems Questionnaire,
the Multidimensional Self-Esteem Inventory (MSEI), the
Mentalization Questionnaire, the Mentalized Affectivity
Scale (MAS), and the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation
Scale (DERS). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-Ye
and LISREL-AA software. Descriptive statistics, Pearson

correlation coefficients, structural equation modeling, and
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bootstrap analyses were used to evaluate direct and indirect
effects among variables.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of
maternal self-esteem, maternal mentalization, emotion
regulation, emotional instability, internalizing problems, and
externalizing problems were within acceptable ranges.
Preliminary analyses confirmed the assumptions of
normality, multicollinearity, and independence of residuals.

Correlation analyses demonstrated that maternal self-
esteem and mentalization were positively associated with
emotion regulation and negatively associated with emotional
instability, internalizing problems, and externalizing
problems. Mentalization showed the strongest negative
correlation with internalizing problems, whereas emotional
instability demonstrated the strongest positive relationship
with externalizing problems.

The structural equation model demonstrated satisfactory
goodness-of-fit indices. The RMSEA value was *,+ Y, while
the IFI, CFI, and GFI indices were all +,%4, indicating
excellent model fit. The chi-square to degrees of freedom
ratio was Y, Y, confirming model adequacy.

The results showed that maternal self-esteem had a
effect adolescents’
++0)) and

externalizing problems (B = -+, p < +,+°). Maternal

significant  negative  direct on

internalizing problems (B = -+.'V, p <
mentalization also demonstrated

significant negative

direct effects on internalizing problems (B = -+,¢), p <
,00).

Furthermore, maternal self-esteem positively predicted

+»++V) and externalizing problems (B = -+,)Y, p <

emotion regulation (B = +,)%, p < +,++)) and negatively
predicted emotional instability (B = -+,Y°, p < +,++)).
Similarly, maternal mentalization positively predicted
emotion regulation (B = +,¢°, p < +,++)) and negatively

predicted emotional instability (B =-+,VY,p < +,*)).

Indirect effects analysis indicated that emotion regulation

and emotional instability significantly mediated the

relationships between maternal self-esteem, maternal

mentalization, and adolescents’ emotional-behavioral

AY

disorders. The strongest indirect effect was observed
between maternal self-esteem and adolescents’ internalizing
problems through emotion regulation (B = -+,¥Y). The
model explained ¢Y7 of the variance in internalizing

problems and Yo7 of the variance in externalizing problems.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
maternal self-esteem and mentalization significantly
influence adolescents’ emotional-behavioral disorders both
directly and indirectly through emotion regulation and
emotional instability. Mothers with higher self-esteem and
stronger mentalization capacities demonstrated more

adaptive emotional functioning, greater emotional
regulation abilities, and lower emotional instability. These
characteristics contributed to reduced internalizing and
externalizing problems among adolescents.

The findings suggest that maternal psychological

functioning represents a critical protective factor in
adolescents’ emotional development. Mothers with positive
self-worth and stronger reflective capacities are more
of

experiences, responding sensitively to emotional needs, and

capable understanding  adolescents’  emotional
creating emotionally secure family environments. Such
parenting conditions facilitate emotional security, resilience,
and adaptive emotional adjustment in adolescents.

The mediating role of emotion regulation and emotional
instability highlights the importance of emotional processes
within family interactions. Mothers who regulate emotions
effectively are less likely to react impulsively or
inconsistently during stressful interactions with adolescents.
Consequently, adolescents may develop healthier emotional
coping mechanisms and experience fewer emotional and
behavioral difficulties. Conversely, emotional instability in
mothers may contribute to emotionally unpredictable family
environments that intensify adolescents’ vulnerability to
psychological distress and maladaptive behaviors.

Overall, the present findings emphasize the importance of

incorporating maternal self-esteem, mentalization, and
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emotional regulation capacities into preventive and
therapeutic interventions targeting adolescents’ emotional—
behavioral disorders. Interventions designed to strengthen

mothers’ reflective functioning, emotional awareness, and

AY

self-worth may contribute substantially to improving
adolescents’ psychological adjustment and emotional well-

being.
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