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Abstract

Background and Objectives: Self-injurious behaviors, particularly non-suicidal self-
injury, are among the major mental health challenges in adolescents, with a higher
prevalence among girls. This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of compassion-
based training and emotion regulation training on self-injurious behaviors among
adolescent girls with a history of self-harm in Tehran, Iran.

Materials and Methods: This semi-experimental study was conducted on 45
adolescents who were purposively selected from nine counseling centers and
psychology clinics in District 3 of Tehran, Iran. Participants were randomly assigned to
two experimental groups (compassion-based training and emotion regulation training)
and a control group. The Self-Injurious Behavior Questionnaire (Sansone et al., 1998)
was administered before and after the interventions. The compassion-based training
group received sessions based on Gilbert’s (2009) protocol, and the emotion regulation
training group followed Gratz and Roemer’s (2004) protocol. Both interventions
included eight weekly group sessions lasting 90 minutes each.

Results: Findings showed that both compassion-based training and emotion regulation
training significantly reduced self-injurious behaviors (P<0.0001). However,
compassion-based training demonstrated greater effectiveness, with a 37% reduction
in post-test scores, and this positive effect was maintained at follow-up, highlighting its
superiority over emotion regulation training.

Conclusion: The results underscore the importance of compassion-based interventions
in psychological therapies aimed at reducing self-injurious behaviors. This approach can
be considered an effective strategy in clinical practice for adolescents engaging in self-
harm.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Adolescence is a sensitive period for physical and
psychological development and represents the peak
time for the emergence of mental disorders and
self-injurious  behaviors.  Self-injury refers to
deliberately harming one’s body (e.g., cutting,
burning, or overdosing) without suicidal intent, and it
occurs far more frequently than suicide attempts. Two
major therapeutic approaches have been proposed to
reduce self-injury. Self-compassion training that
involves self-kindness instead of self-criticism,
recognizing one’s suffering as part of common
humanity, and maintaining mindful awareness of
painful emotions without being overwhelmed by
them. Emotion regulation training that involves
learning to identify and manage emotions,
understanding the connection between thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors, and using healthy strategies to
tolerate distress and enhance positive emotions. The
rise in self-injury among adolescent girls, particularly
in cities, such as Tehran, signals deeper issues,
including depression and suicidal ideation; therefore,
effective school-based interventions are urgently
needed. This study compares self-compassion training
and emotion regulation training among adolescent
girls with a history of self-injury to clarify the
psychological  mechanisms  influencing  these
behaviors. The novelty of the research lies in the
simultaneous comparison of these two humanistic and
emotion-focused approaches and in analyzing their
roles in reducing self-injurious behaviors, in order to
provide a scientific basis for preventive and
therapeutic programs in schools and adolescent
mental health centers. The main research question is
whether there is a difference in the effectiveness of
self-compassion training and emotion regulation
training on self-injurious behaviors among adolescent
girls with a history of self-injury.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with
pre-test, post-test, and a 3-month follow-up. The
statistical population consisted of adolescents aged 14
to 18 with a history of self-injurious behaviors in 2025,
who were selected from counseling centers and
psychological clinics (Avid, Tajrobeh Amn, Haftad,
Yasan, Avan, Zehn Ara, Ravan Aram, Shiva, and Atieh)
in District 3 of Tehran. From each clinic, five
participants were selected using purposive sampling
and were then randomly assigned to three groups of
15 participants: two experimental groups (self-
compassion and emotion regulation) and one control
group. The sample size was determined based on the
expected statistical power for mixed ANOVA analyses
and in accordance with previous research in
psychological interventions. Assuming a significance
level of a = 0.05, statistical power of 1- =0.80, and an
estimated medium effect size (f = 0.25) for between-
group comparisons, software calculations indicated

that a minimum of 14-15 participants per group would
be required to achieve adequate power. Considering
the nature of the target population (adolescents with
self-injurious behaviors) and the possibility of attrition
during the three-month follow-up, the final sample
size for each of the three groups was set at 15
participants. The inclusion criteria included age
between 14 and 18 years (this age range was selected
due to the high prevalence of self-injury,
developmental vulnerability in emotion regulation,
and the strong potential for effective skills training);
reporting at least one self-injurious behavior (e.g.,
cutting or self-hitting) during the past six months,
confirmed through clinical interview and self-report
questionnaire; absence of psychotic disorders or
substance use disorders based on psychiatric
evaluation; not receiving concurrent psychological or
pharmacological treatment for self-injury; and
providing written informed consent from both the
parents and the adolescent. On the other hand,
exclusion criteria included missing more than two
intervention sessions or withdrawing from the study.
Data were analyzed using mixed-design repeated
measures ANOVA in SPSS software (version 24). The
research instrument included the Self-Harm Behavior
Questionnaire developed by Sansone et al. (1998).
Both intervention protocols consisted of eight
90-minute group sessions held weekly. In the self-
compassion training group, exercises, such as
mindfulness, compassion-focused imagery, and
compassionate letter-writing were delivered based on
Gilbert’s protocol. In the emotion regulation training
group, instruction in emotion identification, cognitive
reappraisal, breathing techniques, and
emotion-focused problem solving was provided based
on the Gratz and Roemer protocol. All sessions were
conducted by two clinical psychologists experienced in
cognitive-behavioral interventions and supervised by a
specialist.

Results

The findings showed a significant difference in self-
injurious behavior scores across the pre-test, post-
test, and follow-up phases (P<0.0001). The interaction
between time and group membership was also
significant, indicating that changes over time differed
depending on the intervention. Significant differences
across the three measurement phases were observed
in all three groups, and 76.4% of the changes in self-
injurious behaviors were explained by group
membership. Both intervention groups demonstrated
significant reductions in self-injurious behaviors,
compared to the control group. A significant
difference was also found between the two
therapeutic approaches; emotion regulation training
was more effective than self-compassion training in
reducing self-injurious behaviors. Post-test and follow-
up scores remained relatively stable, suggesting that
the effects of both interventions were sustained over
time. Overall, the results indicate that both
therapeutic programs were effective, emotion
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regulation  training  produced the greatest
improvement, and the effectiveness of the
interventions remained stable during the follow-up
period.

Discussion

This study found that Compassion-Based Education
was more effective than Emotion Regulation Training
in reducing self-injurious behaviors in adolescent girls
(ages 14-18) with a history of self-harm. Both
Compassion-Based Education and Emotion Regulation
Training led to significant reductions in self-injurious
behaviors, compared to the control group.
Compassion-Based Education was superior and it
showed a greater reduction in the severity and

frequency of self-injurious behaviors.

Conclusion

The findings suggest that self-compassion is a
powerful element for psychological intervention,
especially for reducing self-harm. The study highlights
the importance of including compassion-based
approaches in treatments for adolescents who self-
harm and suggests that future research should explore
self-compassion more deeply, possibly through
qualitative interviews and longer-term follow-ups. It
further recommends the development of integrated
protocols that integrate emotion regulation and
compassion-focused interventions.
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