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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of self-compassion training on self-control
and self-expression of female students with self-injurious behaviors visiting a counseling center in
District 3 of Ahvaz. To this end, four students who met the inclusion criteria were selected using
purposive sampling. This study was conducted using a multiple baseline single-case experimental
design. The self-compassion training program was conducted in 12 sessions. The participants
completed the Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS; Tangney et al., 2004) and the Assertiveness Self-
Report Inventory (ASRI; Herzberger et al., 1984) in the three baseline, intervention, and follow-up
phases. The data were analyzed using the visual drawing method, reliable change index (RCI), and
recovery rate formula. The results showed that self-compassion training increased the self-control and
self-expression of female students. Following these results, it is recommended that school counselors
use self-compassion training to promote the self-control and self-expression of students with self-
injurious behaviors.
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Extended abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is one of the most critical periods of life. Because of rapid cultural and social changes in the
modern community, some adolescents face many physical, psychological, and social problems. Besides, many
high-risk behaviors have their roots in this period (Juan-Pablo & Stefan, 2004). High-risk behaviors such as
self-harm and self-injury are more common in adolescence and they are associated with a wide range of mental
illnesses, the increased risk of suicide, and several risk factors, including demographic characteristics, negative
life events, trauma, as well as genetic, psychiatric, and psychological factors (Mille et al., 2021). Self-control is
one of the skills that help children and adolescents learn to control their emotions and behaviors to make good
decisions. Self-control also helps adolescents reduce the occurrence of impulsive and thoughtless behaviors
when facing conflicts and everyday problems and can improve individual and public health. Thus, numerous
studies have focused on this variable (Owens-Sabir, 2007). According to Layton & Muraven (2014), self-
control is a person’s ability to recognize and use their talents to control feelings and emotions, behavior, and
needs concerning oneself and the community. Students with higher levels of internal locus of control and self-
control believe in their ability to deal with events, control arousal levels to maximize performance, try hard
despite discouragement and temptation, not reacting destructively to stimulation, and performing correctly
despite existing problems (Davila Gomez et al., 2020). In their study on delinquent adolescents, Davila Gomez
et al. (2020) showed that self-compassion has a significant relationship with self-control, aggression, and
empathy. Another important indicator of mental health related to self-injurious behaviors is self-expression
which is associated with many behavioral problems. Self-expression during adolescence gives an individual
a sense of self-confidence so that they can have positive self-confidence in interpersonal relationships.
However, low levels of self-expression will cause many problems for adolescents (Triplett & Payhe, 2004).
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A self-expressive insists on their logical demands and engages in opposing behavior in defense of them, pays
attention to their rights and preferences, and refrains from abusing and spoiling the rights of others (Parray &
Kumar, 2017). Bulantika & Sari (2019) believe that there is a relationship between non-adventurous behavior
with social fears, social anxiety, internal aggression (such as extreme self-criticism and delusional guilt), shyness,
lack of self-confidence, and low self-esteem, which can cause many self-harming behaviors. They also suggested
that there is a negative relationship between non-adventurous behavior and independent behaviors, social
self-sufficiency, self-confidence, and high self-esteem.

Self-compassion is defined as a three-component construct including self-compassion, common humanity, and
mindfulness, so that a person develops affection, love, and understanding towards pain and suffering, and reacts to
distress correctly and warmly (Frostadottir & Dorjee, 2019). When people are not aware of their painful thoughts,
they don’t accept their experiences as they are, and this rejection acts as an obstacle to bringing these thoughts to
consciousness and ultimately incompatibility with the existing situation. Instead of focusing on changing people’s
“self-evaluation”, self-compassion therapy focuses on changing people’s relationship with their self-
consciousness (Bell et al., 2020). Several studies have confirmed the effectiveness of self-compassion therapy on
various psychological disorders, including self-criticism of self-harming people (Nagy et al., 2021), improving
mental health (Cai & Brown, 2021), improving self-concept and self-expression (Ondrejkova et al., 2020), raising
self-acceptance (Luo et al., 2019), improving self-expression (Davila Gomez et al., 2020), and decreasing insecure
attachment and psychological disorders (Navarro-Gil et al., 2020).

Given the increasing global suicide and self-injury rates and the harmful personal, social, family, and
economic effects of self-injurious behavior, mental health researchers in different countries need to address
this issue, especially among adolescents and young people because these people are the main assets of any
society and can contribute to its development, progress, and empowerment. Moreover, adolescence and
youth are the riskiest age for the occurrence of self-harming behaviors due to their specific physical and
psychological characteristics (Belenko et al., 2017). Accordingly, the present study aimed to examine the
effectiveness of self-compassion therapy on self-control and self-expression in self-harming female students.

Method

This single-case experimental study was conducted on self-injuring girls who visited the counseling center of
the Education Department of District 3 in Ahvaz in the academic year 2021-2022. The participants were four
female students, who were selected via purposive sampling from the students who met the inclusion criteria,
including those in the age range of 12-18 years, having at least one history of self-injurious behavior, and not
having a history of mental disorders such as disability somatization disorder, major emotional disorders,
schizophrenia, and drug addictions. Furthermore, the exclusion criteria were having no consent to participate
in the study, unwillingness to cooperate, and not completing the questionnaires.

Instruments

Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS): The participants’ self-control was measured using the Brief Self-Control
Scale (BSCS; Tangney et al., 2004). The scale has 13 items. The reliability coefficient of the scale was
estimated as 0.85 using Cronbach’s alpha (Tangney et al., 2018). This scale was normalized for university
students in Iran by Azadmanesh et al. (2020). The results showed that the scale was positively correlated
with the task-oriented and people-oriented components of the ethical behavior rating scale and had a negative
and significant correlation with the self-control component, which indicated the criterion validity of this
scale. The internal consistency of the instrument was also confirmed with Cronbach alpha of 0.81.

Assertiveness Self-Report Inventory (ASRI): The Assertiveness Self-Report Inventory is a 25-item tool developed
by Herzberger et al. (1984). Herzberger et al. (1984) found the retest reliability coefficient of this questionnaire
(with an interval of five weeks) to be 0.81 and Hormozinejad & Shehni Yilag (2000) reported the corresponding
value to be 0.54 (within a six-week interval). The internal consistency of the tool was estimated as 0.62 and 0.62
using the split-half and Guttman’s methods. Hormozinejad & Shehni Yilaq (2000) estimated the validity of the
Assertiveness Self-Report Inventory with a self-expression scale and the corresponding values were equal to 0.43
in the whole sample, 0.50 in male students, and 0.35 in female students (p<0.05).

Procedure

The subjects were selected from among the students who visited the counseling center of the Department of
Education, District 3. A structured interview based on DSM-IV was conducted to examine the psychological
characteristics and check the entry criteria, self-control, and self-expression on them. Then, four students
who met the required criteria and their scores for the two variables of self-control and self-expression were
one standard deviation below the mean, were selected as the participants in the study. All four students
entered the baseline phase at the same time (for two weeks). To control unwanted and possible confounding
variables based on a multiple-baseline design, the students randomly entered the intervention phase one by
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one within a one-session (one-week) interval. The self-compassion training program was developed and
conducted based on the self-compassion training protocol (Kelly et al., 2017). Table 1 shows the content of
the CFT sessions:

Table 1
Session-by-session summary of CFT (Kelly et al., 2017)
Session Session content
1 Introduction and the self-critical ‘self-injurious voice’

- Introductions and outlining of psychotherapy objectives
- Understanding the nature, functions and unintended consequences of the self-
critical self-injurious voice through discussions and imagery exercise

2 Shame, affect regulation and the case for compassion
- An exploration of external and internal shame, and on the self- destructive behavioral
tendencies and cycles shame tends to elicit, often unintentionally- Psychotherapy on the
evolution of the brain and importance of compassion and self-compassion as antidotes
to shame and negative feelings.

3 Compassion as a way out of shame and self-criticism
- A discussion of the qualities of compassion and of an ideal image of comlaassion.-
Imagery exercises of a compassionate other. Discussion of barriers, difficulties and
feelings, and of what it would be like to turn to this image to cope with shame and the
self-critical voice

4 Barriers to self-compassion and the compassionate self
- Psychotherapy and discussion of the experiences in one’s development and past that
might make individuals come to feel afraid of, or uncomfortable with, compassion.
- Imagery exercise focused on getting in touch with one’s ‘Compassionate Self” and
discussion of what it would be like to deliberately cultivate this self and operate from this
part of self- more often.

5&6  Self-compassionate statements and behaviors
- Developing a repertoire of self-compassionate statements and behaviors to use in
response to the self-critical eating disorders voice- Developing a list of self-
compassionate behaviors that can be performed even when not feeling particularly
distressed, either daily (e.g., meditating) or as a more occasional event (e.g., giving
away clothes that are too small)

7&8  Self-compassionate thought records
- Self-compassionate thought records and generation of compassionate alternatives
in response to self-critical thoughts with a focus on generatingbaffiliative feeling and
warmth rather than just logical alternatives- Discussion of barriers to developing
compassionate alternatives and feelings elicited by the exercise

9&10 Self-compassionate letter-writing S
- Compassionate letter-writing—writing oneself a letter as one would a friend in
distress with a focus on getting in touch with feelings of warmth and support-
Discussion of common traps and barriers, and practice

11& 12 Asking for and receiving compassion from others
- Discussion of what makes it difficult to ask for and receive compassion from
others- Identifications of ways in which it might be helpful to ask for more support
and compassion

12 Conclusions and take-away messages
- Discussion of lessons learned, experiences people want to take away and plans for
moving forward

Data analysis

The main method for data analysis in single-case experimental designs is the use of graphs and visual
analysis of graphs (Lane & Gast, 2014). The data in the present study were analyzed using the visual
drawing method, reliable change index (RCI), and recovery rate formula.

Results

The reliable change index (RCI) values obtained by the first student for self-control in the post-intervention
and follow-up phases were 5.15 and 8.84, respectively (p<0.05). The recovery rates in the post-intervention
and follow-up phases were 25.91 and 44.4, respectively. In addition, the reliable change index (RCI) values
obtained by the second student for self-control in the post-intervention and follow-up phases were 6.81 and
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9.73, respectively (p<0.05). The recovery rates in the post-intervention and follow-up phases for the same
student were 37.32 and 44.0, respectively. Furthermore, the reliable change index (RCI) values obtained by
the third student for self-control in the post-intervention and follow-up phases were 9.8 and 12.61,
respectively (p<0.05). The recovery rates in the post-intervention and follow-up phases for the same student
were 43.88 and 56.4, respectively. The reliable change index (RCI) values obtained by the fourth student for
self-control in the post-intervention and follow-up phases were 11.85 and 14.51, respectively (p<0.05). The
recovery rates in the post-intervention and follow-up phases for the same student were 54.47 and 66.67,
respectively. The data also showed that the reliable change index (RCI) values obtained by the first student
for self-expression in the post-intervention and follow-up phases were 7.09 and 9.19, respectively (p<0.05).
The recovery rates in the post-intervention and follow-up phases were 72.58 and 94.11, respectively. In
addition, the reliable change index (RCI) values obtained by the second student for self-expression in the
post-intervention and follow-up phases were 7.66 and 8.26, respectively (p<0.05). The recovery rates in the
post-intervention and follow-up phases for the same student were 71.11 and 83.33, respectively.
Furthermore, the reliable change index (RCI) values obtained by the third student for self-expression in the
post-intervention and follow-up phases were 6.22 and 6.6, respectively (p<0.05). The recovery rates in the post-
intervention and follow-up phases for the same student were 52.87 and 56.09, respectively. The reliable change
index (RCI) values obtained by the fourth student for self-expression in the post-intervention and follow-up
phases were 6.81 and 6.42, respectively (p<0.05). The recovery rates in the post-intervention and follow-up
phases for the same student were 52.01 and 49.12, respectively. The mean self-expression scores for the four
students show improvements in the intervention and follow-up phases compared to the baseline phase.

Discussion

The data in the present study indicated that self-compassion therapy improved self-control by 40.39% and
self-expression by 62.14% for all four students from the baseline to the post-intervention phases. However,
the fourth student showed a higher level of self-control and the first student showed a higher level of self-
expression compared to the other students as reported in previous studies (Davila Gomez et al., 2020; Aliado,
2020; Damavandian, 2021; Luo et al., 2019; Navarro-Gil et al., 2020; Ghafarian & Khayatan, 2017).
Accordingly, individuals with higher levels of self-control must be aware of their emotions to control them.
Thus, the requirement for self-control is self-awareness. Self-awareness makes an individual aware of their
conflicts and identifies conflicts faster and more correctly and thus controls their behavior. In addition, self-
compassion reduces defensiveness, emotional states, and self-blames, moderates self-regulation, and
improves self-control (Navarro-Gil et al., 2020).

Furthermore, self-expression is the most effective strategy in human relations and means honesty with
oneself and others and respecting oneself and others. Thus, self-expression focuses on the development of
courageous behavior in oneself and improves positive attitudes and behavior towards oneself and others.
Consequently, self-expression increases mutual and effective relationships. Besides, compassionate attitudes
help individuals to feel a connection between themselves and others and overcome the fear of rejection. This
makes an individual enjoy higher self-expression (Godini et al., 2019).

Self-compassion training improves individuals’ reactions to the environment and the environment’s
feedback to them. It also enhances an individual’s ability to tolerate irrational desires and wishes. Self-
compassion improves a person’s ability to think logically, leading to an improvement of a person’s ability in
self-control skills because the requirement for self-control is having adequate and logical knowledge,
awareness of behavioral consequences, and mindfulness skills. Thus, to have a higher level of self-control,
an individual needs to gain more knowledge about themselves, their environment, and those around them.
Such knowledge can be acquired by teaching self-compassion. Self-compassion training sessions focus on
conscious attention to the situation, and acceptance of the whole experience of the situation, not avoiding the
experience, which itself improves self-control skills.

Conclusion

The findings of this study showed positive changes in all four students who had low levels of self-control
and self-expression. The findings also indicated that positive results of the intervention were retained after
the intervention and in the follow-up phase and all four students maintained and demonstrated the
intervention gains in the follow-up phase (lasting one and two months). Thus, self-compassion training can
help students solve their problems in the future if the problem appears again.
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