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Objective: This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of a mindful self-
compassion protocol based on lived experience on improving body image and spiritual
health in adolescents with self-injurious behaviors.

Methodology: This randomized controlled trial used a pretest-posttest design with a
five-month follow-up. The statistical population included adolescents aged 13 to 17
with a history of self-injury, referred to counseling centers in Tehran. Thirty
participants were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 in each).
The experimental group received a 10-session (90 minutes each) intervention based on
a mindful self-compassion protocol. Research tools included the Multidimensional
Body-Self Relations Questionnaire and the Spiritual Well-being Scale by Paloutzian
and Ellison. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni
post-hoc test in SPSS-27.

Findings: The results indicated significant main effects of group, time, and the
interaction of group x time for both body image and spiritual health variables (p <
0.001). Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons showed significant differences between
pretest and posttest, and between pretest and follow-up in the experimental group for
both variables (p < 0.001), while no significant changes occurred in the control group.
Conclusion: The mindful self-compassion protocol based on lived experience can
significantly improve body image and spiritual health in adolescents with self-harming
behaviors, and its effects are maintained over a five-month follow-up period.
Keywords: Self-compassion; Mindfulness; Body image; Spiritual health; Adolescents;
Self-injury
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Self-injurious behaviors among adolescents represent an increasingly prevalent mental health
concern with multifaceted psychological, emotional, and spiritual underpinnings. These behaviors, which
are often enacted without suicidal intent, serve as maladaptive coping mechanisms in response to
emotional pain, distress, shame, or interpersonal conflict (Cleare et al., 2019). Empirical evidence supports
that adolescents who engage in self-harm frequently experience elevated self-criticism, body
dissatisfaction, spiritual emptiness, and disrupted self-concept (Erol & Inozu, 2023; Geng et al., 2022; Xavier et
al., 2016). These internal dynamics often intersect to fuel a cycle of alienation, low self-worth, and
emotional dysregulation.

Within this context, self-compassion has emerged as a pivotal protective factor. Defined by Neff’s
tripartite  model—self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness—self-compassion equips
individuals with emotional resources to respond to suffering with acceptance rather than avoidance or
judgment (Suh & Jeong, 2021). Studies have shown that higher levels of self-compassion are inversely
correlated with self-injurious thoughts and behaviors (Cleare et al., 2019; Gregory et al., 2017). For adolescents
grappling with body dissatisfaction and self-harming tendencies, cultivating self-compassion may offer a
crucial pathway toward healing and psychological integration (Fan et al., 2022; Motale et al., 2024).

In parallel, body image disturbance stands as a significant risk factor in the perpetuation of self-
harm behaviors. Adolescents, particularly girls, frequently report negative evaluations of their bodies,
shame related to appearance, and feelings of unworthiness (Alizadeh & Mohammadi, 2021; Bahreini et al., 2022).
Research confirms that interventions incorporating mindfulness and self-compassion are effective in
improving body image and reducing self-objectification (Gobin et al., 2022; Shafiabady et al., 2023). These
programs enhance body appreciation and acceptance, crucial outcomes for reducing psychological
vulnerability.

Moreover, spiritual well-being—encompassing existential meaning, inner peace, and connection
with transcendent values—has also been found to moderate the effects of psychological distress.
Adolescents exhibiting low spiritual health often display higher susceptibility to emotional instability and
self-harming behaviors (Delkhah et al., 2024; Yousefi Afarashteh & Rezaei, 2021). Literature suggests that
spirituality and self-compassion may operate synergistically, supporting resilience, self-regulation, and
purpose in life (Ahmadian et al., 2022; Bodok-Mulderij et al., 2023). Consequently, interventions that address both
emotional and spiritual domains may yield sustained psychological benefits.

The integration of lived experience into therapeutic design further enhances the authenticity and
effectiveness of interventions. Adolescents often respond more positively to programs that incorporate
narrative and reflective elements, allowing them to reconstruct their identity through self-kindness and
mindful awareness (Fortuna et al., 2023; Rasouli et al., 2024). The current study responds to this need by
developing a mindful self-compassion protocol rooted in adolescents’ lived experiences. Grounded in
theoretical and empirical foundations, the study seeks to assess the protocol’s impact on body image and
spiritual well-being in adolescents who exhibit self-injurious behaviors.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a randomized controlled trial with a pretest-posttest-follow-up design. The
study population included adolescents aged 13 to 17 with a clinical history of non-suicidal self-injury,



referred to counseling centers in Tehran, Iran. Thirty participants were selected using purposive sampling
and were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups, with 15 participants in each group. The
experimental group received a 10-session intervention based on a researcher-developed mindful self-
compassion protocol that incorporated cognitive, emotional, expressive, and spiritual elements. Each
session lasted 90 minutes and included experiential practices, mindfulness exercises, values clarification,
and emotional storytelling. The control group received no psychological intervention during the study
period.

Measurement tools included the Multidimensional Body—Self Relations Questionnaire (MBSRQ)
to assess body image, and the Spiritual Well-being Scale by Paloutzian and Ellison to measure spiritual
health. Both instruments have been previously validated in Iranian samples. Data were collected at three
time points: pretest, posttest, and a five-month follow-up. Repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni
post-hoc tests were conducted using SPSS version 27 to evaluate differences across groups and time.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that the mean score for body image in the experimental group
increased from 59.43 (SD = 5.21) at pretest to 71.85 (SD = 4.92) at posttest and was maintained at 70.11
(SD = 5.18) at follow-up. The control group showed no substantial change in body image scores across
time points. Similarly, spiritual health scores in the experimental group improved from 66.90 (SD = 6.44)
t0 78.66 (SD =6.12) and remained at 77.41 (SD = 6.58) in the follow-up, whereas the control group scores
remained relatively stable.

The repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant main effects for time, group, and time x
group interaction for both dependent variables (p < .001). For body image, the interaction effect (time x
group) yielded F(2, 56) = 25.43, p <.001, n?> = .487. For spiritual health, the interaction effect was F(2,
56)=27.88, p <.001, n*=.509. These large effect sizes confirm the impact of the intervention over time.

Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons indicated statistically significant differences between pretest and
posttest, and between pretest and follow-up in the experimental group for both variables (p < .001). No
significant differences were found between posttest and follow-up, indicating the durability of intervention
effects. In contrast, the control group exhibited no statistically significant changes across time points.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm the efficacy of the mindful self-compassion protocol in enhancing body
image and spiritual well-being among adolescents with self-harming behaviors. The substantial
improvements observed in the experimental group, alongside their persistence over five months,
underscore the intervention’s potential to generate lasting psychological and existential change. These
results are consistent with a growing body of literature supporting the therapeutic utility of self-
compassion in reducing self-harm, improving body-related attitudes, and fostering meaning-making
processes in adolescents.

The study suggests that integrating lived experience into self-compassion interventions allows
adolescents to internalize kindness and acceptance through relatable and personalized exercises. Practices
such as narrative reconstruction, expressive art, and values-based mindfulness may contribute to the
realignment of distorted self-perceptions and the cultivation of inner peace. By targeting both cognitive-
affective and spiritual dimensions of adolescent well-being, the intervention model offers a holistic
framework for clinical application.
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Moreover, the stability of gains at the five-month follow-up highlights the enduring nature of
experiential and reflective methods. Adolescents were able to retain self-compassion skills, likely due to
the emotional resonance and practical integration of the protocol into their daily lives. The study thus
contributes to the growing demand for culturally adaptive and developmentally sensitive mental health
programs that address the nuanced needs of vulnerable youth populations.

In conclusion, the mindful self-compassion protocol based on lived experience demonstrated
significant and sustained effects on improving body image and spiritual health in adolescents with self-
injurious behaviors. The results support the inclusion of such integrative, compassion-based interventions
in therapeutic settings to promote holistic recovery and emotional resilience among adolescents.
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