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being. This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy (CFT)
in enhancing forgiveness and reducing self-criticism and repetitive negative thoughts among
women impacted by marital infidelity in Ahvaz City, Iran.

Methods: A quasi-experimental study with a pre-test and post-test design, including a control
group, was conducted. Thirty married women affected by marital infidelity, recruited via
convenience sampling from counseling centers in Ahvaz City (January—March 2025), were
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15) or a control group (n=15). The experimental
group received eight 90-minute CFT sessions twice a week, while the control group received no
intervention. Data were collected using the forgiveness scale (FS), self-criticism levels scale, and
repetitive thoughts questionnaire (RTQ) and analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA)
in SPSS software, version 27.

Results: CFT led to a significant increase in forgiveness and a notable reduction in self-
criticism and repetitive negative thoughts in the experimental group compared to the control
group (P<0.001). The observed effects were substantial, with large effect sizes across all
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Highlights

e CFT significantly improved forgiveness among Iranian women affected by marital infidelity, addressing a critical

gap in individual-focused interventions.

e The intervention markedly reduced self-criticism, enhancing emotional resilience in a culturally specific context.

o CFT effectively decreased repetitive negative thoughts.

Plain Language Summary

This study examined how compassion-focused therapy (CFT) supports Iranian women (aged 25—45) recovering from
emotional distress due to marital infidelity. Conducted in Ahvaz counseling centers using a quasi-experimental design,
30 participants were split into therapy and control groups. The therapy group, receiving eight 90-minute CFT ses-
sions, showed significant improvements in forgiveness and reductions in self-criticism and repetitive negative thoughts
compared to the control group. These findings suggest CFT fosters emotional healing by cultivating self-compassion,
particularly relevant in collectivist cultures where relational betrayal carries social stigma. CFT offers a practical,
structured approach for counselors to support women in similar settings, thereby enhancing their mental well-being

and resilience.

Introduction

arital infidelity is a profoundly dam-

aging experience, often described as

a betrayal of trust and significant life

trauma (Rokach & Chan, 2023). For
women, the discovery of a partner’s infidelity can lead to
a cascade of debilitating psychological consequences that
severely compromise their mental and emotional well-
being (Karimi et al., 2023). Research indicates that the
betrayed partner frequently experiences symptoms akin
to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), characterized
by intrusive thoughts, flashbacks, emotional dysregula-
tion, and hypervigilance (Lonergan et al., 2021; Jules et
al., 2023). Beyond the immediate shock, women in this
situation are highly susceptible to chronic stress, anxiety,
and depression, which can persist for years (Axinn et al.,
2020). This emotional turmoil is often compounded by
a dramatic loss of self-esteem, as they may internalize
the betrayal and engage in self-blame, leading them to
question their worthiness and adequacy. The rupture of a
foundational relationship can also cause lasting trust is-
sues and difficulty forming new attachments, underscor-
ing the deep and long-term impact of this specific form
of relational trauma (Atapour et al., 2021).

The psychological impact of infidelity is intricately
tied to forgiveness, self-criticism, and repetitive negative
thoughts, which interact to exacerbate distress. Forgive-
ness involves a deliberate process of releasing resent-
ment and fostering emotional peace, often hindered by

self-critical thoughts and rumination that perpetuate feel-
ings of inadequacy (Pandey et al., 2023). Self-criticism,
characterized by harsh self-judgment, amplifies negative
emotions, while repetitive negative thoughts, or rumi-
nation, trap individuals in cycles of distress, reinforc-
ing helplessness (Beltran-Morillas et al., 2019; Shrout
& Weigel, 2020). Self-compassion, as a mediator, can
mitigate these effects by fostering self-kindness and re-
ducing self-blame, thereby facilitating forgiveness and
emotional recovery (Pandey et al., 2021).

Given the intense self-criticism and shame often expe-
rienced by women after infidelity, compassion-focused
therapy (CFT) has emerged as a highly relevant and
promising intervention (Karami et al., 2024). Developed
by Paul Gilbert, CFT is a therapeutic approach that helps
individuals regulate their emotions by cultivating self-
compassion and kindness (Gilbert, 2009). It operates on
the principle that many psychological difficulties, par-
ticularly those rooted in shame and self-criticism, stem
from an overactive “threat” emotional system and an un-
derdeveloped “soothing” system (Mousavi et al., 2023a).
CFT aims to activate the soothing system, through tech-
niques, such as compassionate imagery, soothing rhythm
breathing, and compassionate letter writing, fostering a
sense of emotional safety and self-acceptance (Gilbert,
2014; ITrons & Beaumont, 2017). This approach has
demonstrated efficacy across diverse populations, in-
cluding those with trauma-related distress, suggesting its
applicability to emotional challenges related to infidelity
(Leaviss & Uttley, 2015).
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Previous studies have predominantly explored inter-
ventions, such as emotionally focused therapy (EFT)
and cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) for couples
navigating infidelity (Asvadi et al., 2022; Bodenmann et
al., 2020). Although these approaches have proven ef-
fective in enhancing forgiveness and closeness, there is
a significant lack of research on the use of CFT to ad-
dress the individual trauma experienced by the betrayed
partner. CFT’s focus on self-compassion and shame re-
duction addresses a critical gap in individual-focused in-
terventions for infidelity-related distress, particularly in
fostering forgiveness through self-kindness and reducing
rumination (Craig et al., 2020; Pandey et al., 2021). This
study aimed to examine the efficacy of CFT in improv-
ing forgiveness and reducing self-criticism and repetitive
negative thoughts among women affected by marital in-
fidelity in a culturally specific context.

Materials and Methods

This study utilized a quasi-experimental design, incor-
porating pre-test and post-test assessments with a con-
trol group, to evaluate the efficacy of CFT. The study
population included all married women who faced mari-
tal infidelity and sought counseling services in Ahvaz
City, Iran, between January and March 2025. A sample
of 30 eligible women was selected using convenience
sampling, and the sample size was determined using
G"Power software. The inclusion criteria required partic-
ipants to be women aged 25-45, currently married, with
a history of marital infidelity within the past six months,
and willing to provide informed consent. The exclusion
criteria encompassed severe psychiatric conditions (e.g.
psychosis), substance abuse, and participation in other
concurrent psychological treatments. Thirty participants
were randomly and evenly divided into an experimental
(n=15) and a control group (n=15). This study adhered
to the university’s ethical guidelines, and all participants
provided written informed consent.

Following participant selection and group allocation,
both the experimental and control groups completed
pre-test assessments using the forgiveness scale (FS),
the self-criticism levels scale, and the repetitive thoughts
questionnaire (RTQ). The experimental group participat-
ed in eight 90-minute CFT sessions held twice a week.
The control group was placed on a waiting list and did
not receive any intervention during the study period.
After the intervention, both groups completed the same
questionnaires as post-tests. The pre-test and post-test
data were collected and prepared for statistical analysis.

FS: The FS, developed by Rye et al. (2001), is a self-
report tool designed to assess an individual’s inclina-
tion to forgive others. It comprises 15 items rated on a
7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree), with total scores ranging from 15
to 105. Higher scores reflect a greater propensity for for-
giveness. The FS has shown good internal consistency,
with Rezaei et al. (2020) reporting a Cronbach’s a of
0.74. In this study, the scale exhibited excellent internal
consistency, with a Cronbach’s a of 0.89.

Levels of self-criticism scale (LSCS): The levels of
LSCS, developed by Thompson and Zuroff (2004), is a
22-item self-report measure that evaluates two aspects of
self-criticism: self-rejection and fear of rejection by oth-
ers. Items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not
at all true for me) to 5 (very true for me), with total scores
ranging from 22 to 110. Higher scores indicate increased
self-criticism. The LSCS has demonstrated strong inter-
nal consistency, with Khanjani et al. (2025) reporting
a Cronbach’s o of 0.87. In the current study, the scale
showed high reliability, with a Cronbach’s a of 0.92.

RTQ: The RTQ, developed by Mahoney et al. (2012),
is a 10-item tool designed to measure the frequency of
repetitive negative thoughts. Responses are provided on
a 4-point Likert scale, from 1 (never) to 4 (almost al-
ways), with total scores ranging from 10 to 40. Higher
scores signify a greater tendency to ruminate. The RTQ
has demonstrated strong internal consistency, with a
Cronbach’s a of 0.90 reported by Hasani et al. (2022).
In this study, the RTQ demonstrated robust internal reli-
ability, with a Cronbach’s a of 0.85.

The CFT intervention for the experimental group was
delivered over eight 90-minute sessions. The program
was structured to guide participants through the core
principles of CFT, including psychoeducation on the
three emotion regulation systems, cultivating a compas-
sionate mind, and applying compassionate exercises to
reduce self-criticism and promote self-forgiveness. Ta-
ble 1 presents the session-by-session content.

Data were analyzed using SPSS software, version 27.
Descriptive statistics, including Mean+SD, were com-
puted for all variables. To assess the intervention’s effec-
tiveness, a one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA)
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Table 1. Overview of CFT sessions

Session Topic

Content

1 Introduction to CFT

Cultivating a compassionate

2 mind

3 Understanding self-criticism

4 Developing the compassion-
ate self

5 Working with difficult emotions

6 Forgiveness as an act of self-

compassion

7 Applying compassion to for-
giveness

3 Consolidating skills and future

planning

Psychoeducation on emotions, the three emotion regulation systems (threat, drive,
and soothing), and the evolutionary basis of shame and self-criticism.

Introducing the core components of compassion (sympathy, empathy, and care), and
practicing the compassionate mind training exercise.

Exploring the origins and functions of the inner critic, distinguishing between self-
criticism and self-correction, and learning to externalize the critic.

Engaging in exercises to strengthen the compassionate self, such as compassionate
imagery and using a compassionate voice to respond to inner distress.

Applying compassionate skills to manage difficult emotions related to infidelity, such as

sadness, anger, and feelings of betrayal.

Reframing forgiveness as a gift to oneself rather than condoning the other’s behavior.
Using compassionate writing exercises to process feelings of betrayal and hurt.

Practicing compassionate exercises to facilitate the release of resentment towards the
partner and to cultivate self-forgiveness for perceived shortcomings.

Reviewing the core concepts and skills learned. Developing a plan to integrate CFT
practices into daily life for long-term emotional well-being and resilience.

was employed. ANCOVA assumptions, including nor-
mality (Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, P>0.05), homogene-
ity of variances (Levene’s test, P>0.05), and homogene-
ity of regression slopes (P>0.05 for interaction between
covariate and group), were met. A significance threshold
of P<0.05 was established for all statistical analyses.

Results

The study included 30 women impacted by marital
infidelity, evenly divided into an experimental group
(n=15) and a control group (n=15). The experimental
group had a Mean+SD age of 36.584+4.22 years, while
the control group’s Mean+SD age was 35.83+3.95 years.
The Mean+SD marriage duration was 11.24+2.86 years
for the experimental group and 10.9543.16 years for the
control group.

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the de-
pendent variables—forgiveness, self-criticism, and re-
petitive negative thoughts—across the experimental
and control groups at pre-test and post-test stages. The
pre-test scores were comparable between the groups, but
notable differences appeared in the post-test. The experi-
mental group showed a significant increase in forgive-
ness scores and substantial reductions in self-criticism
and repetitive negative thought scores compared to the
control group.

Before performing ANCOVA, the test’s assumptions
were evaluated. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was
used to check the normality of the data distribution for

all dependent variables, confirming normal distribution
(P>0.05). Additionally, Levene’s test was applied to as-
sess the homogeneity of variances, which showed that
variances were consistent across groups for each vari-
able (P>0.05). These results indicate that the data satis-
fied the assumptions required to conduct ANCOVA.

An ANCOVA was conducted to evaluate the effective-
ness of CFT on the dependent variables, using pre-test
scores as a covariate. The findings, which revealed a
statistically significant impact of the intervention on all
three variables, are summarized in Table 3.

The ANCOVA results confirmed the study’s hypoth-
eses, demonstrating that CFT significantly enhanced for-
giveness (F=65.13, P<0.001, np2:0.71, Cohen’s d=1.92,
95% CI, 6.79%, 14.27%) and reduced self-criticism
(F=198.25, P<0.001, np2=0.78, Cohen’s d=2.34, 95%
Cl, -17.85%, -10.55%) and repetitive negative thoughts
(F=100.18, P<0.001, n *=0.69, Cohen’s d=1.85, 95% CI
%, -15.64%, -8.76%) in the experimental group com-
pared to the control group. These findings directly ad-
dress the research objective of evaluating CFT’s efficacy
in improving forgiveness and mitigating negative cogni-
tive patterns, though the large effect sizes may reflect the
specific sample and require cautious interpretation.

Discussion
The results of this study clearly indicate that CFT is

a highly effective therapeutic intervention for women
grappling with the psychological aftermath of marital
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for dependent variables

Mean+SD
Variables Group
Pre-test Post-test
Control 37.33£5.99 38+4.1
Forgiveness
Experimental 39.8+5.93 49.53+5.29
Control 77.76%8.26 76.73£5.93
Self-criticism
Experimental 75.445.32 62.53+4.86
Control 35.6%3.71 34.07+4.33
Repetitive negative thoughts
Experimental 34.87+5.93 21.87+4.56

infidelity. These findings not only confirm the study’s
hypotheses but also provide strong empirical evidence
addressing a notable gap in the research literature,
which has predominantly focused on couple-based in-
terventions. The efficacy of CFT in enhancing forgive-
ness and reducing self-criticism and repetitive negative
thoughts highlights the empowering and targeted nature
of this approach.

The significant increase in forgiveness within the ex-
perimental group aligns with CFT’s theoretical model
and prior research. Forgiveness in the context of mari-
tal infidelity is a complex process requiring the release
of resentment to achieve emotional peace (Chi et al.,
2019). CFT facilitates this by activating the soothing
system and reducing threat-based emotions, such as an-
ger and shame through self-compassion, which fosters
self-forgiveness and interpersonal forgiveness (Parihar
et al., 2020; Tiwari et al., 2020). This mechanism likely
underpins the observed increase in forgiveness, as self-
compassion mitigates self-blame, enabling women to re-
frame betrayal as a shared human experience rather than
a personal failing. Studies, such as Rahmani Shams et
al. (2022) and Kirby et al. (2017), further support CFT’s
role in fostering forgiveness in high-shame contexts.
However, reliance on positive findings may overlook

potential challenges, such as individual variability in for-
giveness readiness, warranting further exploration.

The dramatic reduction in self-criticism and repetitive
negative thoughts in the experimental group is consistent
with the mechanisms of CFT. Infidelity often triggers
harsh inner criticism, amplifying shame and inadequacy
(Atapour et al., 2021). CFT techniques, such as compas-
sionate imagery, rewire this threat-based response by
fostering a compassionate self, reducing rumination, and
promoting emotional regulation (Tiwari et al., 2020).
This aligns with findings that self-compassion mediates
the relationship between self-criticism and well-being,
buffering negative cognitive cycles (Pandey et al., 2021).
International studies, such as Matos et al. (2017), rein-
force CFT’s efficacy in reducing rumination in trauma-
related distress. However, the generalizability of these
findings may be limited by cultural factors, as collectiv-
ist societies like Iran may emphasize relational harmony,
which could potentially influence the impact of CFT
(Parihar et al., 2020).

This study addresses a critical gap by investigating
CFT as an individual intervention for infidelity-related
trauma, unlike couple-based therapies, such as EFT and
CBT (Asvadi et al., 2022; Bodenmann et al., 2020).
CFT’s focus on self-compassion makes it particularly

Table 3. Summary of ANCOVA results for forgiveness, self-criticism, and repetitive negative thoughts

Variables SS df MS F P n Cohen’s d 95% CI
Forgiveness 74907 1 74907 6513  <0.001 071 1.92 6.79,14.27
Self-criticism 11596 1 11596 19825 <0.001  0.78 234 -17.85,-10.55
Repetitive negative 102655 1 102655 10018  <0.001  0.69 1.85 -15.64,-8.76

thoughts

Abbreviations: CI: Confidence interval; SS: Sum of squares; MS: Mean square.
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potent for addressing individual shame and self-criticism
(Gilbert, 2009). The clinical implications of this study
are substantial for real-world counseling centers. CFT
can be integrated into existing therapeutic frameworks
due to its structured, session-based approach, making it
feasible for community counseling centers, private prac-
tices, and group therapy settings. However, its applica-
tion in diverse cultural contexts requires tailoring to ad-
dress cultural attitudes toward infidelity and forgiveness,
particularly in collectivist societies where social stigma
may exacerbate distress (Parihar et al., 2020). Training
counselors in CFT can enhance its accessibility; how-
ever, implementation must consider resource constraints
and cultural nuances to ensure effectiveness.

This study had several limitations that should be con-
sidered when interpreting its findings. The small sample
size limits the statistical power and generalizability, po-
tentially inflating the effect sizes due to the homogene-
ity of the sample. Convenience sampling, used to recruit
participants from counseling centers in Ahvaz, may in-
troduce selection bias, as it may not fully represent the
broader population of women affected by marital infidel-
ity. Additionally, reliance on self-report measures, such
as the FS, self-criticism levels scale, and RTQ, increases
the risk of response bias, as participants’ responses may
be influenced by social desirability or subjective inter-
pretation. The absence of follow-up assessments further
restricts insights into the long-term efficacy of CFT, ne-
cessitating caution in applying these findings to broader
populations.

Future research should prioritize longitudinal studies to
assess the durability of CFT’s effects, as the current study
lacks follow-up data. Larger, more diverse samples ob-
tained through probability sampling could enhance gen-
eralizability, addressing the limitations of small sample
sizes and convenience sampling, which may introduce
selection bias and reduce external validity. Additionally,
incorporating objective measures alongside self-reports
may mitigate response bias. Exploring CFT’s efficacy
across diverse cultural and demographic groups, beyond
the Iranian context, would further elucidate its transdiag-
nostic potential for shame-based disorders. In summary,
this study demonstrates the value of CFT in improving
mental well-being but it calls for deeper critical reflec-
tion and broader research to solidify its applicability.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study provides robust empirical

evidence that CFT is a highly effective intervention for
addressing the psychological distress experienced by

women following marital infidelity. The findings con-
firm that CFT significantly enhances forgiveness while
concurrently reducing debilitating self-criticism and re-
petitive negative thoughts. By fostering a compassionate
inner voice and activating the soothing emotional sys-
tem, CFT empowers individuals to process their trauma
and move toward emotional healing. This research high-
lights the unique value of CFT as a targeted, individual-
focused therapeutic approach that can serve as a power-
ful tool for clinicians assisting women in their recovery
from relational betrayal.
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