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Background: Mothers of children with intellectual disabilities face numerous psychological
challenges, including low distress tolerance, rumination, and depression. These factors can negatively
impact their quality of life and caregiving performance. Compassion-focused therapy, as a novel
psychotherapeutic approach, focuses on increasing self-compassion and reducing self-criticism,
which may help improve these variables. However, there have been limited studies examining the
effectiveness of this therapy on distress tolerance, rumination, and depression in this specific group.
Aims: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy on
distress tolerance, rumination, and depression in mothers of children with intellectual disabilities.
Methods: The research design was semi-experimental, using a pretest-posttest method with a control
group. The statistical population included all mothers of children with intellectual disabilities
registered with the Welfare Organization of Marand who had care and support files for their children.
A total of 40 mothers were selected using the available sampling method and responded to the Beck
Depression Inventory (Beck et al., 1996), the Distress Tolerance Scale (Simons & Gaher, 2005), and
the Rumination Response Scale (Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1991). Data were analyzed using
covariance analysis in SPSS version 26.

Results: The results showed that the therapeutic compassion approach significantly reduced
depression in mothers of children with intellectual disabilities (p< 0.05). Additionally, this
therapeutic method significantly affected the reduction of rumination and psychological distress in
these mothers (p< 0.05).

Conclusion: These results indicate that this therapeutic approach can be used as an effective
intervention to enhance the mental health and quality of life of these mothers. Utilizing this therapy
in counseling and psychotherapy centers can help reduce psychological burden and improve the
caregiving performance of this group.
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Introduction

Mothers of children with intellectual disabilities (ID)
face a unique set of psychological, emotional, and
social challenges that can significantly impact their
mental health and overall well-being. Caring for a
child with ID often involves prolonged periods of
stress, uncertainty, and emotional strain, which can
lead to increased levels of depression, anxiety, and
psychological distress (Raneberg & MacCallum,
2024). Furthermore, the constant need for caregiving
may result in reduced distress tolerance and
heightened rumination, as these mothers frequently
reflect on their struggles and perceived inadequacies
(Carter et al., 2021). These challenges not only affect
the mothers' mental health but also have cascading
effects on their ability to provide effective care for
their children.

Depression is one of the most prevalent mental health
issues among caregivers of individuals with
disabilities. Studies indicate that mothers of children
with ID are at a higher risk of developing depressive
symptoms compared to mothers of typically
developing children (Monroe et al., 2022). The
chronic nature of caregiving responsibilities, coupled
with societal stigma and limited support systems,
exacerbates feelings of helplessness and hopelessness
(Carter et al., 2023). Additionally, rumination—a
repetitive focus on negative thoughts and emotions—
has been identified as a key mediator in the
development and maintenance of depressive
symptoms in this population (Aldao et al., 2010).
Rumination perpetuates cycles of negative thinking,
further diminishing the mother's capacity to cope with
daily stressors effectively.

Distress tolerance, defined as the ability to endure
negative emotional states without engaging in
impulsive or harmful behaviors, plays a critical role
in determining how caregivers respond to stressful
situations (Linehan, 2015; ifiigo et al., 2023). Mothers
of children with ID often exhibit lower levels of
distress tolerance due to the persistent demands of
caregiving and the lack of respite opportunities
(Kaufmann et al., 2021). This reduced tolerance
increases  their  vulnerability to  emotional
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dysregulation and exacerbates existing mental health
problems.

In recent years, compassion-focused therapy (CFT)
has emerged as a promising intervention for
addressing the complex psychological needs of
caregivers. Developed by Paul Gilbert, CFT
integrates elements of evolutionary psychology,
neuroscience, and mindfulness to cultivate self-
compassion and reduce self-criticism (Gilbert, 2014).
By fostering a sense of warmth, kindness, and
understanding toward oneself, CFT aims to enhance
emotional  regulation, improve interpersonal
relationships, and promote overall well-being
(Cousineau et al., 2019). Evidence suggests that CFT
can be particularly beneficial for populations
experiencing chronic stress, such as caregivers of
individuals with disabilities (Leaviss & Uttley, 2021).
Despite its potential benefits, there remains a paucity
of research examining the effectiveness of CFT
specifically for mothers of children with ID. While
some studies have explored the application of CFT in
other caregiving contexts, such as dementia care
(Rimmington et al., 2024), its utility for this particular
group requires further investigation. Addressing this
gap in the literature is essential to developing targeted
interventions that address the unique challenges faced
by these mothers.

The present study seeks to contribute to this growing
body of knowledge by evaluating the effectiveness of
CFT on three key outcomes: distress tolerance,
rumination, and depression. By employing a rigorous
semi-experimental design with pretest and posttest
measures, this study aims to provide empirical
evidence regarding the therapeutic value of CFT for
mothers of children with ID. Such findings could
inform the development of tailored interventions
designed to improve the mental health and quality of
life of these caregivers, ultimately enhancing their
capacity to provide compassionate and sustainable
care for their children.

Method

The research method used in the present study was a
quasi-experimental design with pretest and posttest
measures, including a control group. The statistical
population consisted of all mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities who were members of the
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Marand Welfare Organization and had care and
support files for their children. Using the available
sampling method, 40 mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities were selected from this group.
The inclusion criteria included having a child with
severe intellectual disability (as diagnosed by a
specialist), providing informed consent to participate
in the research process and complete the
questionnaires, and being literate (with at least basic
reading and writing skills to respond to questionnaire
questions and complete related tasks). The exclusion
criteria included irregular participation in educational
sessions (absence from two consecutive sessions or
three non-consecutive sessions in the educational
classes) and failure to complete the assignments
provided during the educational sessions.

Results

In the analysis of the demographic characteristics of
the study sample, the frequency distribution of age
and educational level of participants in both the
experimental and control groups is presented
separately. According to the data, in the experimental
group, the highest frequency is observed in the age
range of 36 to 45 years (7 individuals, 35%), while in
the control group, the highest frequency belongs to
the same age range (9 individuals, 45%).
Additionally, in both groups, the lowest frequency
corresponds to the age group of less than 25 years.
The distribution of educational levels among
participants is also provided. The highest frequency
in the experimental group is for those with a diploma
or lower education (9 individuals, 36%), and
similarly, in the control group, it belongs to the same
category (8 individuals, 40%). A bachelor’s degree is
the second most common educational level in both
groups, with no significant difference in frequency
between the groups. Furthermore, only one individual
from each group has an educational level of
postgraduate or higher.

Table 1. Results of the analysis of covariance of the differences in
adjusted means of group training based on psychological distress
tolerance for mothers of disabled children

Source SS df Ms F Sig
Model 297416.11 2 297416.11 301 0.001
Group  30483.119 1 30483.119 104 0.001
Error 2004.521 37 51.52 -

Total 491273 40 14785.43 307 0.001
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The results of the post-test analysis of covariance,
with the pre-test effect removed, are presented
between the two groups. Based on the results outlined
in the table above, the obtained F-value (104.738) for
the difference between the groups is significant at an
error level smaller than 0.01, with 99% confidence.
Therefore, it can be concluded that group-based
compassion-focused therapy has a significant impact
on reducing rumination in mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities.

Additionally, the results of the post-test analysis of
covariance, with the pre-test effect removed, are
presented between the two groups. According to the
findings in the table, the obtained F-value (91.528)
for the difference between the groups is significant at
an error level smaller than 0.01, with 99% confidence.
Consequently, it can be stated that group-based
compassion-focused therapy plays an influential role
in reducing rumination in mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities.

Furthermore, based on the table, the F-statistic for
total depression scores in the post-test (15.93) is
significant at the 0.01 level, indicating a significant
difference between the two groups in terms of
depression levels. As per the reported effect size of
0.52, the changes observed in depression scores can
be attributed to the application of group-based
compassion-focused therapy for reducing depression
in mothers of children with intellectual disabilities.

Table 2. Bonferroni post hoc test to examine the interaction
between groups on the research variables

Group Mean Differences Sd Sig
Experiment 5.13 3.12  0.001
Control 8.72 3.79  0.001

Given the positive mean differences and the fact that
the mean score of the treatment group was lower than
that of the control group, it can be concluded that the
treatment method was effective in reducing the scores
of the research variables in mothers with
intellectually disabled children. This indicates that the
intervention successfully contributed to a decline in
the measured outcomes among the participants in the
treatment group compared to the control group.
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Conclusion

The findings of this study provide compelling
evidence for the effectiveness of compassion-focused
therapy (CFT) in improving the mental health and
psychological well-being of mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities. Specifically, CFT
demonstrated significant reductions in depression,
rumination, and psychological distress while
enhancing distress tolerance among participants.
These results align with previous research
highlighting the therapeutic benefits of CFT in
addressing emotional regulation challenges and
fostering self-compassion (Gilbert, 2014). By
cultivating a compassionate mindset, mothers were
better equipped to manage their negative emotions
and respond more adaptively to caregiving stressors.
This underscores the potential of CFT as a valuable
intervention for caregivers who face chronic
psychological burdens.

Moreover, the study highlights the critical role of self-
compassion in mitigating the adverse effects of
caregiving on mental health. Mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities often experience heightened
levels of self-criticism and guilt, which can
exacerbate depressive symptoms and rumination.
CFT addresses these issues by encouraging
participants to develop kindness and understanding
toward themselves, thereby reducing maladaptive
patterns of thinking and behavior. The observed
improvements in distress tolerance further suggest
that CFT helps caregivers build resilience against
emotional dysregulation, enabling them to navigate
challenging situations with greater ease. These
findings have important implications for the
development of targeted interventions aimed at
promoting mental health and well-being in this
population.

Despite the promising outcomes, it is essential to
acknowledge the limitations of this study. First, the
sample size was relatively small, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings to broader
populations. Additionally, the use of self-report
measures introduces the possibility of response bias,
potentially affecting the accuracy of the data. Future
studies could address these limitations by employing
larger, more diverse samples and incorporating
objective measures of mental health outcomes.
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Furthermore, longitudinal research designs would
allow for a deeper understanding of the long-term
effects of CFT on caregivers' mental health and
caregiving performance.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing
body of evidence supporting the application of CFT
in caregiving contexts. The results indicate that CFT
can be an effective tool for improving the mental
health and quality of life of mothers of children with
intellectual disabilities. By integrating CFT into
existing mental health services and caregiver support
programs, professionals can help alleviate the
psychological burden experienced by these
individuals and enhance their capacity to provide
compassionate care. Ultimately, the promotion of
self-compassion and emotional resilience through
CFT has the potential to transform the caregiving
experience, fostering healthier relationships between
caregivers and their children while contributing to a
more supportive societal framework for families
affected by intellectual disabilities.
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