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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Mindfulness is a fundamental psychological capacity in childhood that
may enhance attention, self-awareness, emotional regulation, and adaptive responses to internal
and external experiences. This study aimed to compare the effects of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy for Children and self-compassion training on the development of mindfulness among 7- to
12-year-old girls.

Methodology: This applied study was conducted as a randomized clinical trial with a pretest,
posttest, control group, and three-month follow-up design. The statistical population included
female students aged 7 to 12 years in Tehran during the 2024-2025 academic year. After screening
and applying inclusion and exclusion criteria, participants were randomly assigned to three groups:
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Children, self-compassion training, and control. The
MBCT-C group received 12 group intervention sessions, and the self-compassion group received
10 group intervention sessions. Data were collected using the Child Acceptance and Mindfulness
Measure at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data analysis was performed in SPSS using repeated-

measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc test.
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Conclusion: Both Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Children and self-compassion
training significantly increased mindfulness in children, and the effects were maintained at the
follow-up stage. Since no significant difference was observed between the two interventions, both
approaches may be considered effective group-based programs for use in schools and child
counseling settings.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Childhood is a critical developmental period for the
formation of attention regulation, emotional
awareness, self-observation, and adaptive responses to
internal and external experiences. During primary
school years, children gradually acquire the capacity
to notice their thoughts, bodily sensations, emotions,
and behavioral impulses; however, these capacities
remain developmentally vulnerable and highly
dependent on structured learning environments,
family support, and school-based psychological
education. In this context, mindfulness has become an
important construct in contemporary child psychology
because it refers to the child’s ability to attend to
present-moment  experiences ~ with  openness,
awareness, and reduced automatic reactivity.
Mindfulness-based approaches are especially relevant
for children because they do not merely target
symptom reduction; rather, they cultivate foundational
psychological skills such as attention control, self-
regulation, nonjudgmental awareness, and flexible
responding. The growing literature on third-wave
cognitive and behavioral therapies has emphasized the
importance of process-based interventions that focus
on awareness, acceptance, attentional flexibility, and
the individual’s relationship with inner experiences
rather than only the direct modification of thought
content (Hayat, 2024; Hayes & Hofmann, 2021).
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Children
(MBCT-C) is one of the child-adapted approaches
within this broader framework. It translates
mindfulness and cognitive awareness principles into
developmentally appropriate exercises, including
mindful breathing, mindful movement, awareness of
the body, mindful listening, mindful eating, and
observation of thoughts and feelings as temporary
mental events. Semple and Lee developed MBCT-C
as a structured intervention for children, emphasizing
experiential exercises, child-friendly metaphors, and
repeated practice to strengthen mindful attention and
socio-emotional resilience (Semple & Lee, 2007; Semple
et al., 2010). Subsequent studies have also supported
the feasibility and potential value of MBCT-C for
primary school children and adolescents, particularly
in relation to mindful attention, emotional awareness,
and internal self-regulatory skills (Ames et al., 2014;
Madni et al., 2020; Shetty et al., 2020; Wright et al.,
2019). In parallel, self-compassion training has
emerged as another important intervention model for
cultivating a healthier relationship with the self. Self-
compassion is generally conceptualized as a kind,

balanced, and supportive orientation toward oneself,
especially when facing mistakes, distressing
experiences, or perceived inadequacy. It includes self-
kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness as
interrelated components (Neff, 2023). Compassion-
based approaches, particularly those influenced by
Gilbert’s model, emphasize soothing, self-
reassurance, reduction of self-critical responding, and
the development of a caring internal stance (Gilbert,
2009, 2010, 2014; Gilbert & Procter, 2006). Since
mindfulness is one of the core components of self-
compassion, it is theoretically plausible that self-
compassion training may also enhance mindfulness in
children by teaching them to notice internal
experiences, relate to themselves with kindness, and
respond to difficult feelings in a less reactive manner.
Empirical work on mindful self-compassion programs
and compassion-focused interventions has shown that
such approaches can improve self-awareness, self-
kindness, emotional regulation, and adaptive
psychological functioning (Bluth et al., 2016; Braehler
et al., 2013; Longe et al.,, 2010; Neff & Germer, 2013).
Studies conducted in educational and clinical contexts
have further suggested that mindfulness- and
compassion-based interventions may share common
mechanisms, including present-moment awareness,
acceptance, emotional regulation, and reduced over-
identification with thoughts and feelings (Frostadottir
& Dorjee, 2019; Heidari et al., 2023; Salari et al., 2024).
However, despite the conceptual overlap between
MBCT-C and self-compassion training, fewer studies
have directly compared their effects on the
development of mindfulness in children. Therefore,
the present study aimed to compare the effects of
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Children
and self-compassion training on the development of
mindfulness among 7- to 12-year-old girls.

Methodology

This applied quantitative study was conducted using a
randomized clinical trial design with a pretest,
posttest, control group, and three-month follow-up.
The statistical population consisted of female primary
school children aged 7 to 12 years in Tehran during
the 2024-2025 academic year. After obtaining the
necessary institutional coordination and parental
informed consent, eligible students were screened and
selected for participation. Inclusion criteria included
being a female student aged 7 to 12 years, willingness
of the child and consent of the parents to participate,
lower scores on the child acceptance and mindfulness
measure, and not participating in other simultaneous
psychological interventions. Students with diagnosed




learning disorders, neurological or sleep-related
conditions confirmed by a specialist, or use of
psychiatric  medications  affecting  attention,
concentration, or psychological functioning were not
included. Exclusion criteria included absence from
more than three intervention sessions, insufficient
cooperation with group activities, or withdrawal from
the study. Based on sample size estimation for
repeated-measures analysis of variance with three
groups and three measurement occasions, 48
participants were initially selected and randomly
assigned to three groups: MBCT-C, self-compassion
training, and control. After attrition, data from 45
participants, 15 in each group, were analyzed.
Random allocation was performed using block
randomization, and allocation concealment was
maintained through sequentially numbered, opaque,
sealed envelopes. The study was implemented as a
single-blind trial, in which the outcome assessor and
data analyst were unaware of group assignments. The
MBCT-C group received 12 weekly group sessions,
each lasting 90 minutes, based on child-appropriate
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy principles. The
sessions included mindful breathing, body awareness,
mindful eating, mindful listening, mindful movement,
recognition of thoughts and feelings, nonjudgmental
observation, and application of mindfulness in daily
life. The self-compassion group received 10 weekly
group sessions, each lasting 90 minutes. This
intervention focused on relaxation, breathing,
awareness of thoughts and feelings, kindness toward
oneself, body awareness, mindful sensory
experiences, self-soothing, gratitude, empathy, and
continuation of compassionate practices at home and
school. The control group received no intervention
during the main study period and was offered a
compensatory educational session after completion of
the main assessments. The primary data collection
tool was the Child Acceptance and Mindfulness
Measure developed by Greco and colleagues. The 10-
item version is scored on a five-point Likert scale
from 0 to 4, with total scores ranging from 0 to 40;
higher scores indicate greater acceptance and
mindfulness. The questionnaire was administered at
pretest, posttest, and three-month follow-up.

Findings

The final sample included 45 female students
distributed equally across the control, self-
compassion, and MBCT-C groups. The mean age was
10.13+1.46 in the control group, 9.93+1.39 in the self-
compassion group, and 10.07+1.44 in the MBCT-C
group. There was no statistically significant difference
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between the groups in terms of age (p=0.927),
mother’s employment status (p=0.765), number of
children in the family (p=0.964), or history of
physical illness (p=0.760). These findings indicated
that the groups were demographically comparable
before the intervention. Descriptive results showed
that the mean mindfulness score at pretest was
27.73£3.13 in the control group, 27.53+4.26 in the
self-compassion group, and 28.1343.60 in the MBCT-
C group, with no significant between-group difference
at baseline (p=0.903). At posttest, the mean score was
27.80£3.36 in the control group, 32.80+2.57 in the
self-compassion group, and 33.73+1.58 in the MBCT-
C group, and the between-group difference was
statistically significant (p<0.001). At follow-up, the
mean score was 27.404+6.06 in the control group,
33.40+1.45 in the self-compassion group, and
33.40+1.45 in the MBCT-C group, again showing a
significant difference between groups (p<0.001).
Before conducting the main repeated-measures
analysis, statistical assumptions were examined.
Mauchly’s test of sphericity was significant
(W=0.731, y*>=12.826, df=2, p=0.002), indicating
violation of the sphericity assumption; therefore,
Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. The
repeated-measures ANOVA showed a significant
main effect of time on mindfulness scores (F=31.985,
p<0.001, partial 1>=0.432), indicating that
mindfulness changed significantly across the three
measurement occasions. The time x group interaction
was also significant (F=8.600, p<0.001, partial
1n*=0.291), showing that the pattern of change differed
across the three groups. The main effect of group was
significant as well (F=8.239, p=0.001, partial
1n*=0.282). Bonferroni post hoc comparisons indicated
that both the self-compassion group and the MBCT-C
group differed significantly from the control group.
However, the difference between the two intervention
groups was not statistically significant (p=1.00).
Overall, the findings showed that both interventions
significantly increased mindfulness in children
compared with the control group, and the
improvement was maintained at the three-month
follow-up.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrated that both
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Children
and self-compassion training were effective in
increasing mindfulness among 7- to 12-year-old girls.
The significant time effect showed that mindfulness
scores changed across the study phases, while the
significant time x group interaction indicated that
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these changes were meaningfully associated with
participation in the intervention groups. The
descriptive pattern further clarified this result: the
control group showed almost no meaningful
improvement from pretest to posttest or follow-up,
whereas both intervention groups showed clear
increases after the sessions, and these gains were
maintained three months later. The effectiveness of
MBCT-C can be explained by its direct focus on
present-moment awareness, attentional training,
recognition of thoughts and feelings, body awareness,
and nonjudgmental observation. Through repeated
practice, children likely learned to recognize internal
experiences without immediately reacting to them,
which strengthened their mindful awareness. The
effectiveness of self-compassion training can be
explained by its emphasis on self-kindness, emotional
recognition, self-soothing, body awareness, and a
more accepting relationship with internal experiences.
Although self-compassion training is not identical to
MBCT-C, it includes mindfulness as a central
component and may therefore promote mindful
awareness through a compassionate and supportive
pathway. The absence of a statistically significant
difference between the two intervention groups

suggests that both approaches may activate
overlapping psychological processes, including
awareness, acceptance, emotional regulation, and
reduced automaticity. This finding is practically
important because it suggests that schools and child
mental health professionals may use either MBCT-C
or self-compassion training to enhance mindfulness,
depending on available resources, practitioner
expertise, and the developmental needs of children.
The maintenance of intervention effects at follow-up
also suggests that the skills learned during the
sessions were not limited to the intervention setting
but may have transferred to daily life contexts such as
school, home, and peer interactions. In conclusion,
both MBCT-C and self-compassion training appear to
be effective group-based interventions for developing
mindfulness in primary school girls. Since no
significant difference was found between the two
approaches, both can be considered valuable options
for school-based psychological education and child-
focused preventive programs. Future implementation
of such interventions may help children develop
greater self-awareness, more adaptive attention
regulation, and a kinder, more balanced relationship
with their inner experiences.
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