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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of group emotion-focused therapy
(EFT) and mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) in reducing guilt and shame
among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities. This applied study employed
a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a two-month follow-up and a
control group. The study population consisted of mothers of educable children with
intellectual disabilities covered by the Welfare Organization in Torbat-e Heydarieh.
Forty-five eligible mothers were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to three groups of 15 participants: EFT, MBSR, and control. The
experimental groups received their respective interventions in eight 90-minute
sessions, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data were collected at
pretest, posttest, and follow-up using Cook’s Internalized Shame Scale and the Kugler
and Jones Guilt Inventory. The data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis
of variance, followed by pairwise comparisons. A significant between-group
difference was found for guilt (F(2,42)=8.14, p=.001, partial n?>=.279). Pairwise
comparisons indicated significantly lower guilt in the MBSR group than in the control
group (p=.001), whereas the difference between MBSR and EFT was not statistically
significant. A significant between-group effect was also observed for shame
(F(2,42)=4.40, p=.018, partial n*=.173). Participants receiving MBSR reported
significantly lower shame than those in the control group (p=.016); however, the
direct difference between MBSR and EFT was not significant. Furthermore, the
group-by-time interaction for total guilt did not reach statistical significance (p=.056),
indicating no statistically reliable difference between the groups in their overall
pattern of change across measurement occasions. MBSR was effective in reducing
guilt and shame compared with no intervention among mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities; nevertheless, no statistically significant superiority of MBSR
over EFT was demonstrated. Accordingly, both interventions may be considered
clinically applicable, with treatment selection guided by individual needs and
therapeutic characteristics.

Keywords: Emotion-focused therapy, mindfulness-based stress reduction, guilt,
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Intellectual disability is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by limitations in intellectual functioning
and adaptive behavior that may substantially affect the individual’s educational, social, and everyday
functioning. Beyond its consequences for the affected child, intellectual disability may impose persistent
psychological, social, and caregiving demands on the family, particularly on mothers, who frequently
undertake a major share of daily caregiving, educational coordination, rehabilitation follow-up, and emotional
support. Epidemiological evidence indicates that intellectual disability remains an important global health and
developmental concern, with consequences extending beyond affected individuals to their families and
caregiving systems (Deserza et al., 2023). Mothers of children with intellectual disabilities may therefore be
exposed to chronic caregiving burden, self-criticism, concerns regarding their child’s future, and limitations in
their own social and psychological functioning (Rostampour Berenjestanki et al., 2022; Zafarani, 2023).
Among the psychological experiences that may become particularly salient in these mothers are shame and
guilt. Although these emotions are closely related, they represent conceptually distinct self-conscious
emotional processes. Shame generally involves a negative global evaluation of the self, in which the individual
perceives the entire self as inadequate, defective, or unacceptable, whereas guilt is more often associated with
a negative evaluation of a particular behavior, action, omission, or perceived failure (Tangney & Dearing,
2024). For mothers of children with intellectual disabilities, repeated exposure to social judgments, perceived
stigma, cultural expectations concerning maternal responsibility, and comparisons with families of typically
developing children may intensify both forms of self-evaluation. Structural evidence concerning self-conscious
emotions in mothers has also emphasized the relationship of shame and guilt with negative behavioral
evaluation (Shirani Bidabadi et al., 2021). Persistent shame may additionally contribute to withdrawal, self-
criticism, reduced social engagement, and disruptions in family relationships (Fernandez & Liu, 2023), while
maternal shame may have implications for the emotional quality of caregiving interactions (Johnson &
Greenberg, 2023).

Contemporary psychological perspectives emphasize that excessive self-criticism and shame can be moderated
through processes involving acceptance, emotional awareness, and compassion toward the self. Compassion-
based conceptualizations suggest that developing a less punitive relationship with personal limitations and
distress may reduce threat-based emotional responding and harsh self-evaluation (Gilbert, 2024). Similarly,
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self-compassion, including self-kindness, common humanity, and balanced awareness of painful experiences,
may provide a protective framework against persistent self-condemnation and maladaptive guilt (Neff, 2023).
These mechanisms are particularly relevant for mothers who may interpret their child’s condition or difficulties
in caregiving as evidence of personal inadequacy.

Mindfulness-based interventions represent one important approach for modifying these processes.
Mindfulness-based stress reduction encourages present-moment awareness, nonjudgmental observation of
internal experiences, acceptance of distressing thoughts and emotions, and reduced automatic reactivity. Rather
than attempting to eliminate difficult thoughts, individuals are trained to observe them as transient mental
events. This process may be especially valuable for mothers experiencing recurrent thoughts of responsibility,
inadequacy, social judgment, or failure. Mindfulness-based interventions have demonstrated applicability
among parents of children with developmental conditions, with evidence suggesting potential benefits for
parental psychological adaptation and self-compassion (Rojas-Torres et al., 2021). Studies conducted among
mothers of children with special needs have similarly indicated that mindfulness-oriented interventions can
reduce rumination, self-criticism, shame, and guilt (Sattarzadeh et al., 2025). Moreover, mindfulness- and
compassion-based approaches have been investigated specifically for reducing shame among mothers of
children with intellectual disabilities (Kafinia et al., 2025), while acceptance-oriented group interventions
have also demonstrated favorable effects on internalized shame and social adjustment in this population
(Hojatkhah & Mesbah, 2016).

Emotion-focused therapy constitutes another theoretically relevant intervention. In this approach, emotions are
viewed not merely as symptoms to be suppressed but as adaptive sources of information that may become
maladaptive when embedded in unresolved emotional structures. Therapeutic change involves identifying,
accessing, expressing, processing, and transforming maladaptive emotional responses. Contemporary accounts
of transformational psychotherapy emphasize that durable emotional change may occur when previously
consolidated emotional learning is activated and modified through new corrective experiences (Ecker et al.,
2024). Emotion-focused interventions have therefore been applied to deeply rooted experiences involving
self-blame, loss, grief, and unresolved emotional pain (Sharbanee & Greenberg, 2023). Evidence has also
suggested that emotion-focused therapy can improve parenting-related psychological outcomes and reduce
guilt among mothers facing serious health conditions in their children (Khanjani et al., 2021).

Although mindfulness-based stress reduction and emotion-focused therapy differ in their immediate
therapeutic techniques, both may improve emotional functioning. Mindfulness primarily modifies the
individual’s relationship with internal experiences through acceptance, awareness, and cognitive distancing,
whereas emotion-focused therapy seeks more active engagement with and transformation of maladaptive
emotions. Comparative research has demonstrated that both approaches may influence cognitive-emotional
processes such as rumination and cognitive flexibility (Dehghan et al., 2023, 2024). Related comparative
evidence has also supported the therapeutic potential of mindfulness-based and emotion-focused interventions
across psychological outcomes in other clinical populations (Mehdizadeh et al., 2020). Nevertheless, direct
comparison of these interventions with simultaneous emphasis on shame and guilt among mothers of children
with intellectual disabilities remains limited. Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of group emotion-focused therapy and mindfulness-based stress reduction in reducing guilt and
shame among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities.

Methods and Materials

The present research was an applied quantitative study employing a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design
with a control group and a two-month follow-up. The study population consisted of mothers of educable
children with intellectual disabilities covered by the Welfare Organization of Torbat-e Heydarieh during the
2024-2025 period. The required sample size was estimated using G*Power version 3.1.9.4, considering an

VO



£y o ylo (A 0393

alpha level of .05, a confidence level of .95, and a medium effect size of .25. The initial estimated minimum
sample size was 36 participants; however, to compensate for potential attrition, 45 mothers were recruited
through convenience sampling. Participants were randomly assigned to three equal groups of 15: mindfulness-
based stress reduction, emotion-focused therapy, and control. Assessments were conducted at pretest,
immediately after the intervention, and at a two-month follow-up.

Shame was assessed using Cook’s Internalized Shame Scale, a 30-item instrument comprising shyness and
self-esteem dimensions. Items are rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 0 to 4, with higher scores
indicating greater internalized shame, feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, worthlessness, emptiness, and
loneliness. Guilt was measured using the 45-item Kugler and Jones Guilt Inventory, which assesses trait guilt,
state guilt, and moral standards. Responses are rated on a five-point Likert scale, and higher total scores
indicate greater guilt.

Following the pretest, participants in the two experimental groups received their respective interventions in
eight 90-minute group sessions. The mindfulness-based stress reduction intervention emphasized present-
moment awareness, nonjudgmental observation, emotional acceptance, reduced automatic reactivity, and more
adaptive responses to self-critical thoughts. Emotion-focused therapy emphasized emotional awareness,
identification and expression of difficult emotions, reduction of emotional avoidance, and processing and
transformation of maladaptive emotional experiences. The control group received no intervention during the
study period. Posttest assessment was performed after completion of the eight sessions, followed by a further
assessment two months later.

Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were used to summarize the variables across
groups and measurement occasions. Inferential analyses were performed using repeated-measures analysis of
variance and pairwise comparisons. The homogeneity of covariance matrices was examined using Box’s M
test. Statistical significance was determined at the .05 level, and partial eta squared was reported as an index
of effect size.

Findings

Descriptive findings showed reductions in both guilt and shame in the two intervention groups, whereas scores
in the control group remained comparatively stable. For guilt, the mean score in the mindfulness-based stress
reduction group decreased from 131.73+£9.53 at pretest to 118.40+9.82 at posttest and was 121.13+£9.92 at
follow-up. In the emotion-focused therapy group, the corresponding scores were 133.73+13.57, 126.40+8.16,
and 129.67+7.93. The control group demonstrated almost no change, with means of 133.67+10.04,
133.734+9.80, and 133.67+10.04 across the three occasions.

For shame, the mindfulness group decreased from 53.07+£14.67 at pretest to 36.47+12.89 at posttest and
41.87+14.26 at follow-up. The emotion-focused therapy group decreased from 54.80+6.45 to 43.20+9.72 and
subsequently 45.53+7.68, while the control group remained relatively stable at 54.87+14.33, 55.13+12.49, and
53.67+11.50.

Box’s M test was statistically significant for guilt (M=23.686, F=1.767, p=.048) and shame (M=42.873,
F=3.199, p<.001), indicating violation of the homogeneity of covariance matrices assumption. Because the
three groups had equal sample sizes, the inferential analyses were nevertheless continued.

A statistically significant between-group effect was identified for guilt, F(2,42)=8.135, p=.001, partial n>=.279.
Pairwise comparisons showed that the mindfulness-based stress reduction group had significantly lower guilt
than the control group, with a mean difference of -9.93 (SE=2.49, p=.001, 95% CI [-16.14, -3.73]). The
difference between mindfulness-based stress reduction and emotion-focused therapy was not statistically
significant (mean difference=-6.18, p=.051), nor was the difference between emotion-focused therapy and the
control group (p=.416).
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The between-group effect for shame was also statistically significant, F(2,42)=4.395, p=.018, partial n?>=.173.
Pairwise comparisons indicated significantly lower shame in the mindfulness-based stress reduction group
than in the control group, with a mean difference of -10.76 (SE=3.67, p=.016, 95% CI [-19.89, -1.62]). No
statistically significant difference was found between mindfulness-based stress reduction and emotion-focused
therapy (p=.828), and the difference between emotion-focused therapy and the control group was also
nonsignificant (p=.222).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that mindfulness-based stress reduction was associated with significantly lower levels of
both guilt and shame compared with the control condition. The descriptive pattern also showed reductions in
both outcomes following emotion-focused therapy; however, these reductions were not statistically significant
relative to the control group. Most importantly, direct comparisons between the two active interventions did
not reveal statistically significant differences. Consequently, the results do not support a definitive conclusion
that one active treatment is superior to the other.

The favorable pattern observed for mindfulness-based stress reduction may be explained by its emphasis on
nonjudgmental awareness and acceptance. Mothers of children with intellectual disabilities may repeatedly
experience thoughts involving personal responsibility, perceived inadequacy, concerns about social judgment,
and negative evaluations of their maternal role. When such thoughts are automatically treated as objective
truths, they may maintain guilt, shame, and self-criticism. Mindfulness practice can alter this process by
enabling participants to observe distressing thoughts and emotions without immediately identifying with them
or reacting to them. This may reduce the intensity of self-blaming cognitive cycles and create greater
psychological distance from negative evaluations.

The reduction in shame may be particularly relevant because shame involves a negative evaluation of the entire
self rather than merely dissatisfaction with a specific behavior. Learning to observe internal judgments without
immediately endorsing them may weaken beliefs concerning personal defectiveness, inadequacy, or
unworthiness. At the same time, greater acceptance of difficult emotional experiences may reduce avoidance
and enable mothers to remain engaged in family and social roles despite distressing internal experiences.

The absence of statistically significant superiority of mindfulness-based stress reduction over emotion-focused
therapy is also noteworthy. Both interventions address emotional functioning, although through different
mechanisms. Mindfulness-based stress reduction emphasizes awareness, acceptance, and reduced reactivity,
whereas emotion-focused therapy encourages active access to and transformation of difficult emotional
experiences. These different pathways may ultimately converge on improved emotional regulation and reduced
self-critical responding. The relatively small sample size may additionally have limited the statistical power
required to identify modest differences between two active treatments.

The nonsignificant difference between emotion-focused therapy and the control group should therefore be
interpreted cautiously. Emotion-focused work may require sustained activation and processing of deeply
rooted emotional experiences. Shame and guilt that have developed over prolonged periods of caregiving and
social evaluation may be embedded in complex emotional meanings and may require longer therapeutic
exposure before clear between-group differences emerge. The descriptive reductions observed in the emotion-
focused therapy group suggest the possibility of clinically relevant change that should be examined in larger
studies with longer intervention and follow-up periods.

Overall, the present findings suggest that mindfulness-based stress reduction is a useful intervention for
reducing guilt and shame among mothers of children with intellectual disabilities. Emotion-focused therapy
also demonstrated favorable descriptive changes, but statistically significant superiority over the control
condition was not established in this sample. Because the two active interventions did not differ significantly
from each other, treatment selection should not be based on an assumption of definitive superiority. Instead,
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clinicians may consider individual characteristics, dominant emotional problems, preferences for acceptance-
oriented versus emotionally experiential work, readiness for intensive emotional processing, and short- versus
long-term therapeutic goals. Future studies with larger samples, longer treatment courses, and extended follow-
up assessments are required to determine the durability of these effects and to clarify which mothers may
benefit most from each therapeutic approach.
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