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ABSTRACT

Received: 15 Apr 2026 This study aimed to design and validate a philosophy-based mentalization skills training package
Accepted: 30 Jul 2026 enriched with Islamic teachings for children and adolescents. This qualitative study was conducted
using Colaizzi’s descriptive phenomenological method. The study population consisted of experts in
mentalization, Islamic psychology, Islamic foundations of education, and philosophy for children and
Final Publication: 21 Jan 2027 adolescents. Using purposive sampling, 12 experts were selected for the package-design phase, while
five independent specialists participated in the validation phase. Data were collected through in-depth
semi-structured interviews, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed according to Colaizzi’s seven-step
Keywords method. After the themes were extracted and the conceptual framework was developed, the training
package was designed as 10 group sessions totaling 900 minutes. Its content validity was subsequently
assessed through expert evaluation using the Content Validity Ratio and Content Validity Index. The
package; mentalization; Islamic qualitative analysis yielded 134 initial codes, 30 subthemes, and five main themes: “self-awareness
and personal meaning in life,” “emotion regulation and self-care,” “mentalization in interpersonal
relationships,” “ethical mentalization,” and “spiritual—social identity and future orientation.” Based
and adolescents on these themes, the training package was organized around philosophically stimulating stories,
dialogue circles, mentalization exercises, Islamic ethical and spiritual teachings, and homework
assignments. Expert evaluations indicated that all dimensions of the package, including the alignment
of content with objectives, session structure and sequence, adequacy of allocated time, overall
sufficiency, and general quality, demonstrated acceptable content validity. The mean Content Validity
Ratio was 0.90, and the mean Content Validity Index was 0.95. The developed training package
demonstrated satisfactory conceptual coherence and content validity and may be used as a culturally
grounded, theory-based, and context-sensitive intervention for strengthening adolescents’ self-
awareness, emotion regulation, interpersonal functioning, ethical and spiritual identity, and future
orientation in school-based programs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by rapid physical,
cognitive, emotional, moral, and social changes. During this stage, individuals are required
to reconstruct their self-concept, establish a relatively coherent identity, regulate
increasingly complex emotions, and redefine their relationships with family members,
peers, and the broader social environment. These developmental demands may create
substantial psychological vulnerability, particularly when adolescents lack sufficient
emotional, interpersonal, and reflective capacities. Psychological well-being in early
adolescence is associated not only with the absence of psychopathology but also with
health-enhancing behaviors such as adequate sleep, physical activity, mindfulness,
appropriate nutrition, and social connectedness (1). Therefore, preventive and
developmental interventions for adolescents should address multiple dimensions of
psychological functioning rather than focus exclusively on symptom reduction.

Adolescent girls may be particularly vulnerable to internalizing difficulties, social
evaluation, body-image concerns, and relational pressures. Depression and anxiety have
been shown to exert a stronger influence on self-harm and suicidality among bullied girls
than among boys (2). Longitudinal evidence has also demonstrated that dissatisfaction with
body image is associated with lower self-esteem during preadolescence and early
adolescence, with potentially different developmental patterns across girls and boys (3).
Moreover, co-rumination and repetitive problem-focused conversations may intensify
emotional distress in adolescent relationships, depending on attachment patterns,
temperament, and gender (4). Academic burnout is similarly related to cognitive emotion-
regulation strategies, indicating that the ways adolescents interpret and manage emotional
experiences can either protect them from or expose them to psychological distress (5).

One construct that has received increasing attention in developmental and clinical
psychology is mentalization. Mentalization refers to the capacity to understand one’s own
behavior and the behavior of others in terms of underlying mental states, including
thoughts, emotions, intentions, motives, desires, and beliefs. This capacity enables
individuals to recognize that behavior is meaningful but not always transparent and that
interpretations of other people’s intentions remain provisional rather than certain. The
mentalization-based approach conceptualizes many forms of psychopathology as being
associated with impaired reflective functioning, rigid interpretations of interpersonal

situations, and difficulty integrating cognitive and emotional information (6). Meta-



analytic findings have also indicated that impaired mental-state understanding is evident
across a wide range of psychiatric disorders (7).

Mentalization is particularly relevant during adolescence because this
developmental period is marked by increasing interpersonal complexity, identity
exploration, and sensitivity to social feedback. A qualitative study of adolescents’ lived
experiences showed that mentalization capacity is closely related to self-understanding,
emotional interpretation, interpersonal meaning-making, and the ability to reconsider
initial assumptions about oneself and others (8). Mentalization may also contribute to
identity development by helping individuals integrate multiple roles, experiences, values,
and social positions into a more coherent self-representation (9). Conversely, deficits in
mentalization and its proxy variables have been associated with anxiety and internalizing
problems (10). Mentalization 1s also relevant to digital life, as it may mediate the
relationship between insecure attachment and problematic social-media use (11).

The trainability of mentalization has been supported by intervention studies.
Mentalization-based therapy has reduced emotion-regulation difficulties and aggression
among depressed adolescent girls (12). It has also improved emotion regulation and self-
control among adolescents with high levels of aggression (13). In addition, a combined
educational package based on motivational interviewing and mentalization approaches has
demonstrated acceptable validity for addressing experiential avoidance and sense of
agency among students with childhood trauma (14). Mentalization-based interventions
have also been effective in family contexts. Mentalization-based parenting has improved
the mother—child relationship (16), while mentalization-based treatment has enhanced
object relations and emotional expressiveness in conflictual mother—child relationships
(15). Mother—child mentalization-based treatment has also shown benefits in reducing
oppositional-defiant behavior among young children (17).

However, mentalization cannot be separated from emotion regulation and self-care.
When emotional arousal becomes intense, adolescents may lose their capacity to reflect on
mental states and instead react impulsively or interpret others’ intentions in rigid and
hostile ways. Life-skills training has been shown to improve cognitive emotion-regulation
strategies, psychological well-being, and social adjustment among female students (18).
Anger-management training has also enhanced social adjustment, resilience, and
assertiveness (19). Acceptance and commitment therapy has improved social adjustment
and resilience among adolescent girls (20), while empathy training has strengthened self-

regulation and social adjustment (21). Psychological-capital training has likewise increased
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empathy and meaning in life among students displaying symptoms of violence (22). These
findings suggest that an effective mentalization program should integrate reflective
functioning with emotion regulation, empathy, resilience, self-control, and meaning-
making.

The interpersonal dimension of mentalization is equally important. Adolescents need
to learn how to distinguish their own assumptions from external reality, interpret others’
intentions cautiously, establish healthy boundaries, and engage in reflective dialogue.
Gender schemas may influence adolescents’ social adjustment and their understanding of
social roles (23). Social identity also begins to develop before adolescence and can be
strengthened through structured educational and play-based interventions (24). Similarly,
life-skills educational packages have been effective in improving children’s social
competencies (25). These findings support the inclusion of relational safety, perspective-
taking, interpersonal boundaries, and reflective communication in adolescent mentalization
programs.

Mentalization also has a moral dimension. Understanding another person’s mental
state does not automatically lead to ethical conduct unless it is integrated with self-control,
responsibility, justice, and moral identity. Moral foundations and empathic traits have been
associated with moral identity (26). Perceived parenting style, personality, moral reasoning,
and personal identity also contribute to the formation of moral identity (27). Training based
on real-life moral dilemmas has been effective in strengthening adolescents’ moral identity
(28). In digital environments, self-control may moderate the relationship between moral
identity and electronic aggression (29). Therefore, a culturally appropriate mentalization
program should help adolescents distinguish feelings from actions, anticipate the
consequences of behavior, recognize harm to others, and engage in responsibility and
reparation.

Philosophy for children and adolescents provides an appropriate instructional
context for developing these capacities. Philosophical education emphasizes questioning,
reasoning, reflective dialogue, and openness to alternative viewpoints. Philosophy-for-
children programs have improved critical thinking among students (30), and storytelling,
inquiry, and community-of-dialogue methods have been identified as suitable approaches
for teaching philosophy to adolescents (31). Such programs may also enhance moral
identity in interaction with emotional self-regulation (32). Philosophy can therefore provide
a practical medium through which adolescents explore the self, others, justice,

responsibility, identity, and meaning.



In the Iranian cultural context, however, a mentalization program should also reflect
Islamic values and adolescents’ spiritual meaning systems. Rational reflection has been
regarded as a fundamental and preventive component of Islamic education during
adolescence (33). Character education within Islamic education emphasizes moral
responsibility and the social consequences of behavior (34). Islamic educational content has
also been associated with improved perceptions of meaning in life among adolescents (35).
A meaning-in-life educational package based on Islamic teachings has demonstrated the
feasibility of translating religious concepts into structured adolescent interventions (36).
Islamic spiritual mindfulness has produced improvements in empathy and optimism (37),
and integrative Islamic psychological interventions have reduced adolescents’ tendencies
toward high-risk behaviors (38). Mental-health psychoeducation has also been identified as
an important strategy for improving adolescents’ mental-health literacy (39).

Despite these developments, previous studies have generally examined
mentalization, emotion regulation, philosophical education, moral identity, meaning in life,
or Islamic education separately. Few educational packages have integrated mentalization
skills, philosophical dialogue, Islamic teachings, moral reflection, emotional self-care,
interpersonal understanding, and future-oriented identity within a unified adolescent
intervention. Accordingly, the present study aimed to design and validate a philosophy-
based mentalization-skills educational package enriched with Islamic teachings for
children and adolescents.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative design and was conducted in two main stages:
package development and content validation. The study population consisted of academic
and seminary experts with professional and scholarly experience in mentalization, Islamic
psychology, Islamic educational foundations, adolescent development, and philosophy for
children and adolescents. Twelve experts were selected through purposive sampling to
participate in the qualitative stage. Five additional independent specialists were recruited
for the content-validation stage.

Eligibility criteria included specialized education in psychology, educational
sciences, theology, or related disciplines; research, teaching, counseling, or therapeutic
experience involving adolescents; theoretical familiarity with mentalization or closely
related reflective approaches; and sufficient knowledge of Islamic moral and educational

concepts. Individuals were excluded if they were unwilling to participate, unable to
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complete the interview or evaluation procedure, or did not meet the required level of
professional expertise.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interviews
explored experts’ views regarding the psychological, relational, ethical, philosophical, and
Islamic components required for a culturally appropriate mentalization program. With
participants’ consent, interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
repeatedly reviewed.

The data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-stage descriptive phenomenological
method. Significant statements were identified, formulated meanings were developed,
initial codes were extracted, and conceptually related codes were organized into subclusters
and overarching themes. Credibility and confirmability were enhanced through repeated
review of the data, peer checking, expert review, and referral of selected interpretations to
participants.

Based on the extracted themes, an initial educational package was developed. The
package consisted of 10 group sessions totaling 900 minutes. Each session included
specific objectives, mentalization exercises, [slamic concepts, philosophically stimulating
stories, guided dialogue, experiential activities, and homework assignments. The
preliminary package was then evaluated by five independent experts in terms of the
relevance of session content to the objectives, logical sequencing, structural adequacy, time
allocation, cultural and Islamic appropriateness, and overall sufficiency. Content validity
was assessed using the content validity ratio and content validity index. Expert
recommendations were used to revise the sequence, emphasis, wording, and timing of the
sessions before preparation of the final version.

FINDINGS

Qualitative analysis resulted in 134 initial codes, 30 subclusters, and five
overarching themes. The first theme, “self-awareness and personal meaning in life,”
consisted of six subclusters and 26 initial codes. It included attention to and labeling of
internal thoughts and emotions, self-evaluation and reflection on daily behavior, personal
life narration, meaning in life and relationship with God, internal self-esteem, and critical
reflection on cultural and social-media pressures.

The second theme, “emotion regulation and self-care,” included six subclusters and
26 codes. Its components were awareness of emotional intensity, relaxation and breathing-

space techniques, recognition of anxiety symptoms, identification of mentalization



breakdown and pseudo-mentalization, behavioral chain analysis, and religious—
psychological self-care during crises.

The third theme, “mentalization in interpersonal relationships,” comprised six
subclusters and 24 codes. It included relational safety, understanding the intentions and
emotions of others, reflective dialogue within the family, social-network awareness,
personal boundaries, and recognition of family roles and responsibilities.

The fourth theme, “moral mentalization,” contained six subclusters and 29 codes. It
included differentiation between emotion and action, moral self-control, evaluation of
behavioral consequences, responsibility toward others, justice and interpersonal rights,
honesty and confrontation with mistakes, moral behavior in virtual environments, and
reflection and reparation following mentalization breakdown.

The fifth theme, “spiritual-social identity and future orientation,” also included six
subclusters and 29 codes. This theme encompassed existential questioning, value-based
future orientation, formation of moral and spiritual identity, a personalized relationship
with God, sensitivity to justice and inequality, social responsibility, and continuity of
personal growth.

The two themes with the greatest proportion of initial codes were moral
mentalization and spiritual—social identity and future orientation, each accounting for
21.6% of all codes. Self-awareness and personal meaning in life and emotion regulation
and self-care each accounted for 19.4%, while interpersonal mentalization accounted for
17.9%. On the basis of these thematic weights, the package was organized into 10 sessions
totaling 900 minutes. Greater instructional time was allocated to moral mentalization and
spiritual—social identity, followed by self-awareness, emotion regulation, and interpersonal
mentalization.

The final sessions covered self-awareness and personal meaning, the thought—
emotion—behavior relationship, anxiety recognition, emotional breathing space, behavioral
chain analysis, mentalization breakdown, moral intention, anger management, repentance
and reparation, personal boundaries, social and spiritual identity, future orientation, peer
pressure, reflective communication, and maintenance planning. Philosophically
stimulating stories and structured group dialogue were embedded throughout the sessions.

Content-validation findings showed that all evaluated dimensions reached
acceptable levels. The content validity ratios for individual dimensions ranged from 0.89
to 0.93, while content validity indices ranged from 0.94 to 0.96. The overall content validity

ratio was 0.90, and the overall content validity index was 0.95. These values indicated high
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expert agreement regarding the appropriateness, coherence, timing, cultural relevance, and
overall adequacy of the package.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that adolescent mentalization is a multidimensional capacity
that cannot be reduced to recognizing thoughts and feelings. In the present package,
mentalization included intrapersonal awareness, emotion regulation, interpersonal
understanding, moral responsibility, spiritual identity, and future orientation. This structure
reflects the developmental reality of adolescence, during which psychological functioning
is shaped by the interaction of identity, emotional arousal, family relationships, peer
experiences, moral choices, and existential concerns.

The emergence of self-awareness and personal meaning as a central theme suggests
that effective mentalization begins with the adolescent’s ability to observe internal states
and construct a meaningful personal narrative. The inclusion of Islamic concepts such as
self-examination, gratitude, patience, hope, and relationship with God provides a culturally
familiar framework through which adolescents may interpret distress and personal change.
This approach may help transform emotional experiences from isolated reactions into
meaningful elements of a developing identity.

Emotion regulation and self-care were also identified as essential because reflective
functioning is difficult to maintain under intense emotional arousal. Techniques such as
emotional labeling, breathing space, behavioral chain analysis, and recognition of
mentalization breakdown were therefore combined with remembrance, prayer, patience,
and trust. This integration was intended to provide adolescents with both psychological and
spiritual resources for slowing impulsive reactions and restoring reflective capacity.

Interpersonal mentalization emphasized that understanding the mind develops
within relationships. Relational safety, cautious interpretation of intentions, reflective
dialogue, personal boundaries, and awareness of family roles were therefore incorporated
into the package. These components may help adolescents reduce misunderstanding,
hostile attribution, and relational reactivity while maintaining both empathy and self-
respect.

The prominence of moral mentalization indicates that experts considered ethical
responsibility to be inseparable from understanding mental states. The package does not
treat mentalization merely as the ability to infer what another person thinks or feels.

Instead, it links such understanding to justice, honesty, self-control, interpersonal rights,



and reparation. This is especially important in digital communication, where adolescents
may act without directly observing the emotional consequences of their behavior.

The fifth theme highlights the importance of integrating mentalization with
spiritual—social identity and future orientation. Adolescents need opportunities to question,
reflect, imagine future selves, clarify values, and develop a personal rather than purely
externally imposed relationship with spirituality. Philosophical stories and dialogue
provide a non-coercive method for addressing these questions and allow adolescents to
explore uncertainty without being judged.

The high content-validity values suggest that the package possesses appropriate
conceptual coverage, structural coherence, temporal adequacy, and cultural relevance.
Nevertheless, these findings demonstrate expert agreement rather than empirical
effectiveness. The package should therefore be examined in controlled intervention studies
before definitive conclusions are drawn about its effects on mentalization, emotion
regulation, moral identity, meaning in life, interpersonal adjustment, or psychological well-
being.

In conclusion, the study produced a culturally grounded, theoretically integrated, and
content-valid educational package that combines mentalization skills, Islamic teachings,
and philosophical inquiry. The package offers a structured framework for promoting
reflective self-awareness, emotional self-regulation, interpersonal understanding, moral
responsibility, spiritual—social identity, and value-based future orientation among children

and adolescents.
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