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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Obesity during puberty is a major public health concern that, beyond its physical consequences, has
profound effects on adolescents’ mental health. Emotion regulation—the ability to manage and modulate emotions in
various situations—plays a key role in eating behaviors and weight control. Body Mass Index (BMI), calculated as
weight in kilograms divided by the square of height in meters, serves as a warning indicator for assessing the risk of
weight-related diseases.

Many individuals with obesity suffer from emotional overeating, in which eating is done not because of physical
hunger, but as a response to stress, anxiety, and negative emotions. In the meantime, compassion-focued therapy
(CFT), as a new therapeutic approach, can help reduce self-criticism, increase self-acceptance, and improve emotion
regulation in people with obesity. Compassion-focued therapy is a third-wave behavioral therapy that focuses on
increasing a person's ability to have compassion for themselves and others. This therapy was developed by Professor
Paul Gilbert and combines cognitive-behavioral approaches, evolutionary psychology, neuroscience, and mindfulness.
The main focus of this therapy is to cultivate a compassionate mind; therefore, therapists help clients by developing
an internal compassionate relationship with themselves, instead of blaming, condemning, or self-criticizing them. The
basic principles of compassion-focused therapy point out that external soothing thoughts, factors, images, and
behaviors must be internalized, and in this case, the human mind will calm down in the face of these internal factors
just as it reacts to external factors.
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Although existing evidence highlights the role of psychological factors in the persistence of obesity, few studies
have examined the impact of compassion-focused therapy on weight management and emotion regulation among
adolescents, particularly girls in the pubertal stage. Given that this developmental period is one of the most sensitive
phases in psychological and social growth, lack of timely intervention may lead to the consolidation of unhealthy
emotional and behavioral patterns that persist into adulthood. The findings of this study may contribute to the
development of more effective interventions in mental health and obesity reduction, providing a scientific basis for
designing integrative treatment programs that not only focus on weight loss but also enhance quality of life and
psychological well-being in adolescents. Accordingly, this study seeks to answer the question: Is compassion-focused
therapy effective in improving emotion regulation and BMI among overweight adolescent girls during puberty?

Method: The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest and control group. The
target population consisted of girls aged 12 to 17 years with a BMI at or above the 95th percentile, according to the
CDC growth charts (2022), enrolled in schools in Gorgan province during the 2023-2024 academic year. From this
population, a purposive sample of 30 participants was selected and randomly assigned to either the experimental or
control group (15 participants per group). The required sample size was calculated using G*Power version 3.1 (Faul
et al., 2019), considering an effect size of 0.40, a confidence level of 95%, a statistical power of 80%, and a potential
attrition rate of 10%, resulting in 15 participants per group. Inclusion criteria were as follows: providing informed
consent to participate in the study, having a BMI at or above the 95th percentile based on CDC growth charts (2022),
maintaining regular sleep patterns, not using any medications, being in good physical health, having no family history
of significant medical conditions, not participating in regular exercise programs, and not following any specific
weight-loss diet, as confirmed by clinical interviews. Exclusion criteria included unwillingness to continue
participation and incomplete or invalid questionnaire responses. The structure of the therapy sessions was derived
from the book Compassion-Focused Therapy by Gilbert (2010), which is approved by professors and experts in the
compassion-focused approach.

Results: An examination of the demographic characteristics of the study groups showed that the mean age (xSD) in
the experimental group was 15.27 + 2.1, while in the control group it was 16.11 + 2.9.

Table 1. Results of Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) on Study Variables

Variables SS df MS F p |
Non-acceptance of emotional responses 45.652 1 45.652 4227 0.001 0.46
Difficulty engaging in goal-directed behavior ~ 56.218 1 56.218 5229 0.001  0.52
Impulse control difficulties 89.311 1 89.311 3274 0.001 0.38
Lack of emotional awareness 73.622 1 73.622 39.12 0.001 0.33
Limited access to emotion regulation strategies 47.360 1 47360 26.51 0.001 0.29
Lack of emotional clarity 71.297 1 71297 4835 0.001 0.22
Body Mass Index (BMI) 134.466 1 134466 37.24 0.001 0.21

As shown in Table 1, there were significant differences between the experimental and control groups in terms of
difficulties in emotion regulation and body mass index (BMI) across pretest and posttest phases (p<0.001). In other
words, compassion-focused therapy was effective in improving emotion regulation and reducing BMI among
overweight adolescent girls during puberty in Gorgan.

Discussion: This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy (CFT) on emotion
regulation and body mass index (BMI) in overweight adolescent girls during puberty in Gorgan. The findings indicated
that compassion-focused therapy led to a reduction in emotion regulation difficulties and BMI in this population.
These results can be explained by the fact that compassion-focused therapy, through teaching positive strategies such
as emotional acceptance, self-care, and self-compassion, equips adolescents with a broader range of emotion
regulation strategies. Consequently, their ability to cope with negative emotions improves, while feelings of
helplessness decrease. Emotional clarity refers to the individual’s ability to identify and differentiate between various
emotions. Compassion-focused therapy, by fostering self-awareness and emotional acceptance, helps adolescents
develop a more accurate understanding of their feelings. As a result, they can better label their emotions and employ
more effective strategies to manage them. Furthermore, by reducing stress through self-compassion practices and
emotion regulation, hormonal balance improves, thereby creating more favorable conditions for weight reduction.
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Therefore, compassion-focused therapy not only contributes to enhancing the psychological well-being of overweight
adolescents but also facilitates sustainable reductions in BMI through the moderation of eating behaviors, increased
physical activity, and stress reduction.

The findings of the present study showed that compassion-focued therapy had the greatest effect on the difficulty
in performing goal-directed behavior subscale, meaning that after receiving the intervention, adolescents demonstrated
a greater ability to continue their goal-directed behaviors, even in the face of negative emotions. This finding is of
particular importance because goal-directed behavior and adherence to health-oriented programs such as proper
nutrition, regular exercise, and adherence to a healthy lifestyle play a fundamental role in weight control and reducing
adolescents' body mass index. This finding can be explained as follows: self-compassion can prevent adolescents from
giving up on goal-directed behavior by reducing feelings of guilt, shame, or blame resulting from minor failures, and
increase their motivation to adhere to self-regulation and weight management programs. In other words, the significant
reduction in body mass index in this study could be largely due to the improvement in the ability to perform goal-
directed behavior and persist in weight control-related programs, which was directly influenced by improved skills in
self-compassion and management of negative emotions.
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