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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and self-
compassion-based therapy on love trauma symptoms and distress tolerance in
individuals experiencing romantic breakup. This quasi-experimental study used a
pretest-posttest design with a two-month follow-up, including two experimental
groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of individuals with
romantic breakup experiences who referred to counseling centers in Tehran in 2019.
A total of 45 eligible participants were selected through convenience and purposive
sampling and randomly assigned to three groups of 15 participants: emotion-focused
therapy, self-compassion-based therapy, and control. The emotion-focused therapy
group received eight 90-minute sessions, while the self-compassion-based therapy
group received eight 60- to 90-minute sessions. The control group remained on a
waiting list. Data were collected using the Love Trauma Inventory and the Distress
Tolerance Scale at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Mixed analysis of variance with
repeated measures and Bonferroni post hoc tests were used for data analysis. Mixed
analysis of variance showed significant effects of time and time x group interaction
for love trauma symptoms, F=434.350, p<0.001,1?>=0.812 and F=73.146, p<0.001,
n?=0.777, respectively. Significant effects of time and time x group were also found
for all distress tolerance dimensions, including emotional distress tolerance,
F=463.941 and F=61.858; absorption by negative emotions, F=287.458 and
F=48.542; appraisal of distress, F=479.401 and F=68.618; and distress regulation,
F=604.752 and F=52.024, with p<0.001 in all analyses. Bonferroni comparisons
indicated that both interventions were significantly more effective than the control
condition. Self-compassion-based therapy was more effective in reducing love
trauma symptoms, whereas emotion-focused therapy produced greater improvement
in distress tolerance dimensions. Both interventions were effective for psychological
adjustment following romantic breakup; however, self-compassion-based therapy
showed greater effectiveness for reducing love trauma symptoms, while emotion-
focused therapy was more effective for enhancing distress tolerance.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Romantic relationships constitute an important domain of human emotional life and contribute substantially to
psychological security, belonging, intimacy, identity formation, and perceived quality of life. Because
individuals often invest substantial emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal resources in intimate relationships,
the unexpected orunwanted termination of a meaningful romantic bond can be experienced as a highly stressful
interpersonal event. Romantic breakup may therefore be accompanied by intense sadness, anger, loneliness,
rejection sensitivity, intrusive thoughts, emotional instability, sleep disturbance, diminished motivation, and
difficulties in restoring everyday functioning. Although many individuals gradually adapt to the loss of a
romantic relationship, others experience persistent psychological distress that interferes with emotional, social,
and occupational functioning. Previous studies have indicated that individuals with different levels of love
trauma may also differ in self-related and interpersonal psychological characteristics, highlighting the
multidimensional nature of adjustment following romantic loss (Etesamifard & Alaviniya, 2025). Moreover,
attachment-related processes, self-directed positive attitudes, and compassion-related capacities appear to
contribute to broader psychological adaptation and life satisfaction (Deniz & Yildirim Kurtulus, 2023).

One of the major constructs used to describe severe psychological reactions following romantic breakup is
love trauma syndrome. Love trauma symptoms include a range of emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and
somatic responses to the loss of an emotionally significant relationship. Individuals with pronounced love
trauma may remain preoccupied with memories of the former partner, experience recurrent sadness and
emotional pain, show impaired concentration and motivation, and encounter considerable difficulty accepting
the termination of the relationship. Research has demonstrated that love trauma symptoms are related to
important psychological resources and can be modified through psychological interventions (Nejad Rodani &
Shahbazi, 2023). In particular, self-compassion has been identified as a relevant correlate of love trauma
among individuals who have experienced romantic breakup, suggesting that the way individuals relate to
themselves during interpersonal loss may influence the intensity of their psychological reactions (Amanelahi
et al., 2015).

Another central psychological construct in adaptation to romantic breakup is distress tolerance. Distress
tolerance refers to an individual's perceived and actual capacity to experience and withstand aversive emotional
states without becoming overwhelmed or engaging in dysfunctional responses. Individuals with low distress
tolerance tend to perceive negative emotions as intolerable, threatening, or uncontrollable, whereas those with
greater distress tolerance are more able to remain engaged with difficult emotional experiences while
maintaining behavioral and cognitive functioning. This ability is particularly important following romantic
loss because separation frequently creates emotional conditions that cannot be resolved immediately and
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require the individual to tolerate sadness, uncertainty, loneliness, and rejection over time. Empirical findings
have shown that distress tolerance is associated with self-compassion, mindfulness, and other psychological
resources that may protect individuals against emotional dysregulation (Nouri Ghaleh Alikhani et al., 2025).
Distress tolerance has also been identified as an important mechanism in the relationship between internalized
shame, self-compassion, and maladaptive relationship patterns (Park & Lee, 2024).

Emotion-focused therapy represents one potentially effective intervention for individuals experiencing
emotional difficulties following romantic breakup. This approach conceptualizes emotions as adaptive sources
of information that organize cognition, behavior, and interpersonal experience. Therapeutic change occurs
through helping clients identify, access, differentiate, express, regulate, and transform maladaptive emotional
experiences. This process may be particularly relevant after romantic breakup, when individuals frequently
experience complex emotional states involving sadness, anger, fear, abandonment, longing, and rejection.
Previous research has demonstrated that emotion-focused therapy can improve cognitive emotion regulation
among female students experiencing emotional breakup (Karaminezhad et al., 2017). Similarly, emotion-
focused therapy has been shown to reduce psychological pain and improve emotional functioning among
women with depression who had experienced romantic relationship breakup (Ertezaee et al., 2023). Evidence
from relationship-focused interventions also suggests that emotion-focused therapy can alter maladaptive
emotional and relational patterns (Shabaninia et al., 2025; Shahmoradi et al., 2021).

The potential relevance of emotion-focused therapy to distress tolerance is also supported by findings from
other clinical populations. Emotion-focused interventions have produced improvements in distress tolerance
and resilience among female students with aggression symptoms (Hasani Rad et al., 2025), enhanced distress
tolerance in mothers with insecure attachment styles (Mikaeili et al., 2025), and increased distress tolerance
among women with breast cancer receiving group emotion-focused therapy (Biriyai et al., 2026). These
findings suggest that directly working with difficult emotional experiences may gradually increase an
individual's capacity to remain in contact with distress without becoming overwhelmed. Other evidence from
women with marital distress likewise indicates that emotion-focused approaches may modify maladaptive
cognitive and emotional responses associated with relational problems (Toope et al., 2025).
Self-compassion-based therapy represents another theoretically relevant intervention for individuals
experiencing romantic breakup. Self-compassion involves responding to personal suffering with kindness,
balanced awareness, and recognition of suffering as part of the broader human experience. Romantic separation
may be particularly damaging when individuals interpret the loss as evidence of personal inadequacy, rejection,
failure, or unlovability. In such circumstances, a compassionate orientation toward the self may reduce the
secondary psychological suffering generated by harsh self-judgment and threat-focused processing. Self-
compassion has been associated with adjustment following romantic breakup and may function as an important
psychological resource during post-breakup recovery (Firinci, 2019). Compassion-focused interventions have
also demonstrated beneficial effects among female students with romantic breakup experiences (Ahmadpour
et al., 2017).

Self-compassion-based approaches may influence distress tolerance by helping individuals regulate their threat
system and cultivate an internal sense of safety. Compassion-oriented practices such as soothing breathing,
compassionate imagery, mindful attention, and supportive self-responding may reduce emotional
overactivation and allow individuals to remain in contact with painful experiences without becoming
excessively overwhelmed. Studies have demonstrated that compassion-focused interventions can improve
distress tolerance in different populations (Saidi et al., 2024; Yavari et al., 2024). Furthermore, distress
tolerance appears to play an important role in the relationship between compassionate motivation and
psychological well-being (Walton et al., 2024). Recent findings also suggest that compassion-oriented
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emotion-focused interventions can improve distress tolerance and psychological adaptation among women
experiencing relational crises (Heydari et al., 2026).

Despite growing evidence supporting both approaches, relatively few studies have directly compared emotion-
focused therapy and self-compassion-based therapy among individuals experiencing romantic breakup. Such
a comparison is important because the two interventions may operate through partially different mechanisms.
Emotion-focused therapy emphasizes direct emotional processing and transformation, whereas self-
compassion-based therapy emphasizes changing the individual's relationship with suffering by increasing
emotional safety, kindness, and nonjudgmental awareness. Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare
the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and self-compassion-based therapy on love trauma symptoms
and distress tolerance among individuals experiencing romantic breakup.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest-follow-up design with two experimental groups and
one control group. The statistical population consisted of individuals with romantic breakup experiences who
had referred to counseling centers in Tehran in 2019. From the accessible population, 48 individuals were
initially screened through clinical interviews and research measures. Following application of the inclusion
and exclusion criteria, 45 eligible participants were selected through purposive and convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to three equal groups of 15 participants: emotion-focused therapy, self-compassion-based
therapy, and control. Eligibility criteria included being 20 to 45 years old, having at least a high-school
diploma, having experienced the termination of a meaningful romantic relationship, having no severe
psychological disorder based on clinical interview, and providing informed consent. Repeated absence from
intervention sessions, failure to participate adequately in therapeutic activities, major unforeseen events
interfering with participation, and voluntary withdrawal were considered exclusion criteria.

Love trauma symptoms were assessed using the Love Trauma Inventory, a 10-item measure evaluating
emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and physical disturbances associated with romantic breakup. Items are scored
on a four-point scale, with higher scores reflecting greater severity of love trauma symptoms. Distress tolerance
was assessed using the 15-item Distress Tolerance Scale, which evaluates four dimensions: tolerance of
emotional distress, absorption by negative emotions, appraisal of distress, and regulation of efforts to alleviate
distress. Higher scores indicate greater distress tolerance.

Participants in the emotion-focused therapy group received eight weekly 90-minute sessions. The intervention
focused on establishing a safe therapeutic relationship, identifying dominant emotional patterns, differentiating
primary and secondary emotions, recognizing unmet emotional needs, increasing awareness and expression of
underlying emotions, restructuring maladaptive emotional responses, and consolidating adaptive emotional
processing. Participants in the self-compassion-based therapy group received eight weekly sessions lasting
approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The intervention included case conceptualization, introduction to compassion,
education concerning emotional regulation systems, soothing-rhythm breathing, mindfulness exercises,
development of compassionate attention and reasoning, compassionate imagery, cultivation of a
compassionate self, and compassionate behavioral practices. The control group received no psychological
intervention during the study period and remained on a waiting list.

All participants completed the outcome measures at pretest, immediately after completion of the intervention
period, and at a two-month follow-up. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and mixed analysis of
variance. Normality, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices, and sphericity
were examined before inferential analyses. Because the sphericity assumption was violated, Greenhouse-
Geisser corrections were applied. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons were used to determine the location of
significant between-group differences.

Findings
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The study included 45 participants, with 15 individuals in each group. In the emotion-focused therapy group,
53.33% were women and 46.67% were men. In the self-compassion-based therapy group, 60% were women
and 40% were men, whereas the control group consisted of 46.67% women and 53.33% men. Age and
educational-level distributions were relatively balanced across the three groups.

Descriptive results showed similar pretest scores across groups. For love trauma symptoms, the pretest means
were 23.20 in the emotion-focused therapy group, 22.80 in the self-compassion-based therapy group, and 23.20
in the control group. At posttest, these means decreased to 17.93, 15.80, and 22.53, respectively. At follow-
up, the corresponding means were 15.93, 13.80, and 21.93. Thus, both experimental groups demonstrated
substantial reductions in love trauma symptoms, with the self-compassion-based therapy group showing the
largest reduction.

Forthe emotional distress tolerance dimension, the mean score in the emotion-focused therapy group increased
from 6.53 at pretest to 10.93 at posttest and 12.60 at follow-up. In the self-compassion-based therapy group,
the mean increased from 6.07 to 9.13 and 10.93, while the control group showed only a modest increase from
5.32 t0 6.00 and 6.60. Similar patterns were observed for absorption by negative emotions, appraisal of distress,
and distress regulation, with greater improvement in both intervention groups than in the control group and
consistently larger gains in the emotion-focused therapy group.

Mixed analysis of variance demonstrated a significant effect of time on love trauma symptoms, F=434.350,
p<0.001, n?=0.812, and a significant time-by-group interaction, F=73.146, p<0.001, n>=0.777. Significant time
effects were also found for emotional distress tolerance, F=463.941, p<0.001, n>=0.817; absorption by negative
emotions, F=287.458, p<0.001, n*=0.873; appraisal of distress, F=479.401, p<0.001, ?>=0.819; and distress
regulation, F=604.752, p<0.001, n?>=0.835. The time-by-group interactions were significant for all four
distress-tolerance dimensions: emotional distress tolerance, F=61.858, p<0.001, n?=0.746; absorption by
negative emotions, F=48.542, p<0.001, n?>=0.698; appraisal of distress, F=68.618, p<0.001, 1?=0.766; and
distress regulation, F=52.024, p<0.001, n>=0.712.

Bonferroni comparisons showed significant differences between each intervention group and the control group
at posttest and follow-up. For love trauma symptoms, the self-compassion-based therapy group obtained
significantly lower scores than the emotion-focused therapy group, indicating greater effectiveness in reducing
love trauma. In contrast, the emotion-focused therapy group demonstrated significantly greater improvement
than the self-compassion-based therapy group across all dimensions of distress tolerance. Significant
differences remained evident at the two-month follow-up, indicating maintenance of treatment effects.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both emotion-focused therapy and self-compassion-based therapy were
effective in reducing love trauma symptoms and improving distress tolerance among individuals who had
experienced romantic breakup. These results indicate that psychological interventions targeting emotional
processing and compassionate self-responding can meaningfully improve post-breakup adjustment.
Importantly, the significant time-by-group interactions confirmed that the observed changes were not merely
attributable to the passage of time, but were associated with the interventions received.
Self-compassion-based therapy showed greater effectiveness in reducing love trauma symptoms. This may be
explained by the nature of romantic breakup, which frequently activates feelings of rejection, inadequacy,
loneliness, and personal failure. Compassion-based practices may reduce the secondary suffering generated by
harsh self-evaluation and create a safer internal emotional context in which the loss can be acknowledged and
processed. By cultivating self-kindness, balanced awareness, and emotional soothing, individuals may become
less overwhelmed by the meaning they attribute to the breakup and more capable of accepting the end of the
relationship without interpreting it as evidence of personal worthlessness.
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Emotion-focused therapy, however, produced greater improvement in distress tolerance. This finding may
reflect the direct experiential nature of the intervention. Participants were repeatedly encouraged to identify,
approach, experience, differentiate, and regulate difficult emotions instead of attempting to suppress or escape
them. Through this process, they may have learned that painful emotions can be experienced without
psychological disintegration or loss of behavioral control. Such repeated and structured engagement with
sadness, anger, rejection, fear, and loneliness can increase confidence in one's ability to tolerate emotional
distress and may explain the stronger effects of emotion-focused therapy on distress-tolerance dimensions.
The maintenance of improvements at the two-month follow-up is also clinically meaningful. It suggests that
participants were able to continue applying the emotional and self-compassionate skills acquired during
treatment after the formal intervention ended. In the emotion-focused therapy group, improved emotional
differentiation and processing may have strengthened long-term capacity to manage distress. In the self-
compassion-based therapy group, compassionate attention, soothing strategies, and supportive internal
dialogue may have become more accessible methods for coping with recurring breakup-related memories and
emotional triggers.

Overall, the findings support the use of both interventions for individuals experiencing romantic breakup, while
also suggesting that treatment selection may be optimized according to the individual's dominant clinical needs.
Self-compassion-based therapy may be particularly advantageous when severe love trauma symptoms,
rejection-related suffering, and emotional vulnerability are prominent. Emotion-focused therapy may be
especially beneficial when the primary difficulty involves poor tolerance of intense emotional states and
difficulty remaining engaged with distress without becoming overwhelmed. The present study therefore
suggests that both approaches are effective, but their relative strengths differ: self-compassion-based therapy
appears more effective for reducing love trauma symptoms, whereas emotion-focused therapy appears more
effective for enhancing distress tolerance.
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