Research Paper

R

7
(u
Journal of Modern Psychological Researches = u./{;‘v

Volume 21, Issue 81, 2026

X ]
Jourmal of

Mudern Psychological Researches

journal homepage: https://psychologyj.tabrizu.ac.ir/

The Relationship of Vulnerable Narcissism, and Underdeveloped
Defense Mechanism with Symptoms of Borderline Personality Disorder
Mediated Empathy and Distress Tolerance

Jalil Babapour Kheiroddin'

, Touraj Hashemi Nosratabad'

, Khalil Esmailpour! &,

Nasrin Ganjei? ™

1. Department of Psychology, Faculty of Education and Psychology, University of Tabriz, Tabriz, Iran
2. PhD Student, Department of Psychology, Aras International Campus, University of Tabriz, Tabriz, Iran

Corresponding Author: Nasrin Ganjei
E-mail: nasringanjei@yahoo.com

Received: 08 June 2024
Revised: 10 July 2024

Accepted: 24 July 2024
Published: 21 May 2026

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Borderline personality disorder is a severe psychiatric
disorder characterized by a pervasive pattern of
emotional dysregulation, interpersonal difficulties,
identity instability, and self-destructive and impulsive
behaviors (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
Individuals with this disorder experience intense
unpleasant emotions (e.g., depression, anger, anxiety)
and rapidly shift from one mood to another (Zanarini,
2005). Individuals with borderline personality disorder
are overly influenced by the feelings, opinions, or
behaviors of others, which may contribute to instability
in their sense of self and identity (Funghi & Levitan,
2009; Solberger et al., 2012). Cluster and factor analyses
show grandiose and vulnerable narcissism as separate
constructs (Lapsley & Alesma, 2006). Individuals with
high vulnerability narcissism often distrust others and
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appear anxious and fragile (Miller et al., 2017). Defense
mechanisms represent a significant factor that can play
an important role in the development and maintenance of
pathological or adaptive personality functioning (Kazdin,
2007). Shafie-Tabar (2018) showed that five defense
mechanisms—acting out, autistic fantasy, splitting,
passive aggression, and displacement—were significant
predictors of borderline personality traits. In general, it
can be concluded that the immature defense style predicts
higher levels of borderline personality traits.

Researchers are increasingly focusing on the possible
influence of mediating variables (such as distress
tolerance and empathy) on the relationship between
psychological constructs. To date, no research has
investigated the indirect role of distress tolerance and
empathy in borderline personality disorder.
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Research has shown that people with high levels of
distress tolerance can tolerate negative psychological
states, while people with low levels of distress tolerance
tend to compensate for uncomfortable internal
experiences (Simmons & Gahr, 2005). One of the most
persistent and debilitating symptoms of borderline
personality disorder is difficulty in interpersonal
relationships (Gunderson, 2007; Gunderson et al., 2011).
Empathy is another critical variable to consider regarding
interpersonal relationships in borderline personality
disorder. Cognitive empathy is related to the theory of
mind and deals with recognizing and understanding the
feelings of others (Blair, 2005). It is distinguished from
emotional empathy because it does not involve sharing in
feelings. The results of this study can emphasize the
validity of previous research and, in addition to
producing knowledge, be very useful from an applied
perspective. They also highlight new structural
relationships that make some factors involved in the
occurrence and persistence of borderline personality
disorder more specific, and in this way, they can
contribute significantly to the design of new treatment
protocols. This study aims to answer the following
question: Do the structural relationships of vulnerable
narcissism and immature defense mechanisms, as
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mediated by distress tolerance and empathy, explain the
symptoms of borderline personality disorder?

Method

This study is of fundamental type in terms of purpose and
of correlational studies in terms of method. In this study,
the statistical population consisted of all male and female
students of Tabriz University and the multi-stage cluster
sampling method was used. Descriptive statistics and
structural equation modeling method were used to
analyze the obtained data. The measuring instruments
include the Borderline Personality Scale (STB), the
Pathological Narcissism Inventory (PNI; Pincus et al.,
2009), the Defense Styles Scale (DSQ; Andrews, Singh,
& Bond, 1993), the Distress Tolerance Scale (Simmons
& Gaher, 2005), and the Empathy Scale (Jolliffe &
Farrington, 2006). All of these instruments have been
widely used in psychological research and have
demonstrated strong psychometric properties, including
appropriate validity and reliability across different
samples.

Results
Before proceeding to structural equation modeling, the
assumptions of this analysis were examined.

Table (1). Direct Effects of Research Variables

Variables Path Coefficient T-Value Significance

Vulnerable Narcissism — Empathy -0.35 -5.21 Significant
Immature Defense Mechanisms — Empathy -0.27 -3.28 Significant
Vulnerable Narcissism — Borderline 0.20 3.19 Significant
Immature Defense Mechanisms — Borderline 0.34 3.95 Significant
Distress Tolerance — Borderline -0.31 -4.66 Significant

Empathy — Borderline -0.28 -3.93 Significant

Vulnerable Narcissism — Distress Tolerance -0.24 -4.09 Significant
Immature Defense Mechanisms — Distress Tolerance -0.33 -4.13 Significant

According to Table (1), the direct effect of the
variables of vulnerable narcissism and immature defense
mechanisms on borderline personality disorder was
significant. The direct effect of vulnerable narcissism and
immature defense mechanisms on empathy and distress
tolerance was significant. Finally, the direct effect of
empathy and distress tolerance on borderline personality
disorder was significant. In order to examine the indirect
effects, the bootstrap test was used. The results of the
examination of the indirect effects showed that there is a

relationship between vulnerable narcissism, immature
defense mechanisms and borderline personality disorder
symptoms through empathy and distress tolerance.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to determine the
structural relationships of vulnerable narcissism,
immature defense mechanisms, and symptoms of
borderline personality disorder through empathy and
distress tolerance. The results of the study showed that
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there is a positive and significant relationship between
vulnerable narcissism and symptoms of borderline
personality disorder. It seems that excessive alertness to
criticism or failure and neuroticism can increase unstable
interpersonal relationships in people with borderline
personality disorder symptoms. The results also showed
that there is a positive and significant relationship
between immature defense mechanisms and symptoms of
borderline personality disorder.

The results showed that there is a positive and
significant relationship between vulnerable narcissism
and symptoms of borderline personality disorder through
empathy. This finding can be explained as follows: by
increasing cognitive empathy, the ability of the person to
understand and consider the perspective of others
increases, and as a result, the symptoms of vulnerable
narcissism decrease. Consequently, this process causes
the sensitivity of people with borderline personality
disorder symptoms to emotional stimuli to decrease.

The results showed that there is a positive and
significant relationship between vulnerable narcissism
and symptoms of borderline personality disorder through
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distress tolerance. It can be said that increasing distress
tolerance reduces emotional dysregulation in people with
vulnerable narcissism and symptoms of borderline
personality disorder.

The results showed that there is a positive and

significant relationship between immature defense
mechanisms and symptoms of borderline personality
disorder through empathy. It seems that increasing
empathy leads to a decrease in immature defense
mechanisms such as projection, reducing the level of
aggression and unstable behaviors in people with
borderline personality disorder symptoms.
The results showed that there is a positive and significant
relationship between immature defense mechanism and
symptoms of borderline personality disorder through
distress tolerance. In explaining this finding, it can be
said that these people use immature defense mechanism
as a way to protect themselves from negative emotions.
It seems that increasing distress tolerance prevents the
use of this mechanism and causes the person to acquire
more skills in dealing with stressful situations.

borderline personality disorder, empathy, tolerance of distress, underdeveloped defense mechanism, vulnerable

narcissism
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