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Mentalization: the capacity to
understand behavior in terms of
underlying thoughts, emotions, and
intentions

Improved emotional
regulation

Improved interpersonal
functioning

Particularly beneficial for
—— individuals with insecure
attachment histories
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Research Gap:

« Most existing research focuses on
long-term psychotherapy and Western
clinical populations

Limited research on:

e Mentalization in non-clinical contexts

« Mentalization as a pathway to Earned
Secure Attachment outside traditional
therapy settings
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Thematic Analysis Process

Step 1: Data Source
Attachment interview narrative from a 63-year-old Chinese female

Processes of _ . Manifestation of
Narrative Evidence

* Reflections ofla;;:i“(;;p:&gchment history Meﬂtalizati()ll E SA

* Insights gained from long-term FOO/attachment-focused program

Step 2: Familiarization & Initial Analysis “Your grandfather, you are the
Close reading of the narrative

- Identified meaningful units of text Perspective taking -Child that illuminate him... this is
 Noted patterns related to attachment and reflection also the motivation for him to live”

—) Forgiveness

' “I look at problems less black and (of self and parents)

Step 3: Open Coding Depolarization ()f white... I used to think that my

Systematic coding of narrative segments d ts’ h h d
 Highlighted statements displaying reflection and emotional insight FO O Per C epti on qgran parents nouse was a neaven, an
it was a terrible hell at my parents'

* Labeled emerging concepts
‘ house...Now I see many positiver aspects

in them”
Step 4: Theme Development

Grouped codes into broader categories, Created Two Major Thematic
Domains:
1. Process of Mentalization

Achieving Self
2. Manifestation of Earned Secure Attachment (ESA)
‘ Acceptance

Step 5: Themes & Subthemes Identified

“1 suddenly realized that I could no
# longer repeat the previous pattern, I
wanted to be like an adult in front
of him. I said to my father, ‘Dad, it’s #
wrong for you to speak and do this,
it’s too rude to treat your family in
this way.’”

Expression of
Suppressed
Emotions

Process of Mentalization Manifestation of ESA

» Perspective-taking  Forgiveness (of self and
* Depolarization of FOO parents)

Continuous
Introspection

perception  Expression of suppressed
e Continuous introspection emotions

Discussion Conclusions

This study illustrates how mentalization may serve as a pathway to
Earned Secure Attachment outside traditional psychotherapy. Through
reflective narrative processing, the participant demonstrated increased
cognitive flexibility, emotional integration, and relational growth. These
findings suggest that attachment reorganization may be achievable
through structured retlection in non-clinical, culturally diverse contexts,
expanding current understanding of how secure attachment can be
developed across the lifespan.

Findings support attachment theory while extending the concept of Earned Secure Attachment (ESA) beyond
traditional psychotherapy settings. Consistent with prior research, reflective narrative processing was associated
with increased emotional insight, flexibility, and coherence in understanding early caregiving experiences.
The participant’s shift from polarized (“black-and-white”) family-of-origin perceptions to a more integrated view
reflects a core process of mentalization. Perspective-taking and depolarization appeared to facilitate restructuring
of internal working models. Rather than categorizing relationships as entirely “good” or “bad,” she demonstrated
increased capacity to hold relational complexity—an indicator of attachment security.
Importantly, internal cognitive shifts were accompanied by observable relational changes:

e Increased forgiveness toward caregivers

 Expression of previously suppressed emotions

e Greater self-acceptance and boundary-setting
These findings suggest that structured reflection within attachment-informed programming, not only
long-term psychotherapy, may promote movement toward ESA. This helps address the gap in existing
literature by demonstrating how mentalization may operate in non-clinical and culturally diverse contexts.
Implications:
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« Mentalization may function as a transferable mechanism of attachment change.

e Attachment-informed programs can incorporate reflective dialogue to foster ESA.

e Cultural context should be considered in pathways to attachment reorganization.
Limitations & Future Directions:

e Single case study limits generalizability.

 Future research should include larger, diverse samples and longitudinal designs.
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