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Abstract

Mothers with mentally retarded children are exposure to many psychological
problems, including low flexibility and self-criticism, and it seems that strengthening
compassion can help them to overcome these shortcomings. This study was
conducted aimed to investigate the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy on
psychological flexibility recovery and self-criticism decrease in mothers with
mentally retarded children in a quasi-experimental design of pretest, posttest, and
follow-up with one experimental group and one control group. The population of this
study included all mothers with mentally retarded children in exceptional schools of
Ghaemshahr city. 30 mother with mentally retarded children were selected using
purposeful sampling method and assigned randomly in two experimental group
(n =15) and control group (n = 15). The experimental group participants participated
in eight of treatment session compassion-focused therapy and the control group
participants not received any intervention. The participants in each two group were
assessed the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory and Levels of Self Criticism Scale in
pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages. Data were analyzed using analysis of
repeated-measures variance, and SPSS-22 statistical software. The results indicated
that compassion-focused therapy was effective in psychological flexibility improve
and self-criticism reduce in the experimental group participants compared to the
control group participants, Therefore, in the context of designing effective
interventions in reducing psychological damages in mothers with mentally retarded
children can be used of compassion-focused therapy to psychological flexibility
recovery and self-criticism decrease.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Mental retardation is one of the major, most complex, and difficult problems for
children and adolescents in human societies (Hollis, Falconer, Martin, Whittington,
Stockton, Glazebrook, et al., 2017). Parents with a disabled child face many
challenges, including the social, economic, and emotional problems that are often
limiting, destructive, and debilitating (Song, Mailick, & Greenberg, 2018). Caring
for a disabled child is stressful for all family members, and mothers are exposed to
the highest levels of stress (Fung, Lake, Steel, Bryce, & Lunsky, 2018).
Psychological flexibility is one of the psychological capacities that can be damaged
in a mother with a disabled child. Various studies have shown that the severity of a
child's disability affects psychological flexibility in parents, especially mothers
(Memari, Ziaee, Shayestehfar, & Ghanouni, 2013), while this personality trait can
reduce stress. Psychological flexibility is often understood as comprised
of six interrelated and overlapping components: contact with the present moment or
mindfulness, experiential acceptance, cognitive defusion, values, self-as-context,
and committed action (Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010; McCracken & Morley, 2014).
Psychological flexibility is defined as being in contact with the present moment,
fully aware of emotions, sensations, and thoughts, welcoming them, including the
undesired ones, and moving in a pattern of behavior in the service of chosen values.
In simpler words, this means accepting our thoughts and emotions and acting on
long-term values rather than short-term impulses, thoughts, and feelings that are
often linked to experiential avoidance and a way to control unwanted inner events
(Hulbert-Williams, Storey, & Wilson, 2015).

Self-criticism is also another problem that parents raising children with mental
illness. Self-criticism involves how an individual evaluates oneself. Self-criticism is
typically studied and discussed as a negative personality trait in which a person has a
disrupted self-identity. Thus, individuals with self- criticism traits emphasize strict
judgment, which makes them unable to enjoy achieving their goals (Bleys, Soenens,
Boone, Claes, Vliegen & Luyten, 2016) and often suffer from feelings of worthlessness,
failure, and guilt.

Designing and using effective psychological interventions in mothers with
mentally retarded children is of particular importance. It seems that Compassion-
focused therapy in mothers with mentally retarded children can help increase their
mental health. Self-compassion is composed of three main components self-
kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness (Neff, 2016). Compassion-focused
therapy emphasizes unpleasant experiences (Gilbert, 2009). In compassionate
therapy, people can recognize their experience and feel compassion for it, and then
find a compassionate attitude toward themselves. Numerous studies have shown the
effectiveness of compassionate therapy in reducing negative emotions such as stress,
depression, and anxiety (Friis, Johnson, Cutfield, & Consedine, 2016; Keel &
Pidgeon, 2017; Marsh, Chan, & MacBeth, 2018).

According to statistics, about 2.5% of all children have mental retardation (Popa,
2020). Daily care of a child with special needs imposes various types of stress on
parents, especially the mother. The challenge in psychological flexibility and self-
criticism is a common experience among parents, especially the mothers of these
children. Compassion-based therapy is an intervention in which people learn to
accept their painful feelings and to have a compassionate, conscious, non-
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judgmental attitude, and to accept life's problems as part of shared human
experiences. This type of treatment can probably be effective in improving the
mental state of mothers with mentally retarded children .This study was conducted to

investigate the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy on psychological flexibility
recovery and self-criticism decrease in mothers with mentally retarded children.

Method

This study was conducted in a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest,
and follow-up design with the control group. The population of this study included
all mothers with mentally retarded children in exceptional schools in Ghaemshahr
city. 30 mother with mentally retarded children were selected using purposive
sampling method and assigned randomly in experimental group (n=15) and control
group (n=15). The experimental group participants participated in eight of treatment
session compassion-focused therapy and the control group participants not received
any intervention. The participants in each two group were assessed the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory and Levels of Self Criticism Scale in pretest, posttest, and
follow-up stages. This study has been approved by Research Ethics Committee of
Sari Branch of Azad University. Also, this study has been approved by Research

Ethics Committee of Sari Branch of Azad University.

Instruments

The Cognitive Flexibility Inventory. This inventory is a 20-item self-report
tool used to measure cognitive flexibility in challenging situations. The scoring
method is based on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 to 7, and the range of scores is in
the range of 20 to 140. Higher scores indicate greater cognitive flexibility. Dennis
and Vander Wal (2010) confirmed the factor structure, convergent validity, and
concurrent validity of this inventory. The concurrent validity of this questionnaire
with the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-II) was 0.39 and its convergent validity
with the Cognitive Flexibility Scale of Martin and Robin was reported 0.75.

Levels of Self Criticism Scale. This scale was designed by Thompson and
Zuroff in 2004 and aims to assess self-esteem in individuals. It consists of 22 item
and two components: Comparative self-criticism (12 item) and internal self-criticism
(10 item). The response on this scale are rated of O to 7 in a 7-point Likert fromat
and range of scores is of 0 to 132. A higher score indicates more self-criticism.
Thompson and Zuroff (2004) reported the reliability of the scale using the
Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.78 for comparative self-criticism and 0.84 for
internal self-criticism, respectively, and showed a two-factor analysis of this scale
(comparative self-criticism and internal self-criticism).

Data analysis
Data were analyzed using analysis of repeated-measures variance, and SPSS-22
statistical software.

Findings

As shown in Table 1, the F ratio for the group effect was significant on
psychological flexibility variable (F = 114.95, P < 0.001). This finding indicates that
the compassion-focused therapy is effective in the psychological flexibility in the
experimental group participants compared to the control group participants (41.20
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vs. 49.00). The F ratio for the measurement stages effect was also significant on
psychological flexibility variable (F = 26.21, P<0.001). This finding indicates that a
there is significant difference between of pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages in
the psychological flexibility variable (Table 2).

In this regard, repeated measures analysis of variance was performed for the
experimental group in three stages of educational intervention. The results showed that F
ratio was significant in increasing psychological flexibility (56.14, P<0.001). Benfroni
follow-up test was used to determine exactly in which of the three stages in the intervention
group, the increasing in psychological flexibility was significantly different. Comparisons
showed a significant difference between pre-test and post-test stages (41.40-49.00=-7.60)
and between pre-test and follow-up stages (40.40-49.33=-7.93) in increasing
psychological flexibility. However, there was no significant difference between post-test
and follow-up stages (49.00-49.33=-0.33). Also, there was a significant interaction effect
of group and stages on the increasing of psychological flexibility (P<0.001).

Table 1
Results of between-group effect on the psychological flexibility variable
Sum of
Source Squares df Mean Square F P
Group 816.01 1 816.01 11495 <0.001
Error 198.75 28 7.09
Table 2
Results of within-group effect on the psychological flexibility
Source Sum of Squares df Mean Square F P
Measurement stage 314.86 1.63 192.93 26.21 <0.001
Group x stage 300.15 1.63 183.92 2499 <0.001
Error 336.31 49.69 7.36

As shown in Table 3, the F ratio for the group effect was significant on self-
criticism (F=18.55, P<0.001) which indicates that the intervention with compassion-
focused therapy was effective in reducing the self-criticism in the experimental
group participants compared to the control group participants (70.60 Vs. 51.46). The
F ratio for the measurement stage effect was also significant on self-criticism
(F=64.57, P<0.001). This indicates a significant difference between the three stages
of pre-test, post-test, and follow-up in the self-criticism (Table 4).

In this regard, repeated measures analysis of variance was performed for the
experimental group in three stages of educational intervention. The results showed
that F ratio was significant in reduction in self-criticism (100.91, P<0.001). Benfroni
follow-up test was used to determine exactly in which of the three stages in the
intervention group, the reduction in self-criticism was significantly different.
Comparisons showed a significant difference between pre-test and post-test stages
(71.46-56.46=15.00) and between pre-test and follow-up stages (71.46-57.33=14.13)
in reduced self-criticism. However, there was no significant difference between
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post-test and follow-up stages (56.46-57.33=-0.86). Also, there was a significant
interaction effect of group and stages on the reduction of self-criticism (P<0.001).

Table 3
Results of between-group effect on the self-criticism variable
Mean
Source Sum of Squares Df Square F P
Group 1496.54 1 1496.54 18.55 <0.001
Error 2257.96 28 80.64
Table 4
Results of within-group effect on the self-criticism
Sum of Mean
Source Squares df Square F P
Measurement stage 1112.06 2 556.03 64.57 <0.001
Group x stage 1035.75 2 517.87 60.14  <0.001
Error 482.17 56 8.61
Discussion

This study aimed was conducted to investigate the effectiveness of compassion-
focused therapy on psychological flexibility recovery and self-criticism decrease in
mothers with mentally retarded children. According to the results, compassion-
focused therapy has had a significant effect on increasing the psychological
flexibility of these mothers. This is consistent with the results of other similar
studies (Marshall & Brockman, 2016; Matos et al., 2017; Miron et al., 2015). In
explaining these findings, it should be noted that mothers with mentally retarded
children usually experience high levels of negative emotions such as stress and
depression, and this factor hurts their psychological flexibility (Marshall &
Brockman, 2016). Flexibility in a mother with a mentally retarded child can be
provided by not avoiding the negative experiences of her relationship with the child
and being mindful of those experiences moment by moment. In compassion-based
therapy, mindfulness and conscious attention to inner experiences are emphasized.
In this treatment, with the help of mindfulness processes, self-judgment skills and
the ability to accept life problems as part of human commonalities lead to achieving
warmth and kindness with oneself and others, instead of strict judgment (Marsh et
al., 2018). ). Therefore, with such a view, these mothers can develop more flexibility
and achieve better adjustment.

According to the results, compassion-focused therapy has a significant effect on
decreasing the self-criticism in mothers with mentally retarded children. This is
consistent with the results of other similar studies (Ehret et al., 2015; Falconer et al.,
2015; Joeng & Turner, 2015; Yamaguchi et al., 2014). Compassion-focused therapy
seeks to create a compassionate and non-judgmental view of oneself and one's
shortcomings (Yamaguchi, Kim, & Akutsu, 2014), and this in turn can lead to self-
acceptance and thus a reduction in self-criticism. In the context of this therapy, the
process of mindfulness is emphasized so that people become aware of the violent,
hateful, and destructive nature of their self-criticisms (Falconer, King, & Brewin,
2015). They also understand that they need to differentiate between themselves and
criticism of their function, and in the process, become aware of this ability to
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distinguish self-criticism from total identity. In general, compassion-focused
therapy, through increasing inner awareness, self-acceptance without judgment,
empathy, and constant attention to inner feelings, leads to peace with oneself and
others, and thus reduces one's psychological problems (Neff, 2016).
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