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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy
and schema therapy in reducing self-criticism and improving emotion
regulation among individuals with a history of trauma. This quasi-
experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of individuals with a history of traumatic
experiences .=w... t0 counseling centers in Tehran in 2025, from whom 45
participants were selected via convenience sampling and randomly assigned
to three groups: compassion-focused therapy, schema therapy, and control (15
participants each). Data were collected using the Forms of Self-
Criticizing/Attacking and Self-Reassuring Scale and the Difficulties in
Emotion Regulation Scale. The intervention groups received eight therapy
sessions. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance and
Bonferroni post hoc tests. Results indicated that both interventions
significantly reduced self-criticism and improved emotion regulation
compared to the control group (p < 0.05). Furthermore, a significant
difference was found between the two treatments, with compassion-focused
therapy demonstrating greater effectiveness than schema therapy in both
outcomes (p < 0.05). Effect sizes suggested substantial contributions of the
interventions to changes in the dependent variables. Both therapeutic
approaches are effective in improving trauma-related psychological
outcomes; however, compassion-focused therapy appears to be a more
effective intervention due to its direct focus on reducing shame and self-
criticism.

Keywords: Compassion-focused therapy, Schema therapy, Self-criticism,
Emotion regulation, Trauma
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Trauma is widely recognized as a profound psychological experience that can overwhelm an individual’s
coping capacity and lead to enduring emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal difficulties. In recent years, the
conceptualization of trauma-related disorders has evolved, particularly with the introduction of complex post-
traumatic stress disorder (CPTSD), which emphasizes disturbances in self-organization, including affect
dysregulation, negative self-concept, and relational impairments (Maercker et al., 2022). Among these, self-
criticism and emotion dysregulation have emerged as two central mechanisms underlying the persistence and
severity of trauma-related symptoms.

Self-criticism, defined as a persistent tendency toward harsh self-evaluation and self-blame, is considered a
transdiagnostic construct implicated in various psychological disorders. It encompasses both comparative self-
criticism and internalized self-criticism, each reflecting maladaptive cognitive-emotional processes rooted in
early developmental experiences (Thompson & Zuroff, 2004). Empirical evidence suggests that self-criticism
is closely associated with feelings of shame, inadequacy, and negative self-perception, particularly in
individuals with a history of trauma (Gilbert et al., 2004). Concurrently, difficulties in emotion regulation—
conceptualized as impairments in awareness, understanding, acceptance, and modulation of emotional
responses—are also prevalent among trauma-exposed individuals and contribute significantly to psychological
distress (Gratz & Roemer, 2004). The multidimensional nature of emotion dysregulation highlights its critical
role in the maintenance of maladaptive behavioral and emotional patterns (Mazaheri, 2015).

Given the centrality of self-criticism and emotion regulation in trauma-related psychopathology, therapeutic
approaches targeting these constructs have gained considerable attention. Compassion-Focused Therapy
(CFT), grounded in evolutionary psychology and affective neuroscience, aims to reduce self-criticism and
shame by cultivating self-compassion and balancing emotional regulation systems (Gilbert, 2020). Research
has demonstrated that CFT is effective in reducing symptoms of depression, anxiety, and trauma by enhancing
self-reassurance and mitigating harsh self-judgment (Craig et al., 2020; Kirby et al., 2017). Furthermore,
evidence suggests that compassion-based interventions can improve emotion regulation and decrease post-
traumatic stress symptoms through mindfulness and acceptance-based processes (Kummar et al., 2024).
These interventions have also shown promise in addressing CPTSD by improving disturbances in self-
organization (Swee et al., 2024).

Another prominent therapeutic approach is Schema Therapy (ST), which focuses on identifying and modifying
early maladaptive schemas formed during childhood and adolescence (Young et al., 2003). These schemas,
such as defectiveness/shame and unrelenting standards, are closely linked to self-critical thinking and
emotional dysregulation (Young et al., 2018). Schema Therapy integrates cognitive, behavioral, and
experiential techniques to facilitate deep emotional change and promote adaptive coping strategies (Arntz &
Jacob, 2013). Empirical findings support its effectiveness in reducing chronic psychological symptoms and
improving emotional functioning. Additionally, interventions targeting emotional processes have been shown
to significantly reduce self-criticism and enhance psychological well-being (Zohrabi et al., 2023).
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Despite substantial evidence supporting the effectiveness of both CFT and ST, comparative research
examining their relative impact on self-criticism and emotion regulation in trauma-exposed populations
remains limited. Given their distinct theoretical foundations and mechanisms of change, a comparative
investigation can provide valuable insights into their differential effectiveness and inform evidence-based
clinical decision-making. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of compassion-
focused therapy and schema therapy on self-criticism and emotion regulation among individuals with a history
of trauma.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest format and a control group. The target

population consisted of individuals with a history of traumatic experiences Who caSax>l,» t0 counseling

centers in Tehran in 2025. From this population, 45 participants were selected using convenience sampling
and were randomly assigned to three groups: compassion-focused therapy, schema therapy, and a control
group, with 15 participants in each group.

The inclusion criteria included having a documented history of trauma, being within the age range of 18 to 50
years, providing informed consent to participate, and not having severe psychiatric disorders. Exclusion criteria
included absence from more than two therapy sessions and unwillingness to continue participation.

Data collection was conducted using two standardized instruments: the Forms of Self-Criticizing/Attacking
and Self-Reassuring Scale and the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale. These instruments assess various
dimensions of self-criticism and emotion regulation, respectively.

Both intervention groups participated in eight structured therapy sessions, each lasting approximately 90
minutes. The compassion-focused therapy protocol included components such as psychoeducation about
emotional systems, mindfulness training, compassionate imagery, and exercises aimed at reducing self-
criticism and enhancing self-compassion. The schema therapy protocol involved identifying maladaptive
schemas, cognitive restructuring, experiential techniques such as imagery rescripting, and the development of
healthier coping strategies.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and inferential methods. Multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) was employed to examine group differences while controlling for pretest scores. Assumptions
of normality, homogeneity of variance, and equality of covariance matrices were tested prior to the main
analysis. Post hoc comparisons were conducted using the Bonferroni test. Statistical analyses were performed
using SPSS version 26, with a significance level set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that the mean scores of self-criticism in both experimental groups decreased
substantially from pretest to posttest, whereas the control group showed minimal change. Similarly, the mean
scores for difficulties in emotion regulation decreased in the experimental groups following the interventions,
indicating improved emotional regulation, while the control group exhibited negligible differences across
measurement points.

The results of assumption testing confirmed that the data met the requirements for multivariate analysis,
including normal distribution, homogeneity of variances, and equality of covariance matrices.

Multivariate analysis of covariance revealed asignificant overall effect of group membership onthe combined
dependent variables of self-criticism and emotion regulation after controlling for pretest scores. Univariate
analyses indicated that both self-criticism and emotion regulation differed significantly across groups. The
effect sizes suggested that the interventions accounted for a substantial proportion of variance in both
outcomes.

Post hoc Bonferroni comparisons demonstrated that both compassion-focused therapy and schema therapy
were significantly more effective than the control group in reducing self-criticism and improving emotion

AR
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regulation. Furthermore, the comparison between the two experimental groups showed that compassion-
focused therapy had a significantly greater effect than schema therapy on both dependent variables. These
findings indicate that while both interventions are effective, compassion-focused therapy yields superior
outcomes in the domains of self-criticism and emotional regulation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that both compassion-focused therapy and schema therapy are effective
interventions for reducing self-criticism and improving emotion regulation in individuals with a history of
trauma. These results underscore the importance of targeting core emotional and cognitive processes that
underlie trauma-related psychopathology.

The superior effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy may be attributed to its direct emphasis on reducing
self-criticism and cultivating a compassionate self-relationship. By addressing shame and activating the
soothing system, this approach facilitates emotional safety and promotes adaptive emotional processing. In
contrast, schema therapy focuses on restructuring deeply ingrained cognitive and emotional patterns, which
may require a longer duration to achieve comparable effects.

The improvement in emotion regulation observed in both intervention groups highlights the role of therapeutic
techniques that enhance emotional awareness, acceptance, and adaptive coping. These changes are particularly
relevant for trauma-exposed individuals, who often struggle with intense and dysregulated emotional
experiences.

Overall, the results suggest that while both therapeutic approaches are beneficial, compassion-focused therapy
may offer a more efficient and targeted intervention for addressing self-criticism and emotional dysregulation
in trauma populations. These findings have important implications for clinical practice, emphasizing the need
for tailored interventions that directly address core mechanisms of psychological distress.
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