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Background: Childhood traumatic events are a major public health concern and, as evidenced by
research findings, are the root cause of many psychological problems, such as depression and body
dysmorphic disorder (BDD). A review of the existing literature indicates that various treatments have
been examined for individuals with childhood trauma experiences. However, no study has yet
compared the effectiveness of Internal Family Systems Therapy (IFS) and Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy (MBCT).

Aims: The purpose of this study was to compare the effectiveness of Internal Family Systems
Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy on symptoms of depression and body
dysmorphic disorder in women with childhood trauma experiences.

Methods: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, a control group,
and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population included all women with childhood trauma
experiences who referred to counseling centers in Lahijan city in 2023. Using convenience sampling,
60 individuals were selected and assigned to two experimental groups and one control group (20
participants in each group). The research instruments included the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck,
1996), the Body Dysmorphic Disorder Questionnaire (Phillips et al., 1997), and the Childhood
Trauma Questionnaire (Bernstein et al., 2003). Data were analyzed using SPSS software (version 25)
and repeated-measures analysis of variance.

Results: The findings revealed that both interventions were effective in reducing symptoms of
depression and body dysmorphic disorder, with the therapeutic effects remaining stable during the
follow-up phase (P< 0.001). Additionally, the results indicated that Internal Family Systems Therapy
was more effective in alleviating symptoms of depression (P< 0.001). However, no significant
difference was observed between Internal Family Systems Therapy and Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy in their effectiveness on symptoms of body dysmorphic disorder (P< 0.001).
Conclusion: Based on the findings, Internal Family Systems Therapy and Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy can be considered effective treatments for improving symptoms of depression and
body dysmorphic disorder in individuals with childhood trauma experiences.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Childhood trauma, encompassing experiences of
abuse, neglect, or adverse family environments,
represents a critical risk factor for the development of
psychological disorders in adulthood (Bohus et al.,
2020). Research indicates that childhood trauma
disrupts emotional regulation, self-concept, and
cognitive processing, leading to long-term mental
health challenges such as depression and body
dysmorphic disorder (BDD). These conditions often
co-occur, as individuals with unresolved childhood
trauma may develop distorted perceptions of
themselves and their worth, manifesting in pervasive
feelings of sadness and obsession with perceived
physical flaws (Chen et al., 2023). The debilitating
impact of such disorders necessitates the
development and evaluation of effective therapeutic
approaches tailored to the unique needs of this
population.

Depression is one of the most common consequences
of adverse childhood experiences, characterized by
persistent low mood, feelings of hopelessness, and
diminished interest in daily activities (Fried et al.,
2022). For women with childhood trauma, the
internalization of negative self-beliefs and a
heightened sensitivity to rejection exacerbate
depressive symptoms, creating a vicious cycle that
impedes recovery. In parallel, BDD, marked by an
intense preoccupation with minor or imagined defects
in physical appearance, is a significant concern (Janes
et al., 2022). This disorder often stems from early
experiences of neglect or criticism, undermining self-
esteem and contributing to severe emotional distress
and functional impairment. Addressing these
interconnected issues requires interventions that not
only alleviate symptoms but also target the
underlying mechanisms shaped by traumatic
experiences (Ross et al., 2023).

Among the diverse therapeutic modalities available,
two approaches have gained prominence in
addressing trauma-related psychopathology: Internal
Family Systems Therapy (IFS) and Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). IFS, rooted in
systemic and psychodynamic theories, focuses on
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identifying and  harmonizing the  various
subpersonalities or “parts” within an individual,
especially those shaped by early trauma (Spinazzola
etal., 2021). This approach emphasizes fostering self-
compassion and healing emotional wounds by
engaging with vulnerable or protector parts of the
psyche. Studies have demonstrated the effectiveness
of IFS in reducing trauma symptoms and improving
emotional resilience. However, its comparative
efficacy in treating depression and BDD, particularly
in populations with childhood trauma, remains
underexplored (Tseng et al., 2023).

On the other hand, MBCT integrates the principles of
cognitive therapy and mindfulness practices to help
individuals disengage from maladaptive thought
patterns and cultivate a non-judgmental awareness of
the present moment. By interrupting the cycle of
negative thinking and increasing psychological
flexibility, MBCT has shown significant benefits for
preventing the relapse of depression and reducing
emotional reactivity (Watters et al., 2023). Although
the impact of MBCT on trauma-related disorders has
been documented, its specific role in addressing BDD
in trauma survivors requires further empirical
investigation.

Despite the growing evidence supporting the
individual effectiveness of IFS and MBCT, few
studies have sought to directly compare these two
modalities. Such a comparison is crucial, as it can
guide clinicians in selecting the most appropriate
intervention for individuals with comorbid symptoms
of depression and BDD (Wrobel et al., 2023). Given
that IFS and MBCT target different psychological
processes—IFS focusing on resolving internal
conflicts and MBCT on enhancing present-moment
awareness—understanding their relative strengths
and limitations can provide valuable insights into
their therapeutic potential (Watters et al., 2023).
This study aims to fill this gap by comparing the
effectiveness of IFS and MBCT on depression and
BDD symptoms in women with childhood trauma
experiences. By adopting a rigorous quasi-
experimental design and employing validated
assessment tools, this research seeks to identify which
approach offers greater symptom relief and sustained
improvement. The findings will contribute to the
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growing body of literature on trauma-focused
interventions and inform evidence-based practices for
this vulnerable population.

Method

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with a pretest-posttest format, including a
control group and a two-month follow-up. The
statistical population comprised all women with
childhood trauma experiences who sought counseling
services in Lahijan in 2023. Using Cohen's formula,
the sample size was estimated at 20 participants per
group. A total of 60 women scoring above 70 on the
Childhood Trauma Questionnaire were selected via
convenience sampling and randomly assigned to two
experimental groups and one control group (each
consisting of 20 participants). Inclusion criteria
included willingness to participate and completion of
an informed consent form, an age range of 20-50
years, absence of acute mental disorders as assessed
through a clinical interview by a psychologist, no
medication use or substance addiction (verified
through an initial interview and self-report), and a
minimum education level of middle school.
Exclusion criteria encompassed lack of cooperation
during the study, missing more than two sessions, or
simultaneous participation in other psychological
interventions.

Results

Demographic analysis revealed that the mean and
standard deviation of participants' ages in the
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT)
group were 36.65 + 3.37 years, in the Internal Family
Systems (IFS) group were 35.59 + 3.81 years, and in
the control group were 37.34 + 3.23 years. Regarding
education levels, in the MBCT group, 2 participants
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had middle school education, 4 had high school
diplomas, 5 had associate degrees, and 5 had
bachelor’s degrees. In the IFS group, 3 participants
had middle school education, 2 had high school
diplomas, 4 had associate degrees, and 7 had
bachelor’s degrees. In the control group, 2
participants had middle school education, 5 had high
school diplomas, 3 had associate degrees, and 6 had
bachelor’s degrees. Regarding marital status, in the
MBCT group, 3 participants were single, 12 were
married, and 1 was divorced, while in the control
group, 3 participants were single and 13 were
married.

Significant differences were observed in the pretest,
posttest, and follow-up scores for depressive
symptoms and body dysmorphic disorder (BDD)
across the study groups. Repeated measures ANOVA
was conducted to test the research hypotheses, with
preliminary assumptions such as normal distribution,
homogeneity of variances, and sphericity assessed.
The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed normal distribution,
while Levene's test verified variance homogeneity
(p> 0.05). Mauchly's test for sphericity also yielded
significant results for depressive symptoms and
BDD, confirming the assumption of equal covariance
matrices (p> 0.05).

Multivariate analysis using Wilks' Lambda indicated
significant effects for both BDD and depressive
symptoms (F= 1313.24, p< 0.001), with a substantial
portion of the variance explained. These findings
suggested at least one between-group or within-group
effect was significant.

Mauchly’s test of sphericity further confirmed the
assumption of equal covariance for depressive
symptoms (X2= 0.886, p= 0.219) and BDD
(X2=0.815, p=0.601), validating the reliability of the
repeated measures analysis.

Table 1. Results of repeated measures analysis of variance test on depressive symptoms and body dysmorphic disorder

Variables Effect Source SS df MS F Sig Eta
_ Whithin ) Time 118.264 1.14 109.55 170.06 0.001 0.791
depressive symptoms Time *Group  783.903 2.28  343.200 58.05 0.001 0.721
Between Group 1411.34 2 705.67 21.83 0.001  0.492
o Whithin ) Time 573.014 1.22 468.98 14571  0.001  0.746
body dysmorphic disorder Time * Group  228.028 2.44 93.28 28.99 0.001  0.563
Between Group 448.34 2 224.17 2.27 0.001  0.269

The mean change in depressive symptoms across
pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages was 79.1%,

which was statistically significant. Additionally, the
interaction effect of time and group was significant
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(p< 0.001), indicating that the trend of mean
depressive symptoms differed across the three
groups. A significant between-subjects effect was
also found for BDD (p< 0.001), with 26.9% of the

variance attributed to group differences. For BDD,
the mean change across the three stages was 76.4%,
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which was also statistically significant (p < 0.001).
The interaction effect of time and group for BDD was
similarly significant (p < 0.001), confirming
differences in the trend of mean scores across the
groups.

Table 2. Results of the post-test to compare the means of depressive symptoms and body dysmorphic disorder

IFS MBCT Mean Difference Std P

_ IFS MBCT 0.625 2.19 1
Depressive symptoms Control -7.37 2.19  0.005
MBCT  Control -8.00 219  0.002
o IFS MBCT 1.16 1.06 0.834
Body dysmorphic disorder Control -3.02 1.06 0.02
MBCT Control -4.18 1.06 0.001

A significant difference was observed between the
IFS and MBCT groups in reducing depressive
symptoms. Furthermore, both experimental groups
significantly outperformed the control group in
reducing depressive symptoms (p < 0.001),
demonstrating the effectiveness of both interventions.
However, no significant difference was found
between IFS and MBCT in improving BDD. Both
interventions were significantly effective in reducing
BDD symptoms compared to the control group.

Conclusion

The aim of the present study was to compare the
effectiveness of Internal Family Systems (IFS)
therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy
(MBCT) on depressive symptoms and body
dysmorphic concerns in women with a history of
childhood trauma. One of the findings of the study
revealed that there was a significant difference in the
effectiveness of IFS therapy and MBCT on
depressive symptoms in women with childhood
trauma experiences. The results indicated that IFS
therapy demonstrated greater effectiveness compared
to MBCT in alleviating depressive symptoms.
Another finding of this study showed that the mean
scores of body dysmorphic concerns significantly
differed among the two experimental groups (IFS
therapy and MBCT) and the control group. According
to the results, there was no significant difference
between the effectiveness of IFS therapy and MBCT
on body dysmorphic concerns. However, both
treatments demonstrated significant effectiveness in
reducing body dysmorphic concerns in the
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experimental groups compared to the control group.
The findings regarding the effectiveness of MBCT on
body image concerns align with the results of Shariati
et al. (2022) and Sertipi-Yarahmadi et al. (2022).

In explaining this finding, it can be stated that MBCT
helped women with childhood trauma experiences
become aware of any perceived anxiety or stress
present in their minds and bodies and allowed them
to simply be with these sensations. This means that
rather than analyzing, suppressing, or exacerbating
their thoughts, feelings, or perceived stress related to
their body image, they were encouraged to coexist
with these experiences. Although this process might
initially seem intimidating, over time, they realized
that by permitting themselves to acknowledge and
feel these concerns, discomforts, painful memories,
and other challenging thoughts and emotions, they
were aiding themselves in coping with these issues.
Instead of expending energy fighting or fleeing from
such feelings and thoughts, being present with "what
is happening" provided an opportunity to become
aware of what drives their worries. When the root
cause of anxiety and concerns is uncovered, a sense
of liberation emerges.

Essentially, this process involves learning to trust and
coexist with distressing emotions while accepting
them, rather than fleeing from or analyzing them.
Additionally,  mindfulness techniques taught
participants to adopt a more conscious,
nonjudgmental, and accepting approach to stress-
inducing problems.
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