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Abstract

Background and Objectives: Social anxiety in adolescence is associated with problems,
such as poor academic performance, feelings of inadequacy, and increased negative
thoughts, which, if persistent, may lead to hopelessness and helplessness. This study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of positive psychotherapy and emotion-focused
therapy on hopelessness and self-criticism among adolescent girls with social anxiety
symptoms.

Materials and Methods: This study employed a three-group quasi-experimental design
with pretest-posttest and a two-month follow-up, including experimental and control
groups. The statistical population consisted of female junior high school adolescents
with symptoms of social anxiety disorder who were referred to the counseling centers
of the Education Department of Kashan, Iran, during January and March 2025. Using
purposive sampling, 45 adolescent girls were selected and randomly assigned to two
experimental groups and one control group (15 participants in each). The research
instruments were the Levels of Self-Criticism Scale (Thompson & Zuroff, 2004) and the
Beck Hopelessness Scale (Beck, 1974). The first experimental group received emotion-
focused therapy in eight 90-minute sessions, whereas the second experimental group
received positive psychotherapy in ten 75-minute weekly sessions. Data were analyzed
using repeated-measures analysis of variance.

Results: The findings showed that both interventions were effective in reducing
hopelessness and self-criticism in adolescent girls with social anxiety, and the effects of
the interventions were sustained over time (P<0.001). The findings also showed that
emotion-focused therapy was more effective in reducing hopelessness (P<0.001).
However, no difference was observed between the two interventions in reducing self-
criticism.

Conclusion: These findings can assist therapists working with adolescents with social
anxiety in making informed treatment decisions. In this regard, assessing the level of
hopelessness provides a practical clinical guide for choosing an appropriate treatment.

Keywords: Emotion-focused therapy, Hope, Positive psychology, Self-criticism, Social
anxiety
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Adolescence is a transitional period from childhood
to adulthood, during which significant physical and
psychological changes occur. When adolescents fail
to successfully overcome developmental crises and
conflicts, substantial problems emerge in the normal
course of daily life and in their emotional, social, and
cognitive dimensions. One of the most common
disorders during this period is social anxiety
disorder, characterized by a persistent fear of
negative evaluation by others, avoidance of social
situations, and feelings of inadequacy. If left
unaddressed, these symptoms may progress toward
hopelessness. Hopelessness is defined as a
motivational-cognitive state in which an individual
believes that no solutions exist for their problems
and that desired goals are unattainable.
Hopelessness plays a key role in the persistence of
anxiety disorders and increases the risk of suicide
among adolescents. In contrast, self-criticism,
defined as an individual's stable tendency toward
negative self-evaluation, a focus on shortcomings,
and  persistent  dissatisfaction  with  one's
performance, is one of the most important variables
associated with social anxiety. Self-critical
adolescents typically set unrealistic standards for
themselves and, when these standards are not met,
experience feelings of shame, inadequacy, and
rejection. Given the prevalence of social anxiety in
adolescence and its consequences, such as
hopelessness and self-criticism, numerous
interventions have been developed. A review of the
literature indicates that existing studies have
primarily compared third-wave approaches (positive
psychotherapy and emotion-focused therapy) with
control groups or cognitive-behavioral therapy;
however, no direct comparison between these two
approaches has been conducted among lIranian
adolescents.  Furthermore, the variables of
hopelessness and self-criticism, despite their key
role in the persistence of the disorder, have not been
simultaneously examined. Therefore, the innovation
of the present study lies in being the first in Iran to
compare the effectiveness of emotion-focused
therapy and positive psychotherapy on hopelessness
and self-criticism among adolescent girls with social
anxiety symptoms.

Materials and Methods

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-
posttest design with a two-month follow-up and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of
female junior high school adolescents with social anxiety
symptoms who were referred to the Counseling
Development Centers of the Education Department of
Kashan, Iran, during January and March 2025. Using
purposive sampling, 45 adolescents were selected and
randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one
control group (15 participants per group). The research
instruments included the Levels of Self-Criticism Scale

(Thompson & Zuroff, 2004) and the Beck Hopelessness
Scale (Beck, 1974). The first experimental group received
emotion-focused therapy in eight 90-minute sessions,
while the second experimental group received positive
psychotherapy in ten 75-minute weekly sessions. Data
were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of
variance and Bonferroni post hoc test in SPSS (version
27).

Results

The findings indicated that although the mean scores
of hopelessness and self-criticism in  both
experimental groups decreased from pretest to
posttest, no significant change was observed in the
control group before and after the therapeutic
intervention. It was also found that both positive
psychotherapy and emotion-focused therapy were
effective in reducing the total scores of hopelessness
and self-criticism. Furthermore, between-group
comparisons showed no significant differences
between the two intervention groups at posttest and
follow-up for self-criticism. However, regarding
hopelessness, emotion-focused therapy
demonstrated greater effectiveness than positive
psychotherapy.

Discussion

The findings of this study showed that emotion-
focused therapy was more effective than positive
psychotherapy in reducing hopelessness among
adolescent girls with social anxiety. This finding can be
explained by the fact that the core of emotion-focused
therapy lies in identifying, expressing, and
reprocessing maladaptive core emotions, such as
shame, fear, and helplessness. Hopelessness in
adolescents with social anxiety primarily stems from
the belief in being unable to change one's situation
and a lack of access to supportive resources. Emotion-
focused therapy, using techniques, such as the empty
chair and bodily focus, helps clients experience
suppressed emotions and find new meaning for them.
This process of "corrective emotional experience"
directly targets learned helplessness, which is the core
of hopelessness. In contrast, although positive
psychotherapy influences hopelessness by cultivating
positive emotions, hope, and optimism, it may not be
as capable as emotion-focused therapy in directly
confronting and reprocessing deep-rooted negative
emotions. This is because positive psychotherapy
emphasizes shifting attentional focus from negative to
positive rather than reconstructing maladaptive
emotional patterns. Regarding self-criticism, the
findings revealed no significant difference between
the effectiveness of the two treatments. This finding
can be explained by the fact that both approaches
operate through different pathways that lead to the
same outcome. Emotion-focused therapy works by
enhancing self-compassion and replacing self-critical
emotional patterns with compassionate responses.
The emotion-focused therapist, by establishing an
empathic and secure relationship, helps the
adolescent recognize their unmet emotional needs
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rather than blame themselves and respond to those
needs with kindness. By contrast, positive
psychotherapy shifts attentional focus from
weaknesses and deficiencies to strengths, abilities,
and small successes. Exercises, such as writing about
daily positive experiences, acknowledging small
achievements, and identifying individual strengths,
gradually weaken the self-critical pattern and replace
it with self-acceptance. In other words, self-criticism,
as a cognitive-emotional construct, can be modified
through emotional reconstruction and positive
cognitive reconstruction, and both approaches are
equally effective.

Conclusion

Overall, both emotion-focused therapy and positive
psychotherapy are effective in reducing hopelessness
and self-criticism among adolescents with social
anxiety. Emotion-focused therapy is superior in
reducing hopelessness; however, no difference exists
between the two treatments in reducing self-criticism.
Therefore, assessing the level of hopelessness in
adolescents with social anxiety can serve as a practical
clinical guide for treatment selection. In cases in which
hopelessness is prominent, emotion-focused therapy
is recommended as a first-line treatment.
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