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Background and Purpose: Child labour refers to the exploitation of children through any form of
work that deprives them of their childhood, and threatens their mental, physical, and educational
health. The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy on
self-esteem, empathy, and forgiveness in child labour.

Method: This research was a quasi-experimental study with pretest-posttest control group design.
The population of the present study consisted of all 10 to 14 years old girls engaged in child labor in
Tehran in 2019. The research sample consisted of 24 girls who were selected through convenience
sampling, based on the inclusion criteria. The instruments used included Coopersmith's Self Esteem
Inventory (1967), Forgiveness Questionnaire (Rye et al., 2001) and Interpersonal Reactivity Index
(Davis, 1983). Initially, all children were pre-tested. Then, the experimental group received eight 60-
min sessions of compassion-focused therapy (Gilbert, 2009), while the control group underwent no
intervention. Finally, the post-test was conducted on both groups. Data were analyzed by covariance
analysis in SPSS19.

Results: Statistical findings indicated significant differences between experimental and the control
group in terms of self-esteem (F=47.69 <P <0.001). Also, the results showed that the mean difference
of empathy and forgiveness variables between the experimental and control groups was not
statistically significant.

Conclusion: Considering that self-esteem has widespread effects on children's success in many areas,
including the quality of interpersonal relations, education, and adaptation, it can be concluded that in
affected children who have a lot of shame and self-criticism, compassion-focused therapy increases
the self-esteem, by modifying and enhancing their interpersonal interactions.
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Introduction

Child labour can be defined as the production of
economic goods and services by children less than
18 that can deprive them of their childhood and is
harmful for their physical and mental development
(1). In addition, many of these children are at risk for
serious dangers, including being used for drug
trafficking.(¢)

One of the psychological problems of child labour
is low level of self-esteem in these children. Self-
esteem is an important factor in the mental health of
children and supports them in stressful situations.
Self-esteem indicates the amount of confidence in
one's worth or abilities. Children with low level of
self-esteem have poorer mental health (e.g. high
anxiety and drug abuse) and may suffer from a sense
of emptiness and isolation (5, 6, 7, 8). In contrast,
high self-esteem protects the person from negative
experiences such as social exclusion.(%)

In addition, the level of empathy and forgiveness
which are among the factors influencing relationships
is low in child labour (11, 13). Empathy can be defined
as the ability to understand the feelings of another and
it consisted of the affective and cognitive components.
The cognitive dimension is related to understanding
the feelings of another, while the affective dimension
involves sharing the emotional reactions of another
one (11). Great deal of research has examined
interventions that attempt to increase self-esteem,
empathy and forgiveness (5, 6,11,13). Self-compassion
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is one of the interventions helping people to feel safe
and to connect with their negative aspects without
being engaged in exaggerated self-criticism (21, 26).
Therefore, present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy on
self-esteem, empathy and forgiveness in female child
labor.

Method

This research was a quasi-experimental study with
pretest-posttest control group design. The study
population consisted of all 10-14 year-old female
child labour studying at Sobhe Royesh Institute in
Tehran in 2019. The research sample consisted of 24
girls engaged in child labour, selected through
convenience sampling based on the inclusion
criteria. The instruments used in this study included
Coopersmith's  Self Esteem Inventory (34),
Forgiveness Questionnaire (36) and Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (38). Initially, all participants were
pre-tested. Then, the experimental group received
eight 60-min sessions of compassion-focused therapy
developed by Gilbert (26), while the control group
underwent no intervention. Finally, both groups
underwent the posttest. Data were analyzed by
covariance analysis in SPSS19.

Results

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics, including
the mean, standard deviation, kurtosis, and skewness
for both groups at the pre-test and post-test phases.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics related to empathy, forgiveness and self-esteem

component group Pre-test — Post-test — Skewness kurtosis
Mean Standard deviation mean Standard deviation

empathy experiment 17.33 11.75 27.01 9.19 0.128 0.148
control 15.08 12.59 25.25 12.65 0.198 0.201
forgiveness experiment 21.01 10.79 26.01 6.19 0.221 0.128
control 20.41 10.77 23.71 10.71 0.278 0.325
Self-esteem experiment 20.12 3.75 26.16 2.65 0.192 0.143
control 13.7 3.51 14.16 3.41 0.245 0.158

As it can be seen in table 1, the self-compassion
training increased the post-test mean score of
empathy, forgiveness, and self-esteem in the
experimental group compared to the control group.
Although the changes were not significant for
empathy and forgiveness, significant change was
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observed in self-esteem. To compare the effectiveness
of self-compassion on empathy, forgiveness, and self-
esteem, one-way ANCOVA was used. Initially, the
assumptions for ANCOVA, including normality and
homogeneity of variance were examined at the
significance level of 0.05.
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Table 2: Results of ANCOVA for comparing the scores of empathy, forgiveness and self-esteem in the experimental and control groups

component Source of changes SS df MS F p Eta Statistical power
Pre-test 16725.33 1 16725.33 59.85 .~ 001 0.615 1
empathy group 588 1 588 2.10 0.15 0.009 0.053
error 5868.66 21
forgiveness Pre-test 33867.18 1 33867.18 185.77 0.001 0.550 0.996
group 180.18 1 180.18 0.94 0.33 0.018 0.058
error 4011.12 21
Self-esteem Pre-test 16502.08 1 16502.08 738.34 0.001 0.489 0.998
group 1017.52 1 1017.52 45.69 0.001 0.248 0.767
error 469.39 21

As shown in table 2, results of ANCOVA indicate
that there was a significant difference between the
experimental and control groups in terms of self-
esteem at the posttest phase (P>0.01). Therefore, it
can be concluded that self-compassion training
significantly increased the self-esteem in the
children. The effect size implied that 25 % of the
changes in self-esteem can be explained by self-
compassion training. Results also indicated that there
was no significant difference between the groups in
terms of the mean difference of empathy and
forgiveness.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy on self-
esteem, empathy, and forgiveness in female child
labour. The results showed that this intervention
increases the self-esteem in these girls. The findings
of this study on self-esteem increase coincide with
some previous research (5, 6, 7, 8, 9). In this regard, the
individuals who grow up in traumatic environments,
generally have difficulty in being gentle and kind to
themselves or others and thus interpret the behavior
of others negatively, however; the use of self-
compassion exercises calms the mind, reduces stress
and increases self-esteem in children (26).

Also, results of this study showed changes in the
empathy and forgiveness of the experimental group;
however, these changes were not significant compared
to the control group. These findings are in contrast
with previous research (11, 21) which showed

significant effect of compassion-focused therapy on
empathy and forgiveness. There is at least one
explanation for this contradiction. The participants
of the present study were female children, while the
previous research collected data from other
participants. An underlying cultural difference in
gender dynamics, empathy, or forgiveness could
account for the conflicting results. Because of their
position, the girls involved in child labor tend to
magnitude the mistakes of others, which in turn can
reduce the empathy and forgiveness in them.
Therefore, according to these results, it is suggested
that the effect of cultural context and gender be

considered in therapeutic and psychological
interventions.
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2. Eysenk self-esteem questionnaire-1976
3. Forgiveness questionnaire
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5. Empathic Concern
6. Perspective taking
7. Fantasy
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1. Enright forgiveness inventory-1991

2. Marlowe-Crown social desirability scale-1960
3. Interpersonal reactivity index

4. Personal distress
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