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Abstract
Article info: Among children referred to child psychotherapy centers, Oppositional Defiant
Received: 09.01.2025 Disorder (ODD) is considered one of the most common behavioral disorders.
Revised: 15.05.2025 Within the framework of developmental psychopathology, ODD and its
Accepted: 29.05.2025 underlying factors can serve as precursors and predictors of more severe

psychological disorders during adolescence and adulthood. Early
identification and the application of appropriate therapeutic approaches are
critical for reducing current symptoms and preventing long-term
complications. The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
Mother-Child Mentalization-Based Therapy (MBT) in alleviating ODD
symptoms in children aged 5 to 7 years in Zanjan City in 2020. This research
employed a single-case study design, and data analysis was conducted using
graphical representation, effect size calculation, and improvement percentage
indices. From the population of children exhibiting ODD symptoms, four
participants were selected through purposive sampling. Pre-intervention and

Keywords: post-intervention evaluations were performed using the Child Behavior
oppositional defiant Checklist (CBCL) along with structured clinical interviews. The results
disorder, treatment based | jndjcated that Mother-Child MBT led to noticeable symptom reduction for all
on the mother-child four participants, with improvement rates of 53% for Participant 1, 67% for

mentalization, case study | Participant 2, 73% for Participant 3, and 53% for Participant 4. Importantly,
these therapeutic effects were largely maintained throughout the follow-up
period, highlighting the stability of treatment outcomes. Additionally,
favorable effect sizes were observed in all cases, suggesting robust clinical
impact of the intervention. Taken together, these findings demonstrate that
Mother-Child Mentalization-Based Therapy is an effective approach for
reducing symptoms of ODD in young children, offering the dual benefit of
= improving current functioning while preventing future psychological
difficulties, and thereby contributing significantly to the promotion of
children’s long-term mental health and well-being.
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Mother-Child Mentalization-Based Therapy in Reducing Symptoms of Oppositional Defiant Disorder

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Mentalization refers to an imaginative mental activity through which individuals understand
human behavior in terms of internal mental states such as beliefs, intentions, desires, needs, and
emotions (Allen et al,, 2008; Verheugt et al.,, 2020). Because access to another person’s inner
world is inherently uncertain, individuals rely on mental representations to interpret others’
thoughts and feelings (Fonagy et al, 1997). Previous research has demonstrated that
mentalization is associated with resilience (Ensink et al.,, 2017), emotion regulation (Fonagy,
2004), attachment-based peer relationships (Beck et al.,, 2017), and romantic relationships
(Marsall & Janszak, 2018). Moreover, mentalization has been shown to mediate the relationship
between antisocial traits and aggression, childhood maltreatment, and the development of
personality disorders (Chiesa & Fonagy, 2014; Tanber et al., 2013). Externalizing disorders
encompass a range of disruptive and antisocial behaviors, including oppositional defiant disorder
(ODD) and conduct disorder (Rosado et al.,, 2023). Children with these disorders commonly
experience interpersonal difficulties with both peers (Vitaro et al., 2001) and parents (Greenberg
et al, 1991). ODD is characterized by a persistent pattern of angry or irritable mood,
argumentative and defiant behavior, and vindictiveness toward authority figures (Dachou et al.,
2021). Research indicates that ODD not only predicts later conduct disorder and antisocial
behavior (Waldman et al., 2018), but is also associated with mood and anxiety disorders, suicidal
tendencies, and interpersonal problems (Burke et al., 2005; Boylan et al., 2007; Nock et al., 2007;
Burke et al., 2018; Levy et al,, 2023). Prevalence rates range from 3% to 5%, with higher rates
observed in boys (Hawes et al., 2023).

Studies suggest that some children with ODD exhibit distorted mentalization. These children
show impairments in social information processing, including interpretation of social cues and
attribution of intent, often perceiving hostility in ambiguous situations (Dodge et al., 2002; Meece
& Pettit, 2008). Sharp (2008) reported difficulties in emotion recognition among children with
externalizing disorders. In contrast, Sutton et al. (2000) identified a subgroup of children with
severe externalizing behaviors who demonstrated advanced theory of mind abilities,
conceptualized as “pseudo-mentalization,” which is used manipulatively rather than reflectively.
Mentalization-based treatment (MBT) aims to address these deficits by fostering genuine
reflective functioning. Mother-child MBT emphasizes maternal mentalization as a key factor in
the development of the child’s mentalizing capacity. Higher maternal mentalization is associated
with secure attachment (Slade et al, 2005) and inversely related to intrusive or rejecting
caregiving behaviors (Greenberger et al., 2005). Accordingly, the present study aimed to evaluate
the effectiveness of a mother-child mentalization-based intervention in reducing symptoms of
oppositional defiant disorder in children.

Results
Data were analyzed using graphical and visual inspection methods to examine changes in
symptom severity across assessment phases. Improvement was calculated using the following
formula:

AA% = (B - A) / (JA]) x 100

In this formula, AA% represents the percentage of improvement, A refers to the baseline score,
B indicates the posttest score, and |A| denotes the absolute value of the baseline score. Results
indicated a consistent reduction in oppositional defiant symptoms across all participants from
baseline to posttest, with improvements largely maintained at follow-up. Improvement
percentages ranged from 52.9% to 73.3%. Visual inspection showed a steep decline in symptoms
during early treatment sessions, followed by more gradual improvement. Effect size was
calculated using the Percentage of Data Exceeding the Median (PEM) method. All participants
demonstrated PEM values above 90%), indicating high treatment effectiveness.
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Conclusion

Mentalization is a complex psychological capacity that facilitates understanding behavior in
terms of underlying mental states. Children with externalizing disorders often demonstrate
reduced mentalizing capacity, which is associated with emotional dysregulation and
interpersonal difficulties (Ensink et al., 2016a; Ensink et al,, 2016b). Limited mentalization
impairs the regulation of emotions such as anger and increases impulsive behavior (Adshead et
al,, 2013). Parents of these children also tend to exhibit lower parental reflective functioning
(Centifanti et al., 2016; Meins et al., 2013). The findings of the present study demonstrated that
mother-child mentalization-based treatment was associated with meaningful reductions in
oppositional defiant symptoms. These results are consistent with previous research emphasizing
relational and reflective interventions for children with ODD (Sadri et al., 2016; Shirjang et al,,
2018; Taher et al,, 2016; Valipour et al., 2024). By enhancing mutual understanding of mental
states, this intervention supports differentiation between self and other and promotes more
adaptive relational patterns (Adshead et al., 2013). Participants gradually moved from pre-
mentalizing modes toward more integrated mental representations (Allen & Fonagy, 2006).
Rather than directly targeting behavior, the intervention reduced oppositional behaviors by
strengthening foundational mentalizing capacities (Zecho et al.,, 2020). Limitations include the
small sample size, short follow-up period, and preliminary nature of the intervention.
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