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Background: Social anxiety disorder in female-headed households is often accompanied by excessive worry
and chronic self-criticism, significantly impairing daily functioning. Although compassion-focused therapy
(CFT) has demonstrated efficacy in treating anxiety disorders, its specific effects on worry and self-criticism in
this vulnerable population—factors clearly linked to the persistence of social anxiety—remain unexplored.
Aims: This study aimed to examine the efficacy of CFT in reducing worry and self-criticism among female-
headed households with social anxiety disorder.

Methods: The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group and a two-
month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of all female-headed households receiving support from
the Welfare Organization of Andimeshk County. The sample included 30 women selected through purposive
sampling based on inclusion/exclusion criteria and randomly assigned to either the experimental or control
group. The experimental group received eight 60-minute sessions of CFT (Saeedi & Khalatbari, 2020), while
the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Social Anxiety Questionnaire (Connor
et al., 2000), Penn State Worry Questionnaire (Meyer & Miller, 1990), and Self-Criticism Scale (Gilbert et al.,
2007). Data analysis was performed using SPSS-27, employing mixed-design repeated-measures ANOVA.
Results: The findings indicated that CFT significantly reduced worry and self-criticism in female-headed
households with social anxiety disorder (p < .01). The therapeutic effects were maintained at the two-month
follow-up.

Conclusion: Compassion-focused therapy can serve as an effective intervention for reducing worry and self-
criticism in female-headed households with social anxiety disorder. Given the sustained effects observed after
the follow-up period, CFT is recommended as a stable and impactful treatment in counseling centers and
psychotherapy clinics for this vulnerable group.
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Introduction

Social anxiety disorder represents a complex and
debilitating mental health condition characterized by
intense fear of negative evaluation in social
situations, avoidance of interpersonal interactions,
and significant impairment in daily functioning
(Garrett et al., 2025). Recent epidemiological studies
estimate that approximately 7% of the global
population meets diagnostic criteria for this disorder
at any given time, with prevalence rates being
particularly elevated among vulnerable populations
facing socioeconomic adversity. Female-headed
households emerge as a particularly high-risk group,
experiencing social anxiety symptoms at nearly twice
the rate observed in the general population. This
increased vulnerability stems from the intersection of
multiple risk factors, including chronic financial
stress, social isolation, caregiving burdens, and
gender-specific socialization patterns that emphasize
relational responsibility (Lucre & Clapton, 2021).
The clinical presentation of social anxiety in female-
headed households often includes particularly severe
manifestations of worry and self-criticism. These
cognitive-affective processes create a mutually
reinforcing cycle where excessive worry about social
judgment fuels harsh self-evaluation, which in turn
intensifies social avoidance and reinforces negative
self-beliefs. Worry in this population typically centers
on fears of being perceived as inadequate caregivers
or providers, while self-criticism frequently focuses
on perceived failures in meeting societal expectations
of motherhood and household management (Kotera et
al.,, 2024). This symptom constellation not only
maintains the core social anxiety pathology but also
significantly impairs these women's ability to engage
in essential activities such as seeking employment,
accessing social services, or participating in
community support networks.

Compassion-focused therapy offers a theoretically
sophisticated and clinically promising approach to
addressing these interconnected challenges (Neff,
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2023). Grounded in evolutionary psychology and
affective neuroscience, this therapeutic model
specifically targets the shame and self-criticism that
serve as core maintaining factors in social anxiety
disorders (Cowles et al., 2020). The therapy works
through multiple mechanisms, including the
cultivation of self-compassion to counteract harsh
self-judgment, the development of emotional
regulation skills to manage anxiety symptoms, and
the strengthening of the soothing system to balance
overactive threat responses. While compassion-based
interventions have shown efficacy across various
anxiety disorders, their application to social anxiety
in female-headed households remains largely
unexplored, representing a significant gap in both
research and clinical practice (Millard & Wittkowski,
2023).

The current investigation seeks to advance our
understanding in several important ways. First, it
focuses on a severely underserved population that
faces unique psychosocial challenges yet remains
underrepresented in mental health research. Second,
it examines the simultaneous impact of treatment on
both cognitive (worry) and affective (self-criticism)
dimensions of social anxiety, providing a more
comprehensive understanding of therapeutic change
processes. Third, the study incorporates a rigorous
methodological design with extended follow-up to
assess both immediate and sustained treatment
effects. These aspects are particularly crucial given
that short-term symptom reduction may not
adequately address the chronic, ingrained patterns of
self-criticism and social avoidance characteristic of
this population.

The theoretical foundations of this research integrate
several complementary models. The social
mentalities theory provides a framework for
understanding how early attachment experiences and
current social contexts shape self-critical thinking
patterns. The cognitive model of social anxiety
explains the role of worry in maintaining social fears
through negative anticipatory processing and post-
event rumination. The three systems model of
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emotion regulation informs the specific compassion
cultivation techniques used to rebalance threat, drive,
and soothing systems. Together, these theoretical
perspectives offer a nuanced understanding of how
compassion-focused therapy can disrupt the
maladaptive cycles maintaining social anxiety in
female-headed households.

This study emerges at a critical juncture in mental
health services development, as global awareness
grows regarding the need for culturally sensitive,
accessible interventions for marginalized
populations. The findings have potential to inform
both clinical practice and social policy by
demonstrating the wvalue of compassion-based
approaches in  resource-constrained  settings.
Furthermore, the research contributes to ongoing
theoretical discussions about the mechanisms of
change in anxiety treatments, particularly regarding
the interplay between cognitive and affective
processes in therapeutic recovery. By focusing on a
population that faces multiple forms of structural
disadvantage, the study also addresses important
questions about mental health equity and the
adaptation of evidence-based treatments for diverse
socioeconomic contexts.

Method

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with pretest-posttest measures and a two-
month follow-up, including a control group. The
statistical population consisted of all female-headed
households receiving support from the Welfare
Organization of Andimeshk County. The research
sample comprised 30 female-headed households
under the coverage of Andimeshk Welfare
Organization, who were selected through purposive
sampling based on inclusion and exclusion criteria
and then randomly assigned to either the experimental
or control group.

The sampling process was conducted as follows:
After obtaining necessary permissions from
Andimeshk Welfare Organization and observing
ethical considerations, the research objectives were
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explained in coordination with welfare officials.
From 100 potential participants' records, those who
met the inclusion criteria were selected, including:
willingness to participate in the study, scoring above
average on the Social Anxiety Questionnaire,
completing all questionnaires, having at least middle
school education, and not having substance or alcohol
addiction (verified through self-report). Exclusion
criteria included: missing more than two therapy
sessions, incomplete questionnaire responses, and
withdrawal of consent to continue participation. From
this pool, 30 eligible individuals were selected as the
final sample.

The collected data from pretest, posttest, and follow-
up stages were analyzed using descriptive statistics
(mean and standard deviation) and inferential
statistics (repeated measures ANOVA). All analyses
were performed using appropriate statistical methods
to examine the effectiveness of the intervention.

Results

The study participants comprised 30 female-headed
households receiving support from the Welfare
Organization of Andimeshk County, who were
selected through purposive sampling based on
predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria and
then randomly assigned to either the experimental or
control group. The experimental group consisted of
15 participants with a mean age of 37.55 years (SD =
4.12), while the control group included 15
participants with a mean age of 35.18 years (SD =
3.68).

In terms of educational background, the experimental
group included 5 participants with less than high
school education, 4 high school graduates, 5
individuals with bachelor's degrees, and 1 participant
with a master's degree. The control group showed a
comparable educational distribution with 4
participants having less than high school education, 6
high school graduates, 4 bachelor's degree holders,
and 1 master's degree holder.

All participants were diagnosed with social anxiety
disorder and shared similar socioeconomic
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backgrounds as beneficiaries of the Andimeshk
County Welfare Organization. The two groups
demonstrated homogeneity in both age distribution
and educational attainment, with no significant
differences in these demographic variables. This
balanced distribution of baseline characteristics
between the groups enhances the validity of
subsequent comparisons and strengthens the
reliability of the study findings regarding the
intervention's  effectiveness. The comparable
demographic profiles ensure that any observed
differences in outcomes can be more confidently
attributed to the experimental intervention rather than
pre-existing group disparities.

To ensure compliance with the assumptions of
repeated measures ANOVA, preliminary analyses
were conducted. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
confirmed normal distribution of data for both
outcome variables: worry scores (F = 0.741, p =
0.363) and social adjustment (F = 0.520, p = 0.397).
Levene's test demonstrated homogeneity of
variances, with non-significant results for worry (Z =
2.357, p=0.103) and social adjustment (Z = 1.921, p
= 0.158). Mauchly's test of sphericity indicated no
violations of the covariance matrix assumption for
worry (W =0.876, p = 0.148) or social adjustment (W
=0.877, p=0.150) at the 0.05 significance level.
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These findings collectively verify that all necessary
assumptions for repeated measures ANOVA -
including normality, homogeneity of variances, and
sphericity - were satisfactorily met in the current
study. Consequently, no epsilon corrections
(Greenhouse-Geisser, Huynh-Feldt, or lower-bound
adjustments) were required for the analysis. The
fulfillment of these statistical prerequisites ensures
the robustness and validity of the repeated measures
ANOVA results reported in this investigation.
According to Table 1, all four relevant multivariate
statistics (Pillai's trace, Wilks' lambda, Hotelling's
trace, and Roy's largest root) were found to be
statistically significant. In other words, the
compassion-focused therapy intervention was
effective for at least one of the dependent variables
(worry  or  self-criticism)  across  different
measurement time points in the experimental group.
To determine which specific dependent variables
were significantly affected by the intervention,
within-group ANOVA tests were conducted (p <
0.01). The effect size was calculated to be 0.48,
indicating a large practical significance of the
intervention. The statistical power reached 1.00,
demonstrating that the study had excellent power to
detect significant effects.

Table 1. Results of the repeated-measures multivariate ANOVA test of time effects on dependent variables

Source Statistics Value F df df Sig Effect size
Pillai's trace 0.96 13.45 8 116 0.001 0.48
Time Wilks' lambda 0.057 45.20 8 114 0.001 0.76
Hotelling's trace 16.06 112.42 8 112 0.001 0.88
Roy's largest root 16.03 232.57 4 58 0.001 0.94

As shown in Table 2, significant differences were
observed between pre-test and post-test scores for the
worry variable (p < 0.01), indicating that compassion-
focused therapy was effective in reducing worry.
Furthermore, the significant difference between pre-
test and follow-up measurements for worry (p < 0.01)
confirms the sustained therapeutic effects of the
intervention over time. Similarly, significant
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improvements were found in self-criticism between
pre-test and post-test assessments (p < 0.01),
establishing the intervention's effectiveness in
reducing self-critical tendencies. The maintenance of
these gains at follow-up (p < 0.01) further
demonstrates the durability of treatment effects on
self-criticism.
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These consistent findings across both outcome
measures and time points provide robust empirical
support for all research hypotheses. The results
collectively indicate that compassion-focused therapy
not only produces immediate therapeutic benefits for
female-headed households experiencing social
anxiety but also maintains these positive outcomes
over a two-month period. The intervention's dual
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impact on both worry (a cognitive symptom) and self-
criticism (an affective symptom) highlights its
comprehensive therapeutic value for this population.
The large effect size (0.48) and perfect statistical
power (1.00) further strengthen confidence in these
findings, suggesting a very low probability of Type Il
error in detecting the intervention's effects.

Table 2. Pairwise comparison of mindfulness-based cognitive behavioral therapy assessment group stages in variables

Variable Stage Mean differences Sig
Pretest — Posttest 11.25 0.001
Worry Pretest — Follow up 10.25 0.001
Posttest - Follow up -1.01 0.842
Pretest — Posttest 18.65 0.001
Self-deprecation Pretest — Follow up 18.65 0.001
Posttest - Follow up 0.01 0.791

Conclusion

This study provides compelling evidence for the
effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy (CFT)
in addressing the complex psychological needs of
female-headed households with social anxiety
disorder. The significant reductions observed in both
worry and self-criticism, along with the maintenance
of these gains at the two-month follow-up,
demonstrate that CFT offers a comprehensive and
durable intervention for this vulnerable population.
These findings are particularly noteworthy given the
chronic and treatment-resistant nature of social
anxiety symptoms in this group, who face
compounded stressors including economic hardship
and social isolation. The results suggest that by
simultaneously targeting cognitive patterns of worry
and affective patterns of self-criticism, CFT addresses
the core maintaining factors of social anxiety in a way
that more traditional cognitive-behavioral approaches
may not.

The clinical implications of these findings are far-
reaching for mental health practitioners working with
underserved populations. The structured yet flexible
nature of the 8-session CFT protocol makes it
particularly  suitable for implementation in
community mental health centers and social service
agencies that serve female-headed households. The

intervention's focus on cultivating self-compassion
and emotional regulation skills aligns well with the
real-world challenges these women face in managing
household responsibilities while coping with social
anxiety. Mental health professionals should consider
incorporating CFT techniques into their work with
this population, particularly when addressing the
shame and self-stigma that often accompany
socioeconomic disadvantage. The durability of
treatment effects also suggests that CFT may help
prevent symptom relapse, which is especially
valuable for individuals with limited access to
ongoing mental health support.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes
to our understanding of the mechanisms through
which compassion-based interventions alleviate
social anxiety symptoms. The parallel improvements
in worry and self-criticism support the hypothesis that
CFT works by modifying maladaptive self-evaluative
processes that underlie both cognitive and affective
dimensions of social anxiety. Future research should
explore the specific neural and psychological changes
associated with CFT in this population, including
potential shifts in self-referential processing and
emotional regulation capacity. Qualitative studies
could provide deeper insight into how participants
experience and integrate self-compassion practices
into their daily lives, particularly in challenging social
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situations. Additionally, research comparing CFT to
other active treatments would help clarify its relative
advantages for different symptom profiles and
cultural contexts.

These findings have important societal implications
beyond their clinical applications. The demonstrated
efficacy of CFT for female-headed households
highlights the need for policy initiatives that integrate
evidence-based mental health interventions into
social support programs for vulnerable populations.
Given the bidirectional relationship between mental
health and economic stability, addressing social
anxiety in this group may have ripple effects on their
ability to seek employment, access services, and
engage in community support networks. Future
implementation research should examine strategies
for scaling up CFT delivery through community
health workers and peer support models to increase
accessibility. This study represents an important step
toward mental health equity, showing that with
appropriate adaptation, evidence-based treatments
can effectively address the unique needs of
marginalized populations facing multiple forms of
disadvantage.
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