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Abstract

This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy in
improving sleep quality, enhancing mental health, and reducing stress in parents of
children with learning disabilities. This applied research employed an experimental
pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of
all mothers of children with learning disabilities in regular and special schools in
Esfarayen. Thirty mothers were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 each). Data collection
instruments included the Lynch Sleep Disorder Questionnaire, Goldberg Mental
Health Questionnaire, and Cohen Perceived Stress Scale. The experimental group
received eight sessions of Compassion-Focused Therapy, while the control group did
not receive any intervention. Data were analyzed using univariate ANCOVA in SPSS
version 27. ANCOVA
significantly reduced sleep disorders (F=86.57, p<0.001,1>=0.80), decreased stress
levels (F=28.19,p<0.001,712=0.57), and improved mental health (F=22.16, p<0.001,

results revealed that Compassion-Focused Therapy

n?>=0.51) in the experimental group compared to the control group. Compassion-
Focused Therapy is an effective interventionto enhance mental health, improwve sleep
quality, and reduce stress in parents of childrenwith learning disabilities and may be
recommended as part of supportive programs for this population.

Keywords: Compassion-Focused Therapy, sleep disorder, mental health, stress,
learning disability
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Parents of children with learning disabilities face persistent and multifaceted challenges that adversely impact
their psychological well-being, stress levels, and sleep quality. Numerous studies have emphasized that these
parents often experience high levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress stemming from the dual
burden of managing their own personal and social responsibilities while simultaneously addressing their
children’s developmental and educational needs (Salceanu & Luminita, 2020; Sharma et al., 2021; Staunton
et al., 2023). These continuous stressors not only compromise their mental health but also disrupt their sleep
patterns, which further exacerbates emotional dysregulation and reduces daily functioning (Gallagher et al.,
2010; Meltzer & Westin, 2011; Richdale et al., 2000). Parental stress has been identified as a strong predictor
of poorsleep quality, with evidence suggesting a bidirectional relationship whereby sleep disturbances amplify
stress levels and vice versa (Larsen et al., 2021; Merrill & Slavik, 2023).

The emotional burden on parents of children with learning disabilities also leads to heightened self-criticism,
guilt, and shame—factors strongly associated with the deterioration of mental health and well-being (Ahmadi
& Rashidi Homayoun, 2024; Sharma et al., 2021). These parents often report feelings of helplessness and
diminished self-efficacy, which impair their ability to cope with everyday stressors (Anuar et al., 2021;
Staunton et al., 2023). Research has indicated that self-criticism and shame are core transdiagnostic processes
that can fuel cycles of emotional distress, sleep disturbances, and impaired stress management (Aboui et al.,
2021; Mazaheri et al., 2020). This underscores the need for psychological interventions that can target self-
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criticism and emotional dysregulation while also reducing parental stress and improving sleep and mental
health outcomes.

Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) has emerged as a promising intervention to address these interconnected
challenges. Developed by Paul Gilbert, CFT integrates cognitive-behavioral techniques with principles of
compassion to cultivate self-compassion, reduce shame and self-criticism, and enhance emotional acceptance
(Gilbert, 2009, 2022). Self-compassion, defined as treating oneself with kindness and understanding during
moments of suffering, has been associated with lower levels of anxiety, depression, and stress, as well as
improved sleep quality and psychological resilience (Millard et al., 2023; Neff, 2003). Meta-analytic
evidence has shown that CFT significantly reduces psychological distress and enhances mental health
indicators across diverse populations (Millard et al., 2023; Petrocchi et al., 2024).

Several studies have demonstrated the benefits of CFT for parents of children with developmental and learning
disabilities. Group-based CFT interventions have been shown to decrease parental distress, shame, and self-
criticism, while improving distress tolerance and emotional regulation (Abdolali et al., 2020; Barjaali et al.,
2021; Khanjani et al., 2024; Pourabdollah, 2019; Rezaei & Izadi, 2024; Zamani Mazd et al., 2018).
Similarly, CFT has been found to alleviate depression and anxiety in mothers of children with cerebral palsy
(Khoshvaght et al., 2021) and to reduce parental stress when combined with acceptance and commitment
therapy (Rezaei & Izadi, 2024). Beyond parental populations, CFT has also improved emotional well-being,
quality of life, and sleep quality in individuals with other clinical conditions such as obstructive sleep apnea
and eating disorders (Didehban et al., 2023; Vrabel et al., 2024). These findings suggest that CFT’s
mechanisms—particularly its activation ofthe brain’s soothing-affiliative system—may help parents regulate
stress responses, lower physiological arousal, and restore emotional balance (Cwinn et al., 2023; Gilbert,
2022).

Despite this growing evidence, few studies have specifically examined the effects of CFT on the interconnected
domains of sleep disorders, mental health, and stress in parents of children with learning disabilities, even
though these domains are often closely intertwined and mutually reinforcing (Staunton et al., 2023; Vusio et
al., 2025). This gap highlights the need for targeted interventions that address these outcomes simultaneously.
Therefore, the present study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of CFT on sleep disorders, mental health, and
stress in parents of children with learning disabilities, hypothesizing that participants receiving CFT would
show significant reductions in sleep problems and stress, alongside improvements in mental health, compared
to a control group.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed an experimental design with a pretest—posttest and control group. The statistical
population consisted of mothers of children with learning disabilities attending both mainstream and special
needs schools in Esfarayen. Thirty mothers were selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to experimental (n=15) and control (n=15) groups. Data were collected using the Lynch Sleep
Disorder Questionnaire, the Goldberg Mental Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28), and the Cohen Perceived Stress
Scale. The intervention consisted of eight structured sessions of CFT based on Paul Gilbert’s protocol,
incorporating techniques such as mindfulness, loving-kindness meditation, compassionate imagery, and
emotional regulation strategies. The control group received no intervention during the study period. Data were
analyzed using univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS version 27.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that the mean age of participants was 35.67 years in the experimental group and
34.75 years in the control group, with no significant differences in demographic characteristics between
groups. Inferential analysis using ANCOVA revealed significant group effects after controlling for pretest
scores.
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For sleep disorders, ANCOVA results showed a significant difference between groups (F = 86.57, p < 0.001,
n? = 0.80). Adjusted posttest means indicated a substantial reduction in sleep disorder scores in the
experimental group compared to the control group.

For mental health, ANCOVA results also revealed a significant group effect (F =22.16, p < 0.001, n* =0.51),
with the experimental group showing improved GHQ-28 scores indicative of better psychological well-being
relative to the control group.

Finally, for perceived stress, ANCOVA demonstrated a significant difference between groups (F = 28.19, p <
0.001, n?= 0.57), with the experimental group reporting lower stress levels after the intervention compared to
the control group.

Overall, the findings indicate that participation in the CFT program led to significant improvements in all three
targeted domains: sleep quality, mental health, and stress reduction.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that Compassion-Focused Therapy can effectively reduce sleep
disorders, alleviate stress, and enhance mental health among parents of children with learning disabilities.
These results align with prior research showing that CFT alleviates psychological distress and promotes
emotional well-being by reducing self-criticism and shame and by fostering a supportive, compassionate
internal mindset (Millard et al., 2023; Petrocchi et al., 2024; Stroud & Griffiths, 2021). By cultivating self-
compassion, parents are more able to manage negative emotions without avoidance or self-judgment, which
in turn decreases physiological arousal and promotes better sleep (Gilbert, 2022; Neff, 2003). This
mechanism is consistent with studies reporting that parental stress strongly predicts poor sleep quality
(Gallagher et al., 2010; Merrill & Slavik, 2023), and that reducing stress through compassionate self-
regulation can disrupt this vicious cycle (Aboui et al., 2021; Mazaheri et al., 2020).

The observed improvements in mental health further support previous evidence that CFT enhances emotional
regulation and resilience while decreasing symptoms of anxiety and depression (Khanjani et al., 2024;
Khoshvaghtet al., 2021; Rezaei & Izadi, 2024). CFT’s emphasis on activating the soothing-affiliative system
has been shown to downregulate the threat system, thereby reducing cortisol levels and psychological distress
(Cwinn et al., 2023; Gilbert, 2009). Moreover, the significant reduction in perceived stress echoes findings
from studies showing that parents of children with disabilities often face chronic stress (Anuar et al., 2021;
Staunton et al., 2023), and that self-compassion interventions can buffer against this stress by increasing
feelings of inner safety and competence (Abdolali et al., 2020; Barjaali et al., 2021; Pourabdollah, 2019).
Taken together, these results suggest that CFT addresses core transdiagnostic mechanisms—self-criticism,
shame, and emotional dysregulation—that underpin the interconnected problems of poor mental health, stress,
and sleep disturbance in this population. By targeting these underlying processes, CFT offers a comprehensive
and integrative approach to improving parents’ psychological well-being and daily functioning.

In conclusion, this study provides empirical evidence that Compassion-Focused Therapy is an effective
intervention for enhancing mental health, reducing stress, and improving sleep quality among parents of
children with learning disabilities. Implementing CFT in educational and clinical settings could offer a valuable
avenue for supporting these parents, ultimately improving family dynamics and promoting the overall
development and well-being of their children.
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