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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused
Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy in reducing intolerance of
uncertainty among female heads of household in Tehran. This applied quasi-
experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a three-month follow-up
and a control group. The statistical population included female heads of household
attending Tasnim Community Centers in District 14 of Tehran during 2025-2026. A
total of 45 participants were selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned into three equal groups: Compassion-Focused Therapy, Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy, and control. The intervention groups participated in eight weekly
90-minute sessions, while the control group remained on a waiting list. Data were
collected using the Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale developed by Freeston et al.
Statistical analyses were conducted using repeated-measures ANOVA in SPSS
version 27. The results of repeated-measures ANOVA demonstrated a significant
main effect of time on intolerance of uncertainty (P<0.001, F=282.2), as well as a
significant interaction effect between time and group (P<0.001, F=65.79). In the
Compassion-Focused Therapy group, the mean score of intolerance of uncertainty
decreased from 86.4 at pretest to 69.07 at posttest and remained stable during follow-
up. Similarly, in the Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy group, the mean score
decreased from 86.53 at pretest to 68.8 at posttest. Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons
indicated significant differences between pretest and both posttest and follow-up
stages (P<0.001), whereas no significant difference was observed between the two
treatment approaches (P>0.05). Overall, both interventions showed stable and
significant effectiveness in reducing intolerance of uncertainty among female heads
of household. The findings indicated that both Compassion-Focused Therapy and
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy effectively reduced intolerance of uncertainty
in female heads of household. Despite differences in theoretical foundations and
therapeutic techniques, both interventions improved emotional regulation, reduced
anxiety, and enhanced acceptance of uncertain situations. These approaches may
therefore serve as effective psychological interventions for improving the mental
health and resilience of vulnerable women in community counseling and support
programs.

Keywords: Intolerance of uncertainty, Compassion-Focused Therapy, Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy, Female heads of household, Mental health.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In recent decades, the growing number of female-headed households has become an important social and
psychological issue across many societies. Women who are solely responsible for managing their families
often experience multiple stressors, including financial hardship, social isolation, parenting pressure, and
emotional burden. These persistent stressors place female heads of household at a heightened risk for
psychological difficulties such as anxiety, depression, emotional dysregulation, and diminished quality of life
(Orth & Robins, 2022). One of the most important cognitive-emotional variables associated with
psychological distress in vulnerable populations is intolerance of uncertainty. Intolerance of uncertainty refers
to an individual’s inability to endure ambiguous, unpredictable, or uncertain situations and is considered a
central component of anxiety-related disorders. Individuals with high intolerance of uncertainty tend to
perceive uncertain situations as threatening, uncontrollable, and emotionally overwhelming. This cognitive
style contributes to excessive worry, rumination, emotional instability, and maladaptive coping strategies.
Female heads of household are especially vulnerable to intolerance of uncertainty because they are frequently
confronted with unstable economic conditions, concerns about their children’s future, and limited emotional
and social support. Konstantellou et al. demonstrated that caregivers and parents exposed to chronic stress
often report elevated levels of uncertainty intolerance and emotional distress (Konstantellou et al., 2022).
Furthermore, emotional dysregulation and chronic activation of the threat system may intensify negative
psychological reactions toward uncertainty. According to the connectionist perspective of emotions, emotional
experiences emerge through the interaction of cognitive, social, and biological processes, and maladaptive
emotional processing may contribute to persistent psychological distress (Suri & Gross, 2022).

Among contemporary psychological interventions, Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) and Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) have received considerable attention for their effectiveness in improving
emotional regulation and reducing psychological symptoms. Compassion-Focused Therapy, developed by
Gilbert, is based on evolutionary psychology and emotion regulation theories. This approach aims to reduce
self-criticism and shame while promoting self-compassion, emotional safety, and psychological resilience
(Gilbert & Simos, 2022). Through practices such as compassionate imagery, soothing rhythm breathing, and
compassionate self-talk, individuals learn to regulate emotional responses and respond to distress with
kindness and acceptance rather than fear and avoidance. Gilbert and Gordon conceptualized compassion as a
trainable psychological skill that facilitates emotional balance and mental well-being (Gilbert & Gordon,
2023). In addition, Gilbert et al. emphasized the role of compassion-focused interventions in calming the threat
system and activating emotional soothing mechanisms (Gilbert et al., 2024).
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Several empirical studies have supported the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy in reducing
psychological distress. Kotera et al. found that CFT significantly improves positive mental health outcomes
and emotional resilience (Kotera et al., 2024). Similarly, Millard et al. reported significant reductions in
anxiety, depression, and self-criticism following compassion-focused interventions in clinical populations
(Millard & Wittkowski, 2023). Another review demonstrated that CFT was particularly beneficial for women
during vulnerable periods such as pregnancy and postpartum adjustment (Millard et al., 2023). Petrocchi et
al. also highlighted the clinical effectiveness of CFT in reducing chronic emotional distress through
enhancement of emotional safety and self-acceptance (Petrocchi et al., 2024). Furthermore, self-compassion
has been identified as a protective factor associated with emotional adjustment and mental health (Neff, 2023).
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy is another evidence-based intervention that integrates mindfulness
practices with cognitive-behavioral techniques. MBCT teaches individuals to observe their thoughts and
emotions nonjudgmentally and develop awareness of present-moment experiences. Through mindfulness
practice, individuals become less reactive to distressing thoughts and feelings and develop greater emotional
flexibility. Research has shown that mindfulness contributes to emotional regulation, cognitive flexibility, and
reduced psychological distress (Zhang et al., 2025). Chang et al. demonstrated the effectiveness of MBCT in
reducing anxiety and depression among women with breast cancer (Chang et al., 2023). Likewise, Reangsing
et al. reported that mindfulness-based interventions significantly reduced depressive symptoms among
pregnant women (Reangsing et al., 2024).

Comparative studies have suggested that both CFT and MBCT can effectively improve emotional and
cognitive functioning. Heidari et al. found that both interventions significantly reduced anxiety among infertile
women (Heidari et al., 2023). Pourkazem et al. also reported that mindfulness-based and compassion-focused
interventions effectively reduced psychological and somatic symptoms in patients with irritable bowel
syndrome (Pourkazem et al., 2024). Moreover, Moeinzadeh et al. demonstrated that compassion-based and
mindfulness-based therapies improved dysfunctional communication beliefs among women with multiple
sclerosis (Moeinzadeh et al., 2025). Parsapour et al. further reported that both therapies effectively reduced
depression and sleep problems among women with hypothyroidism (Parsapour et al., 2025).

Despite the growing body of research on these interventions, limited studies have directly compared the
effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy on intolerance of
uncertainty among female heads of household. Considering the chronic stress and psychological vulnerability
experienced by this population, identifying effective interventions for improving emotional coping with
uncertainty is of significant importance. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Compassion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy on intolerance of uncertainty among
female heads of household.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed an applied quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and three-month
follow-up assessments along with a control group. The statistical population consisted of female heads of
household who attended Tasnim Community Centers in District 14 of Tehran between February and May
2025. A total of 45 participants who met the inclusion criteria volunteered to participate and were selected
using convenience sampling. Participants were randomly assigned into three equal groups: Compassion-
Focused Therapy, Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy, and control group, with 15 participants in each
group.

The inclusion criteria included being at least 18 years old, willingness to participate, ability to attend
intervention sessions regularly, and absence of severe psychiatric or medical disorders. Participants who
missed more than two sessions, withdrew voluntarily, or failed to complete assessment measures were
excluded from the study.
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The Compassion-Focused Therapy group received eight weekly 90-minute sessions based on Gilbert’s
protocol. The intervention focused on self-compassion, emotional regulation, reduction of self-criticism, and
development of emotional safety. The Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy group also participated in eight
weekly 90-minute sessions based on Segal’s mindfulness-based protocol. The intervention included
mindfulness exercises, cognitive awareness, emotional acceptance, and present-moment attention training. The
control group remained on a waiting list and received no intervention during the study period.

Data were collected using the Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale. Descriptive statistics including means and
standard deviations were calculated, and inferential analyses were conducted using repeated-measures analysis
of variance in SPSS version 27.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of intolerance of uncertainty were similar across the three
groups during the pretest stage. The Compassion-Focused Therapy group had a pretest mean score of 86.40,
the Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy group had a mean score of 86.53, and the control group had a mean
score of 86.60. Following the interventions, the mean score decreased to 69.07 in the Compassion-Focused
Therapy group and 68.80 in the Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy group, whereas the control group
maintained a relatively high mean score of 85.13. During the follow-up phase, the reductions remained stable
in both intervention groups.

The results of repeated-measures ANOVA demonstrated that the main effect of time on intolerance of
uncertainty was statistically significant (F=282.20, P<0.001, effect size=0.87). The interaction effect between
time and group was also significant (F=65.79, P<0.001, effect size=0.76), indicating that the changes in
intolerance of uncertainty differed significantly across groups over time. However, the main effect of group
was not statistically significant (F=1.84, P=0.172).

Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons revealed significant differences between pretest and posttest scores
(P<0.001), as well as between pretest and follow-up scores (P<0.001). No significant difference was observed
between posttest and follow-up scores, indicating the stability of treatment effects over time.

Pairwise comparisons showed no significant differences between the three groups at the pretest stage.
However, during posttest and follow-up assessments, both intervention groups demonstrated significantly
lower intolerance of uncertainty scores compared with the control group. No statistically significant difference
was observed between Compassion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy during either
posttest or follow-up assessments.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that both Compassion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy significantly reduced intolerance of uncertainty among female heads of household.
Furthermore, the therapeutic effects remained stable during the three-month follow-up period. These findings
suggest that both interventions can effectively improve emotional coping and reduce maladaptive reactions
toward uncertain situations in psychologically vulnerable women.

The effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy may be explained through its emphasis on emotional
regulation, reduction of self-criticism, and activation of the soothing emotional system. Female heads of
household often experience chronic activation of the threat system due to persistent economic and emotional
stressors. Compassion-focused interventions help individuals develop emotional safety, self-kindness, and
psychological resilience, which in turn reduce emotional distress associated with uncertainty. By learning
compassionate responses toward themselves, participants may have become more capable of tolerating
ambiguous and unpredictable situations without excessive anxiety or emotional avoidance.

Similarly, the effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy can be attributed to its role in increasing
present-moment awareness and reducing cognitive reactivity. Mindfulness training enables individuals to
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observe distressing thoughts and emotions without judgment or overidentification. As a result, participants
may have experienced reduced rumination, lower anticipatory anxiety, and improved emotional flexibility.
The development of nonjudgmental awareness likely facilitated acceptance of uncertain situations and reduced
emotional resistance toward ambiguity.

An important finding of the present study was the absence of significant differences between the two
interventions. Although Compassion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy differ in
theoretical foundations and therapeutic techniques, both interventions share important common elements such
as emotional awareness, acceptance, self-regulation, and reduction of maladaptive cognitive-emotional
responses. Both therapies appear to improve the individual’s relationship with internal experiences and reduce
fear-based reactions toward uncertainty.

Overall, the findings suggest that both Compassion-Focused Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy are effective interventions for reducing intolerance of uncertainty among female heads of household.
Considering the psychological vulnerability of this population, implementing such interventions in counseling
centers, community support programs, and mental health services may contribute significantly to improving
emotional well-being and resilience in women facing chronic life stressors.
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