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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy for Children (MBCT-C) and a self-compassion program
in reducing depression among children with depressive symptoms. This study
was a randomized controlled clinical trial with a pretest—posttest design and
a three-month follow-up including a control group. The sample consisted of
45 female students aged 7-12 years in Tehran during the 2024-2025
academic vyear, randomly assigned to three groups (MBCT-C, self-
compassion, and control; n=15 per group). Depression was assessed using the
Kovacs Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI). The MBCT-C intervention
was delivered in 12 group sessions, while the self-compassion program was
implemented in 10 sessions; the control group received no intervention. Data
were analyzed using the Shapiro—-Wilk test for normality, repeated measures
ANOVA to examine time and group effects, and Bonferroni post hoc tests.
The significance level was set at 0.05. Results indicated a significant main
effect of time on depression scores (P<0.001) and a significant time-by-group
interaction (P<0.001). The main effect of group was also significant
(P<0.001). Bonferroni comparisons showed that both MBCT-C and self-
compassion groups demonstrated significantly greater reductions in
depression compared to the control group (P<0.001), whereas no significant
difference was found between the two intervention groups (P=0.652).
Treatment effects were maintained at the three-month follow-up. Both
MBCT-C and self-compassion interventions were effective and sustained in
reducing depressive symptoms in children, with no significant difference
between them. Therefore, both approaches may be considered suitable
therapeutic options for treating childhood depression.

Keywords: childhood depression, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, self-
compassion, randomized controlled trial, emotional regulation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Depression in childhood and adolescence represents one of the most pressing public health challenges in
contemporary mental health systems. Epidemiological findings indicate that internalizing disorders,
particularly depression and anxiety, are increasingly prevalent among children and adolescents, often
presenting with significant comorbidity patterns (Orgilés et al., 2025). Early-onset depression is associated
with recurrent episodes, impaired academic functioning, interpersonal difficulties, and increased risk of self-
harm and suicide in later developmental stages (Thapar et al., 2022). In response to these risks, preventive
health authorities have emphasized the importance of systematic screening and early intervention for
depressive symptoms in children and adolescents (Force et al., 2022). Therefore, identifying effective,
developmentally appropriate, and sustainable interventions for childhood depression is a critical priority.
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has long been considered a first-line intervention for childhood and
adolescent depression, primarily targeting maladaptive cognitions and behavioral patterns (Hayat, 2024).
However, not all children respond adequately to traditional CBT, and residual symptoms or relapse remain
common concerns. These limitations have contributed to the emergence of so-called “third-wave” cognitive
and behavioral therapies, which shift the focus from changing the content of thoughts to modifying the
individual’s relationship with internal experiences (Hayes & Hofmann, 2021). Within this framework,
mindfulness-based and compassion-based approaches have gained increasing empirical support.
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), initially developed for relapse prevention in recurrent
depression among adults, demonstrated robust efficacy in reducing depressive relapse (Kuyken et al., 2008).
Subsequently, MBCT was adapted for children (MBCT-C) to account for developmental considerations,
including shorter exercises, experiential learning, and age-appropriate language (Semple & Lee, 2007). A
randomized trial of MBCT-C showed improvements in mindful attention and socio-emotional resilience in
children (Semple et al., 2010). Later studies confirmed its preventive impact on internalizing symptoms in
school-aged children (Wright et al., 2019). Evidence from adolescent populations further supported the
feasibility and effectiveness of MBCT in reducing depressive symptoms (Ames et al., 2014). Systematic
reviews have suggested that MBCT may exert its therapeutic effects through improvements in attentional
regulation and neurocognitive functioning (Gkintoni et al., 2025), while meta-analytic findings have
demonstrated significant reductions in depression and anxiety across age groups (Ye et al., 2024). Moreover,
comparative reviews indicate that mindfulness-based therapies and traditional CBT often produce equivalent
outcomes in depressive disorders (Sverre et al., 2023).

Parallel to the development of mindfulness-based interventions, self-compassion and Compassion-Focused
Therapy (CFT) have emerged as promising approaches in clinical psychology. Self-compassion involves
treating oneself with kindness during times of suffering, recognizing shared humanity, and maintaining
mindful awareness of distress (Neff, 2023). Early randomized trials demonstrated that cultivating self-
compassion significantly reduces depressive symptoms and self-criticism (Neff & Germer, 2013). From an
evolutionary and affect regulation perspective, CFT seeks to balance threat-based emotional systems by
activating affiliative and soothing systems (Gilbert, 2009, 2010). The origins and theoretical underpinnings
of CFT emphasize the transformation of shame and self-criticism into self-reassurance and emotional safety
(Gilbert, 2014). Initial clinical studies reported reductions in depression and shame through compassionate
mind training (Gilbert & Procter, 2006), and subsequent feasibility trials supported the therapeutic
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mechanisms of CFT (Braehler et al., 2013). Neuroimaging research has further demonstrated distinct neural
correlates of self-criticism versus self-reassurance (Longe et al., 2010).

In youth populations, compassion-based programs have shown promising results. Interventions designed to
enhance mindful self-compassion in adolescents have reduced depressive symptoms and increased emotional
resilience (Bluth et al., 2016). Educational and family-based approaches indicate that fostering empathy and
compassion contributes to children’s self-compassion development (Saroinsong et al., 2021). Studies also
suggest that self-compassion training improves emotion regulation in children with specific learning
difficulties (Abooei et al., 2021) and that compassion-based parenting programs reduce behavioral problems
and enhance self-concept (Madhi & Ghamarani, 2020). Additionally, mindfulness-based interventions for
anxious children have demonstrated symptom reduction and improved coping skills (Shetty et al., 2020),
while structured MBCT-C manuals provide developmentally sensitive therapeutic frameworks (Madni et al.,
2020).

Comparative evidence suggests that mindfulness-based and compassion-based therapies produce similar
reductions in depression and anxiety symptoms (Frostadottir & Dorjee, 2019). Meta-analytic reviews confirm
moderate to large effect sizes for both approaches (Salari et al., 2024). However, some population-specific
studies have reported differential effects, such as greater anxiety reduction with CFT compared to MBCT in
certain adult samples (Heidari et al., 2023). Despite this growing body of research, direct randomized
comparisons between MBCT-C and self-compassion programs in clinically depressed children remain limited,
particularly in non-Western cultural contexts. The present study addresses this gap by directly comparing the
effectiveness of MBCT-C and a self-compassion program in reducing depressive symptoms in children.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a randomized controlled clinical trial design with pretest, posttest, and three-month
follow-up assessments. The sample consisted of 45 female students aged 7 to 12 years recruited from a primary
school in Tehran during the 2024-2025 academic year. Participants met inclusion criteria based on elevated
scores on a standardized depression inventory and absence of concurrent psychological or pharmacological
treatment. After screening, participants were randomly assigned to three equal groups (n = 15 each): MBCT -
C, self-compassion training, and control.

The MBCT-C intervention was delivered in 12 structured group sessions focusing on mindful awareness of
thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations. Exercises included breathing practices, mindful movement, and
experiential learning activities adapted for children. The self-compassion program consisted of 10 group
sessions emphasizing emotional awareness, kindness toward oneself, recognition of common humanity, and
adaptive responses to distress. Techniques included guided imagery, reflective exercises, and compassion-
focused practices. The control group received no psychological intervention during the study period.
Depression was assessed using the Kovacs Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI), administered at pretest,
posttest, and follow-up. Data were analyzed using Shapiro—Wilk tests for normality, repeated measures
ANOVA to evaluate within- and between-group differences, and Bonferroni post hoc comparisons. Statistical
significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated comparable baseline depression scores across the three groups. Repeated
measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of time on depression scores, indicating overall changes
across assessment points. A significant time-by-group interaction effect was observed, demonstrating
differential changes among groups over time. The main effect of group was also significant.

Post hoc comparisons showed that both the MBCT-C and self-compassion groups experienced significant
reductions in depression scores from pretest to posttest, and these improvements were maintained at the three-
month follow-up. In contrast, the control group showed no significant changes across time points. Importantly,
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no statistically significant difference was found between the MBCT-C and self-compassion groups in terms of
depression reduction at posttest or follow-up. The pattern of results indicates that both interventions produced
clinically meaningful and sustained improvements in depressive symptoms.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrate that both Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Children
and a structured self-compassion program effectively reduce depressive symptoms in children, with sustained
benefits observed at three-month follow-up. The absence of significant differences between the two
intervention groups suggests that both approaches may operate through complementary mechanisms targeting
core processes underlying childhood depression.

MBCT-C likely exerts its effects through enhanced attentional regulation, reduction of rumination, and
increased capacity to observe negative thoughts without identification. By cultivating present-moment
awareness and decentering, children may develop adaptive coping responses to distressing experiences. Self-
compassion training, on the other hand, may reduce self-criticism and shame while strengthening emotional
safety and self-reassurance. Given that rumination and self-criticism are central mechanisms in depressive
pathology, targeting either or both processes can plausibly lead to symptom reduction.

The equivalence of outcomes suggests that clinicians may select either intervention based on contextual factors
such as therapist expertise, child preference, or the prominence of specific symptom patterns (e.g., excessive
self-criticism versus attentional dysregulation). Both approaches align with contemporary process-based
models of psychotherapy, emphasizing emotional regulation and adaptive self-relationship rather than solely
cognitive restructuring.

Overall, the study provides empirical support for the implementation of mindfulness- and compassion-based
interventions in school and clinical settings for children with depressive symptoms. By offering
developmentally sensitive, non-stigmatizing, and skills-oriented strategies, these interventions may contribute
to early prevention and long-term mental health resilience.
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