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Background: Somatoform disorder is defined as a preoccupation with the fear of becoming ill or the belief that
one has a serious illness, which is associated with cognitive, emotional, and behavioral symptoms. Cognitive
emotion regulation is one of the important problems in girls with somatosensory symptom disorder, and
compassion-focused therapy with an emphasis on emotion regulation, mindfulness, compassion for oneself and
others, and increased wisdom, empathy, and responsibility can be effective in reducing symptoms in these
individuals.

Aims: The aim of the present study was to investigate The Effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy on
Somatic Symptom Disorder, Cognitive Emotion Regulation, and Self-Care Self-Efficacy in High School Girls
with Somatic Symptom Disorder

Methods: The research method was a semi-experimental pre-test-post-test with a control group and a two-month
follow-up. The statistical population was all female high school students in Kamyaran city who were studying
in the academic year 2024-2025 and had somatic symptom disorder. The statistical sample was selected through
cluster sampling and included 30 of these students who were selected from among 58 people who had high
scores on the somatic symptom questionnaire and after conducting a diagnostic interview, they were randomly
placed in two experimental and control groups of 15 people. To collect data, the somatic symptom questionnaire
of Lacourt et al. (2013), cognitive emotion regulation of Garnevsky et al. (2001), and self-care self-efficacy of
Lowe and Owen (1996) were used. The experimental group received Paul Gilbert's (2009) compassion-focused
therapy in 10 90-minute sessions over two months. The collected data were analyzed using repeated measures
analysis of variance and Bonferroni test in SPSS26 software.

Results: The results showed that participants in the experimental group reported higher scores in cognitive
emotion regulation and self-care self-efficacy (p<0/001). Improvements in physical symptoms and emotion
regulation were also seen in the experimental group at the follow-up stage (p<0/001).

Conclusion: It seems that compassion-focused therapy, using techniques such as expressing compassion for
oneself and others, empathy, acceptance, wisdom, and mindfulness, can have a significant impact on preventing
and reducing the symptoms of somatic symptom disorder.
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Introduction

Somatic Symptom Disorder (SSD) is defined as a
persistent preoccupation with the fear of having, or
the belief in having, a serious illness for at least six
months, typically arising from a misinterpretation of
bodily symptoms or functions (Appel et al., 2022). It
is characterized by prominent physical symptoms
associated with psychological distress (Chauhan &
Jain, 2024), and functional somatic symptoms such as
unexplained palpitations, abdominal pain, dizziness,
headaches, fatigue, and muscular weakness are
common across many medical fields, particularly
pediatrics (Bulut et al., 2024). The prevalence of SSD
Is estimated at 4-6% among general medical
outpatients, with actual rates potentially reaching
15% (Wangler & Jansky, 2024), and it is more
frequently observed in women and adolescents
(Robles et al., 2024). Biological, psychological, and
social factors contribute to its development (Faustini
et al.,, 2025), while psychological disturbances,
emotional suppression, alexithymia, and irritability
have been shown to correlate with SSD symptoms
(Paulus et al., 2021).

Cognitive emotion regulation, referring to cognitive
approaches used after negative experiences to
manage emotions (Gross, 2014), is a key factor
associated with somatization symptoms (Petzke &
Witthoft, 2024). Emotion regulation strategies are
categorized as adaptive (acceptance, positive
reappraisal, perspective-taking) and maladaptive
(rumination, catastrophizing, self-blame) (Garnefski
et al., 2009). Evidence suggests that emotion
regulation can predict personal and social adjustment
among adolescents (Vahedi, 2024), mediate between
emotional over-arousal and somatic symptoms (Al-
Saffar, 2023), and reduce SSD symptoms (Erbildem
& Nowicki, 2025). Another relevant construct is self-
care self-efficacy, derived from Bandura’s social
cognitive theory, which is linked to improved quality
of life and health outcomes (Swarzer, 2014; Asadi et
al., 2019). Higher self-care self-efficacy has been
associated with better management of chronic
diseases and moderating effects between symptoms
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and psychological responses (Qiu & Yu, 2023,
Peterson et al., 2024).

Compassion-focused  therapy (CFT) is a
psychotherapeutic approach emphasizing
mindfulness, acceptance, and compassion toward
oneself and others, aimed at reducing shame and self-
criticism (Gilbert, 2009; Becker et al., 2019). By
fostering a compassionate mindset, CFT encourages
individuals to face rather than avoid their difficulties
(Van Broekhuizen-Kloth et al., 2018), and extensive
empirical evidence supports its effectiveness in
improving treatment adherence, alleviating chronic
pain, enhancing psychological flexibility, emotion
regulation, and self-care (Amiri et al., 2023; Aqili et
al., 2023; Kamali & Sajadian, 2024). Given the
increasing prevalence of SSD in adolescents and the
persistence of symptoms despite  medical
interventions, the present study aims to investigate
the effects of compassion-focused therapy on
cognitive emotion regulation, self-care self-efficacy,
and somatization symptoms.

Method

This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test—
post-test design with a control group and a two-month
follow-up period. The target population comprised
female high school students in the second cycle of
secondary education who exhibited symptoms of
somatic symptom disorder. Using cluster random
sampling from eight female secondary schools, four
schools and subsequently four classes from each were
selected. Students completed the Somatic Symptom
Disorder Questionnaire (PSQ; Lacourt et al., 2013)
under the supervision of the researcher. Following
initial screening and a diagnostic interview, thirty
participants meeting the inclusion criteria—namely,
informed consent from both students and parents,
confirmation of symptoms through the questionnaire
and interview, and no use of psychiatric medication
in the past three months—were randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups (15 in each).
Exclusion criteria included more than two treatment
absences, non-cooperation or non-completion of
assignments, and gastrointestinal bleeding during the
intervention period.

The instruments included the Somatic Symptom
Disorder Questionnaire (39 items, unidimensional
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structure, a=0.73), the Cognitive Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire (CERQ; Garnefski et al., 2001) with
nine positive and negative subscales (a=0.81), and the
Self-Care Self-Efficacy Questionnaire (SSQ; Lou &
Owen, 1996) assessing four domains: adjustment,
stress reduction, decision-making, and enjoyment of
life (0=0.78). The experimental group received
compassion-focused therapy in ten 90-minute
sessions, held twice weekly over two months,
whereas no intervention was provided to the control
group. Assessments were conducted at three points—
pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up—for
both groups. Data analysis was performed using
descriptive statistics and repeated-measures analysis
of variance (ANOVA) with SPSS version 26.

Results
In this study, thirty female high school students
diagnosed with somatic symptom  disorder

participated, with a mean age of 17.65 years in the
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experimental group and 17.21 years in the control
group, showing age equivalence between groups.
Descriptive results indicated that, in the experimental
group, mean scores for positive emotion regulation
strategies and self-care self-efficacy increased from
pre-test to post-test, whereas mean scores for negative
emotion regulation strategies and the severity of
somatic symptoms decreased. Prior to conducting the
repeated-measures ANOVA, its assumptions were
examined, including normality of score distributions
(Kolmogorov—Smirnov  test), homogeneity of
variances (Levene’s test), identification of outliers
(boxplot inspection), and sphericity (Mauchly’s test).
The results confirmed that most assumptions were
met; in the case of violated sphericity, Huynh—Feldt
corrections were applied. Findings from the repeated-
measures ANOVA revealed significant differences
between the experimental and control groups,
indicating that compassion-focused therapy had a
positive effect on improving the study variables.

Tablel. Results of Repeated-Measures ANOVA on Pre-Test, Post-Test, and Follow-Up Scores of Research Variables in Experimental and Control

Groups
Source of Variation Dependent Variable SS DF MS F p Effect Size  Statistical Power
Within-subjects (Time) Somatic Symptoms 12847.95 2 6423.975 201.636 <0.001 0.841 1
Be“’"(eg?(;j:;”ec‘s Somatic Symptoms ~ 20046.675 1  20046.675 83416 <0.001 0.687 1
T'Ime @l Somatic Symptoms 1134875 2 5674375 178108 <0.001 0.824 1
nteraction
Within-subjects (Time) RESEUD Eilelieln 867.65 2 433825 4525 <0.001 0544 1
regulation strategies
ORI e 4862217 2 2431108 108877 <0.001  0.741 1
regulation strategies
EEEEn e s b sectieton 13504.408 1 13504408 109.149 <0.001  0.742 1
(Group) regulation strategies
Positive emotion 3990533 1 3990533 18.879 <0.001 0332 0.988

regulation strategies
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Source of Variation Dependent Variable SS DF MS F p Effect Size  Statistical Power
VL % E 61y e aeelion 1601.7117 2 845858  88.227  <0.001 0.699 1
Interaction regulation strategies
POSIYE G 1544117 2 772058 34577 <0.001  0.476 1
regulation strategies
Within-subjects (Time) self-care self-efficacy 803.217 2 401.608 6.477  <0.003 0.146 0.895
Be“’"(eép(;z‘r‘gjeas self-care self-efficacy ~ 11388.008 1 11388008 47.936 <0.001 0558 1
VG Sy self-care self-efficacy ~ 2536217 2 1268108 20451  <0.001 0.35 1
nteraction

Table2. Bonferroni Test Results for Pairwise Comparisons of Pre-Test, Post-Test, and Follow-Up Scores in the Experimental Group

Variable Comparison

Post-test — Pre-test

Somatic symptoms

Negative emotion regulation

Positive emotion regulation

Self-care self-efficacy

Follow-up — Pre-test
Follow-up — Post-test
Pre-test — Follow-up

Post-test — Pre-test

Follow-up — Pre-test
Follow-up — Post-test

Pre-test — Follow-up
Post-test — Pre-test
Follow-up — Pre-test
Follow-up — Post-test

Pre-test — Follow-up
Post-test — Pre-test
Follow-up — Pre-test

Follow-up — Post-test
Pre-test — Follow-up

Based on the data in Table 4 and Table 2, significant
differences were observed between pre-test and post-
test scores (intervention effect), pre-test and follow-
up scores (time effect), and post-test and follow-up
scores (intervention stability) across somatic
symptom disorder scores (p < 0.001). In other words,
the scores for somatic symptoms in the experimental
group did not remain unchanged between pre-test and
follow-up, indicating sustained improvement as a
result of the intervention.

Mean Difference SD P
23.175 1.46 <0.001
20.475 1.51 <0.001

2.7 0.559 <0.001
-23.17 1.46 <0.001
6.25 0.748 <0.001
4.92 0.82 <0.001
-1.32 0.454 <0.018
-6.25 0.748 <0.001
11.9 1.2 <0.001
14.67 1.27 <0.001
2.77 0.524 <0.001
-11.9 1.2 <0.001
6.075 2.05 <0.016
4.6 2.18 <0.025
1.47 0.559 <0.036
-6.075 2.05 <0.016
Conclusion

The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness
of compassion-focused therapy (CFT) on cognitive
emotion regulation and self-care self-efficacy among
students exhibiting symptoms of somatic symptom
disorder. The findings indicated that CFT
significantly increased positive emotion regulation
strategies and reduced negative ones, aligning with
the results of Elahimehr et al. (2024), Parandin
(2024), and lzadi et al. (2025). This outcome can be
attributed to CFT’s emphasis on self-acceptance,
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mindfulness, self-kindness, and compassionate
practices such as guided imagery and compassionate
letter writing, which facilitate emotion regulation by
reducing rumination and cognitive distortions, while
increasing motivation to employ adaptive strategies.
Additionally, by regulating emotional and hormonal
systems, this approach enhances individuals’
biological and psychological readiness to cope with
challenges.

Moreover, the results showed that CFT improved
self-care self-efficacy, consistent with the findings of
Nouri Neystanak et al. (2024) and Schati & Malouf
(2025). This effect may be explained by the therapy’s
capacity to increase acceptance, teach skills such as
wisdom, warmth, and responsibility, and promote
techniques including mindfulness and present-
moment awareness. These processes strengthen
individuals’ abilities to reduce stress, enjoy life,
resolve problems effectively, and take greater
responsibility in facing adversity. By reducing self-
blame and fostering flexibility, CFT enhances
personal adaptation to challenging situations.
Finally, the findings demonstrated that CFT led to a
reduction in somatic symptom disorder symptoms, in
line with studies by Amiri et al. (2023), Aghaei et al.
(2023), and Aghili et al. (2023). CFT appears to
alleviate anxiety and excessive health-related
concerns by fostering a compassionate mindset,
encouraging acceptance of difficulties, and
strengthening empathy, which in turn promotes
responsible self-care behaviors. Limitations of this
research include its sample restriction to female high
school students in the second cycle, use of lengthy
self-report questionnaires, and reliance on subjective
measures. Based on these results, it is recommended
that cognitive emotion regulation training programs
and the application of CFT be implemented in
schools, psychological clinics, and across different
age groups and educational levels.
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1. Compassion-Focused Therapy
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2, Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ)

92

O oS 50 9 o) Tk (I

L OssT m = 05037 Sl bl (bl s jol- ey 2ss
A5l VE PV F P L s &85 dalegs (6,80 0593 5ol 05 5
SALEA P WL IS R £33 dowgte Ol g5 sl gk opl danele
uu,;,i45}**;).\5;};‘@Wﬁ)&sdwlduaw@)uf;ﬁ\\°~\‘
05,5) ol 8 5 iwleiT slaog 8 53 B3las oy puots & Ln g L T
3 Sy e A8 8 (sl N0 oS 05 8 5 10 T
5 0k, ¥ cpd o) 9 &l s Ol s A Ol (‘ﬂ Sl gz d
Ls OBzl glad g dalad Oy goas WIS F Oliw o a5l e
Asls Gl Kaags spbm 53 Gl e Il sl 4
3y e Slamar @ 30Me Bt gyl O30T 215 5185 OA Ols 1 aepes
4 3559 LS (ails 5 Kiagy oy asis alas ol
ST Cils) hass 55,5 LS Mo L sl BT tags
Gl e (e Pl glaalis bl Sl sl
Ji,:@,;ﬁ,w,(Mr)ol,&@,o,;\l@'wvzwthﬁ
oA Sy ol aw (b (S 0y glag,ls S8L)s pde
IS planil e 5 () pude (ot w53 1 i R8I e
3324 iz 5 Dleps T3 b 2S5 55 o5 (s
le oo aile pus LT SleMbl &7 Ui 0305 Oliabsl 05 &

S CS

Lug Yo Jl s elde ol (PSQ) (Glows idle JWis-1 wlio
e sl (50l DL ot gl 0L 5 oS
Sl 1 asl e 4 S YA glls el ol sl ol il Slasr
oS kSl Gl 0 O SI plie 53 &S Sl Hlay i Jule &S5
Ol s 4als 5355 o (5518 000 (O SLasl L) 5 s b () jlael )
s oloy 015 rasn ol el VB LYy b ol Sas
~/vL;Vg\,'CLgJ;L;wT%,;,M;&\w\ww,wg‘&_\
Oan 565k Lo 5 0121 53 i anlin ) s gi 518

ui‘ ‘;W} SosP 9 U.:b::r.ﬁ @‘}J} ol ol GL:)L\:;‘ (Y'Y\)

I, Psychosomatic Symptoms Questionnaire
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I Self-care Self-efficacy Questionnaire
2. Health Behavior Scale
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