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Introduction: As they approach the national university entrance exam, students are
exposed to significant psychological and emotional pressures that can negatively
affect their self-concept. Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT), which aims to reduce
self-criticism and strengthen self-kindness, is considered one of the modern
psychotherapeutic approaches that can effectively improve constructs such as self-
concept. Accordingly, the present study aimed to examine the effect of Compassion-
Focused Therapy on the self-concept of students preparing for the entrance exam.
Methods: This research was conducted using a quasi-experimental design. The
statistical population included all 12th-grade students studying in District 1 of Sari's
Department of Education during the academic year 2023-2024. Using simple
random sampling, 50 students were selected and randomly assigned to an
experimental group (25 students) and a control group (25 students). The data
collection tool was the Raj Kumar Saraswat Self-Concept Questionnaire (1981),
which had its content and face validity confirmed by experts. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient for self-concept was calculated at 0.89.

Results: The results of the univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) showed
that Compassion-Focused Therapy significantly affected the students’ self-concept
as they approached the entrance exam.

Conclusion: Overall, the findings of this study confirm the effectiveness and
necessity of implementing compassion-based approaches in educational and
psychological interventions for students facing high-stress situations such as
university entrance exams. This approach, by fostering an internal sense of safety,
reducing self-criticism, and increasing self-acceptance and self-kindness, leads to
cognitive restructuring and ultimately enhances self-concept.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The transition from high school to university is a critical period in the lives of students, particularly in educational systems
where university entrance exams play a central and highly competitive role in determining future academic and career
opportunities. In Iran, the National University Entrance Exam is a high-stakes standardized test that significantly impacts
students’ academic futures. As this exam approaches, students often experience heightened levels of psychological
distress, including anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and increased self-criticism. These psychological challenges can
have a detrimental effect on self-concept, which refers to an individual's perception, evaluation, and beliefs about
themselves across various dimensions such as academic, emotional, social, and physical domains. Self-concept plays a
fundamental role in students' academic motivation, mental health, and resilience in the face of stress. A positive self-
concept is associated with higher academic performance, better coping strategies, and overall psychological well-being,
while a negative self-concept can contribute to learned helplessness, disengagement, and emotional exhaustion. In recent
years, increasing attention has been paid to therapeutic interventions that address self-critical thought patterns and
promote emotional self-regulation, with Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) emerging as a promising approach in this
domain. CFT, developed by Paul Gilbert, is grounded in evolutionary psychology, attachment theory, and affective
neuroscience. It is specifically designed for individuals who struggle with high levels of shame and self-criticism. CFT
aims to activate the affiliative/soothing emotional regulation system, encouraging self-kindness, mindfulness, and a non-
judgmental stance toward personal suffering. The therapeutic process seeks to reduce the dominance of the threat-focused
system in the brain while enhancing feelings of safety, warmth, and self-acceptance. This therapeutic shift is particularly
valuable for adolescents preparing for major academic challenges, such as the university entrance exam, where
internalized pressures and societal expectations can amplify self-criticism and hinder psychological growth. Given the
psychological vulnerability of students preparing for the entrance exam, the present study was conducted to investigate
the impact of Compassion-Focused Therapy on the self-concept of 12th-grade students approaching the Konkur. The
central hypothesis was that CFT, by fostering self-compassion and mitigating self-critical thought patterns, would lead to
a significant improvement in students’ self-concept.

Methods

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest control group structure. The statistical population
included all 12th-grade students enrolled in public schools in District 1 of Sari City during the 2023—2024 academic year.
Using simple random sampling, 50 students were selected and randomly assigned to the experimental group (n = 25) and
the control group (n= 25). Participants in the experimental group received eight sessions of Compassion-Focused Therapy
based on Gilbert’s standard protocol, while the control group received no psychological intervention during the study
period. Data were collected using the Raj Kumar Saraswat Self-Concept Questionnaire (1981), which measures six
dimensions of self-concept: physical, social, academic, emotional, moral, and intellectual. The questionnaire
demonstrated strong psychometric properties, with face and content validity confirmed by a panel of clinical psychologists
and educational experts. The Cronbach's alpha coefficient for the overall self-concept scale was calculated at 0.89,
indicating high internal consistency. Data were analyzed using univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to assess the
differences between the two groups while controlling for pretest scores.

Results

The results revealed a statistically significant improvement in the self-concept scores of students in the experimental
group compared to the control group. The ANCOVA analysis showed that Compassion-Focused Therapy had a
meaningful and positive effect on enhancing the self-concept of students preparing for the university entrance exam (p <
0.05). Improvements were observed across multiple dimensions of self-concept, including academic self-perception,
emotional regulation, and self-worth.

Conclusion

The findings of this study support the growing body of evidence suggesting that Compassion-Focused Therapy is an
effective intervention for improving psychological resilience and self-perception among adolescents, particularly in high-
pressure academic environments. By actively cultivating self-compassion, students were better able to manage negative
emotions, reduce self-judgment, and adopt a more balanced and realistic view of their abilities and worth. The
improvement in self-concept observed in this study can be attributed to the activation of the soothing-affiliative emotional
system through compassion-focused practices. These practices helped students shift from a threat-driven mindset-
characterized by fear of failure, harsh self-criticism, and perfectionism- to a compassionate mindset, where mistakes are
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viewed as part of the human experience rather than evidence of inadequacy. This shift in emotional regulation is essential
in reducing performance anxiety and increasing psychological flexibility. Moreover, the study highlights the cultural
relevance and potential utility of compassion-based interventions in educational settings in Iran, where academic success
is often linked to familial expectations and societal validation. In such contexts, students are at risk of developing a fragile
or negative self-concept due to chronic performance pressure. Incorporating CFT into school-based mental health
programs can provide students with emotional tools to navigate these challenges with greater resilience and self-kindness.
In conclusion, Compassion-Focused Therapy offers a valuable therapeutic framework for supporting students in high-
stakes academic transitions. The present study provides empirical support for its effectiveness in enhancing self-concept
and recommends broader implementation of compassion-based interventions in schools. Future research should consider
longitudinal designs and larger sample sizes to examine the long-term effects of CFT on academic performance, emotional
well-being, and identity development among adolescents.
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