LONGEVITY

Article history:

Received 21 March 2026
Revised 05 May 2026
Accepted 12 May 2026
Published online 22 May 2026

Vol. 4 No. 1 (2026): 1-14

The Effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) on Improving
Self-Esteem and Reducing Shame in Women with Social Anxiety

Khatereh. Ebrahimian'(, Mahboobeh. Saberi’“%, Maryam. Nikkhooy*, Mahnaz. Sanjari*, Mahabad. Vatankhah®

! Department of General Psychology, Boroujen Branch, Islamic Azad University, Boroujen, Iran
2 Department of Family Counseling, Khomeinishahr Branch, Islamic Azad University, Isfahan, Iran
3 Department of Personality Psychology, South Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
4 Department of Child and Adolescent Clinical Psychology, Garmsar Branch, Islamic Azad University, Semnan, Iran
5 Department of General Psychology, Varamin—Pishva Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

* Corresponding author email address: mahboobeh.saberi.63@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Original Research

How to cite this article:

Ebrahimian, K., Saberi, M., Nikkhooy, M.,
Sanjari, M., & Vatankhah, M. (2026). The
Effectiveness of  Compassion-Focused
Therapy (CFT) on Improving Self-Esteem and
Reducing Shame in Women with Social
Anxiety. Longevity, 4(1), 1-14.
https://doi.org/10.61838/kman.longevity.83

© 2026 the authors. This is an open access
article under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Compassion-
Focused Therapy (CFT) in improving self-esteem and reducing feelings of
shame among women with social anxiety. The research method was quasi-
experimental with a pretest—posttest design and a control group. The statistical
population consisted of women presenting symptoms of social anxiety, and 40
participants who met the inclusion criteria were randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. The experimental group participated in eight
60-minute sessions of Compassion-Focused Therapy, while the control group
received no intervention during this period. The research instruments included
the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, the Connor et al. Social Anxiety
Questionnaire, and the State Shame and Guilt Scale. Data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and analysis of covariance in SPSS version 24. The
findings indicated that Compassion-Focused Therapy significantly reduced
feelings of shame, significantly decreased social anxiety, and significantly
increased self-esteem in the experimental group compared to the control group.
The effect sizes for shame, social anxiety, and self-esteem were reported as 0.39,
0.40, and 0.37, respectively. Accordingly, Compassion-Focused Therapy may
play an effective role in improving the psychological components of women
with social anxiety through reducing self-criticism, strengthening self-
compassion, and enhancing emotional acceptance.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social anxiety disorder is characterized by a persistent fear of social situations, concern about
negative evaluation by others, and avoidance of situations in which individuals anticipate embarrassment
or humiliation. This disorder can adversely affect interpersonal relationships, academic and occupational
functioning, quality of life, and psychological well-being. Contemporary literature has emphasized the
role of safety-seeking and avoidance behaviors in maintaining social anxiety symptoms. Evans et al.
demonstrated that safety behaviors are significantly associated with social anxiety symptoms and
maladaptive cognitions in adolescents (Evans et al., 2021). Among the emotional processes associated with
social anxiety, shame has been identified as one of the most central self-conscious emotions. Shame occurs
when individuals negatively evaluate not merely their behaviors but their entire identity and self-worth,
resulting in self-concealment, social withdrawal, self-criticism, and diminished assertiveness.
Longitudinal evidence has further indicated that shame, more than guilt, prospectively predicts social
anxiety symptoms. Levinson et al. reported that shame significantly predicted both social anxiety and
bulimic symptoms over time (Levinson et al., 2016). Gender-related findings have also suggested that
women may experience greater sensitivity toward negative social evaluation and the interpersonal
consequences of shame. Ludwig et al. highlighted gender differences in the experience of shame and self-
evaluative processes (Ludwig et al., 2017).

Self-esteem is another fundamental construct closely associated with psychological health and
social functioning. Individuals with low self-esteem frequently perceive themselves as inadequate,
vulnerable, and more susceptible to criticism and rejection by others. Rosenberg conceptualized self-
esteem as a global evaluation of one’s worth and introduced one of the most widely used instruments for
measuring self-esteem, namely the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). Research conducted
in Iranian populations has also supported the reliability and validity of this instrument among university
students (Rajabi & Bohlool, 2007). Given the close relationship between social anxiety, shame, and low
self-esteem, interventions targeting self-criticism and maladaptive emotional processing may be
particularly effective for individuals experiencing social anxiety symptoms.

Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) is a therapeutic approach specifically developed to reduce
shame and self-criticism while fostering self-compassion and emotional safety. The approach emphasizes
activation of the soothing emotional regulation system, cultivation of self-kindness, and development of
more adaptive responses toward threatening emotional experiences. Systematic reviews and meta-
analyses have demonstrated that CFT is associated with improvements in compassion-based outcomes,
reductions in self-criticism, and enhancement of psychological functioning in clinical populations. Craig
et al. reviewed the effectiveness and acceptability of CFT and concluded that the intervention shows
promising therapeutic outcomes across clinical groups (Craig et al., 2020). Similarly, Millard et al. found
significant support for the effectiveness of CFT in improving clinical symptoms and emotional functioning
(Millard et al., 2023). Empirical studies have also confirmed the effectiveness of CFT in reducing shame
and self-critical tendencies. Boersma et al. demonstrated that compassion-focused interventions were
effective in reducing shame, self-criticism, and isolation among individuals with social anxiety (Boersma
etal., 2015). Beaumont et al. further reported that CFT training increased self-compassion while reducing
self-persecution and self-criticism among healthcare professionals (Beaumont et al., 2016).
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Within Iranian studies, evidence has similarly supported the positive psychological effects of
compassion-based interventions. Hosseini et al. found that compassion-based training improved social
self-efficacy and distress tolerance while reducing self-criticism among adolescent girls under institutional
care (Hosseini-Mehr et al., 2021). Soleimanpour et al. also demonstrated the effectiveness of compassion-
focused interventions in reducing internalized shame among patients with vitiligo (Soleimanpour et al.,
2022). Considering the simultaneous role of shame, social anxiety, and self-esteem in women’s mental
health, and given the therapeutic capacity of compassion-focused approaches to reduce self-criticism and
enhance self-kindness, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused
Therapy on improving self-esteem and reducing feelings of shame among women with social anxiety.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest assessment and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of women over the age of 18 who exhibited symptoms
of social anxiety. Following initial screening and evaluation of inclusion and exclusion criteria, 40 eligible
participants were selected and randomly assigned to either the experimental group or the control group,
with 20 participants in each group. Inclusion criteria included being female, being older than 18 years of
age, obtaining scores above the average level on the social anxiety questionnaire, willingness to participate
in the study, readiness to attend therapy sessions, and completion of all questionnaires. Exclusion criteria
included absence from more than two therapy sessions, incomplete completion of questionnaires,
withdrawal from the study, initiation of another concurrent psychological treatment, or therapist
determination that the intervention was unsuitable for the participant.

Three instruments were utilized for data collection. Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale, which contains 10 items assessing an individual’s general evaluation of self-worth. In
the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was 0.74. Social anxiety symptoms were
assessed using the Social Phobia Inventory (SPIN), developed by Connor and colleagues, consisting of 17
items measuring fear, avoidance, and physiological discomfort on a five-point Likert scale. The reliability
coefficient obtained for the instrument in the present study was 0.81. Feelings of shame were assessed
using the State Shame and Guilt Scale, and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this measure was
estimated at 0.72. Persian psychometric evidence supporting the validity of the shame scale was also
considered in the study.

After administration of the pretest measures, participants in the experimental group attended eight
60-minute sessions of Compassion-Focused Therapy, whereas the control group received no intervention
during the study period. The intervention sessions included introduction to the concept of compassion,
explanation of emotional regulation systems, exercises designed to activate the soothing system,
identification of the inner self-critic, cultivation of self-kindness, acceptance of distressing experiences,
expansion of compassionate responses, and planning for continued use of therapeutic skills after
completion of treatment. Sessions were conducted interactively through a combination of
psychoeducation, group discussion, practical exercises, and homework assignments. Data analysis was
performed using descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, as well as analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) to compare posttest scores while controlling for pretest scores. Statistical analyses
were conducted using SPSS version 24, and the significance level for all statistical tests was set at 0.05.

Findings



Descriptive findings demonstrated that participants in the experimental group showed substantial
improvement across all study variables following participation in Compassion-Focused Therapy. Prior to
intervention, the mean shame score in the experimental group was 30.47 (SD = 3.40), which decreased to
21.98 (SD = 3.18) at posttest. In contrast, the control group exhibited only a slight reduction from 30.54
(SD = 3.24) to 29.39 (SD = 3.30). Similarly, the mean social anxiety score in the experimental group
declined from 28.22 (SD = 4.32) at pretest to 20.25 (SD = 4.84) at posttest, whereas the control group
showed virtually no meaningful change. Regarding self-esteem, the experimental group demonstrated a
marked increase from 11.40 (SD = 1.89) before treatment to 18.59 (SD = 1.66) after treatment, while the
control group remained relatively stable across measurement stages.

Analysis of mean change scores further clarified the pattern of improvement associated with the
intervention. In the experimental group, shame decreased by 8.49 points and social anxiety decreased by
7.97 points from pretest to posttest. Conversely, self-esteem increased by 7.19 points. Changes observed
in the control group were minimal, indicating that the improvements observed in the experimental group
were associated with participation in Compassion-Focused Therapy rather than the passage of time alone.
The graphical representation of results similarly illustrated substantial reductions in shame and social
anxiety together with notable increases in self-esteem among participants receiving the intervention.

To examine the statistical significance of posttest differences between groups while controlling for
baseline scores, analysis of covariance was conducted. Results indicated a statistically significant effect
of group membership on all three dependent variables. For shame, the group effect was significant, F =
21.24, p = 0.003, n? = 0.39, indicating that women who participated in Compassion-Focused Therapy
experienced significantly greater reductions in shame compared with the control group. For social anxiety,
the group effect was also significant, F = 28.27, p = 0.005, n? = 0.40, demonstrating that the intervention
significantly reduced symptoms of social anxiety. Likewise, the effect of group on self-esteem was
statistically significant, F = 25.23, p = 0.008, n? = 0.37, suggesting that participation in Compassion-
Focused Therapy significantly enhanced self-esteem among women with social anxiety symptoms.
Overall, the findings consistently supported the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy in
reducing shame and social anxiety while improving self-esteem among participants in the experimental
group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy on
improving self-esteem and reducing feelings of shame among women with social anxiety. The findings
demonstrated that the intervention significantly reduced shame and social anxiety while simultaneously
increasing self-esteem in the experimental group compared with the control group. These findings suggest
that Compassion-Focused Therapy does not merely influence observable symptoms of social anxiety, but
also affects deeper self-related psychological constructs such as shame and self-worth. The reduction in
shame observed among participants may be explained by the compassion-oriented nature of the
intervention, which emphasizes self-kindness, emotional acceptance, and reduction of harsh self-criticism.
By helping individuals recognize and modify their inner self-critical dialogue, Compassion-Focused
Therapy appears to foster greater emotional safety and acceptance of personal vulnerabilities.
Consequently, participants may become less inclined toward self-concealment, self-blame, and avoidance
behaviors associated with shame experiences.
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The observed decrease in social anxiety symptoms may similarly reflect increased emotional
regulation and diminished perceptions of interpersonal threat. Individuals with social anxiety often
interpret social situations as highly threatening and remain excessively sensitive to negative evaluation by
others. Through compassionate self-relating and activation of the soothing emotional system, participants
likely developed a more supportive internal experience that reduced perceived social danger and emotional
distress during interpersonal interactions. The therapeutic exercises employed in the intervention,
including soothing breathing practices, compassionate imagery, and self-supportive dialogue, may have
contributed to reducing anxiety responses and promoting greater psychological resilience in social
contexts. Furthermore, increased self-compassion may have enabled participants to reinterpret social
mistakes or perceived inadequacies in a less threatening and self-punitive manner.

The increase in self-esteem among participants in the experimental group also highlights the
importance of compassionate emotional processing in strengthening self-worth. Unlike forms of self-
esteem that depend heavily on external validation or social achievement, the self-esteem cultivated
through Compassion-Focused Therapy appears to emerge from greater self-acceptance, reduced self-
judgment, and recognition of common human imperfection. By replacing self-criticism with a
compassionate internal voice, participants may have experienced a more stable and accepting perception
of themselves. Such changes are particularly meaningful for individuals with social anxiety, who
frequently experience persistent feelings of inadequacy and fear of rejection. The intervention therefore
appears to contribute not only to symptom reduction but also to broader psychological growth and
emotional well-being.

Despite the promising findings, several limitations should be acknowledged. The sample size was
relatively small, and all participants were women with social anxiety symptoms, limiting the
generalizability of results to men or other clinical populations. In addition, data collection relied primarily
on self-report instruments, which may be influenced by response bias or social desirability effects. The
absence of long-term follow-up assessment also restricts conclusions regarding the durability and stability
of therapeutic outcomes over time.

Future research should examine the long-term effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy
using larger and more diverse samples. Studies incorporating follow-up evaluations, structured clinical
interviews, and comparisons with alternative therapeutic approaches may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the mechanisms and effectiveness of compassion-based interventions for social anxiety
and related emotional difficulties.

In conclusion, Compassion-Focused Therapy appears to be an effective intervention for reducing
shame and social anxiety while improving self-esteem among women experiencing social anxiety
symptoms. By strengthening self-kindness, reducing self-criticism, and promoting emotional acceptance,
this therapeutic approach may help individuals establish healthier relationships with themselves and
respond to challenging social situations in a more adaptive and psychologically flexible manner.
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