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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of compassion-
focused therapy on neuroticism in women with irritable bowel syndrome.

Methodology: This was a quasi-experimental study utilizing a pre-test/post-test design with a
control group. The statistical population comprised all women with irritable bowel syndrome
referred to Taleghani Hospital in Tehran in 2025. A sample of 30 participants was selected using
purposive sampling and randomly assigned into two equal groups: experimental (n=15) and
control (n=15). The research instruments included the NEO Personality Inventory (Costa &
McCrae, 1985) and the Compassion-Focused Therapy protocol (Gilbert, 2009). Data were
analyzed using the Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) after checking assumptions such as
normality via the Shapiro-Wilk test.

Findings: The results of the inferential analysis (ANCOVA) indicated a significant difference
between the two groups. The implementation of compassion-focused therapy led to a statistically
significant decrease in the psychoneuroticism scores of the experimental group compared to the
control group at the post-test stage (p<0.01).

Conclusion: Compassion-focused therapy effectively reduces neuroticism in individuals with
irritable bowel syndrome by increasing self-kindness and improving emotion regulation. The
obtained effect sizes demonstrate the high efficiency of this intervention. Therefore, this
therapeutic approach can be utilized as an effective complementary intervention alongside routine
medical and psychological treatments to enhance the mental health and well-being of these
patients.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) is a highly prevalent,
complex, and debilitating functional gastrointestinal
disorder characterized by chronic abdominal pain,
altered bowel habits, and significant impairments in
health-related quality of life. Contemporary medical
paradigms have shifted away from viewing IBS as a
purely localized physiological dysfunction, instead
recognizing it as a multifaceted biopsychosocial
condition deeply intertwined with the bidirectional
communication pathways of the brain-gut axis (Patel
& Shackelford, 2022; Singh et al.,, 2022). Because
standard pharmacological treatments often yield
limited efficacy in providing long-term symptom
relief, the integration of psychological interventions
has emerged as a critical component in modern
gastroenterological care (Hung et al., 2025; Sweeney et
al., 2025). Psychological distress, particularly in
female patients, is not merely a secondary
consequence of the illness but a primary exacerbating
factor that perpetuates the cycle of pain and
gastrointestinal dysmotility (Marano et al., 2025). At
the core of this psychological vulnerability lies
neuroticism, a robust transdiagnostic personality trait
characterized by emotional instability, a pervasive
tendency to experience negative affects such as
anxiety and depression, and maladaptive emotional
regulation strategies (Barlow et al., 2021; Muscatello et
al., 2016). Individuals scoring high in neuroticism
exhibit profound deficits in cognitive processing and
emotional regulation, rendering them hypersensitive
to both internal visceral sensations and external
psychosocial stressors (Chen et al., 2023). To address
these deeply ingrained emotional vulnerabilities,
Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT), a prominent
third-wave cognitive-behavioral intervention, offers a
targeted evolutionary approach. CFT specifically aims
to recalibrate the dysfunctional emotion regulation
systems often observed in highly neurotic
individuals—namely, downregulating the overactive
threat-protection system and actively cultivating the
underdeveloped soothing-affiliation system (vidal &
Soldevilla, 2023). By fostering a compassionate stance
toward one’s own suffering and significantly reducing
toxic self-criticism and shame, CFT has demonstrated
substantial ~ efficacy in  alleviating  chronic
psychological distress across various clinical
populations (Andersen & Rasmussen, 2017; Craig et al.,
2020). Given the profound theoretical overlap between
the emotional dysregulation inherent in neuroticism
and the therapeutic targets of CFT, investigating this

intervention within the context of functional
gastrointestinal disorders is of paramount importance.
Therefore, the present study was conducted with the
primary objective of determining the effectiveness of
Compassion-Focused  Therapy  on reducing
neuroticism in individuals diagnosed with Irritable
Bowel Syndrome.

Methodology

The current research was conceptualized and executed
utilizing a rigorous quasi-experimental research
design, specifically structured as a pre-test and post-
test model incorporating a designated control group to
ensure methodological validity. The statistical
population comprising this study consisted of all
female patients who had received a formal clinical
diagnosis of Irritable Bowel Syndrome and were
actively seeking outpatient medical or psychological
care at Taleghani Hospital, located in the metropolitan
area of Tehran, during the focal year of 2025. To
establish a representative and therapeutically viable
sample, a purposive sampling technique was
systematically employed to screen potential
candidates based on strict inclusion and exclusion
criteria, ensuring that participants were experiencing
significant levels of the targeted psychological
variables while not concurrently receiving other
overlapping psychotherapeutic interventions.
Following the initial screening process, a total of
30eligible female participants were selected and
subsequently allocated through a randomized
assignment procedure into two distinct cohorts: an
experimental group consisting of 15individuals and a
control  group  comprising  the  remaining
15individuals. The primary psychometric instrument
utilized to quantify the dependent variable was the
extensively validated Neuroticism subscale derived
from the NEO Personality Inventory, originally
developed by Costa and McCrae. This self-report
inventory was administered to all participants across
both groups during the pre-test phase to establish
baseline measurements, and once again during the
post-test phase immediately following the conclusion
of the intervention period. The independent variable,
Compassion-Focused Therapy, was operationalized
based on the standardized therapeutic protocol
meticulously designed by Paul Gilbert. The
experimental group participated in a structured series
of group therapy sessions aimed at cultivating self-
compassion,  psychoeducation  regarding  the
evolutionary models of emotion regulation, and
practical exercises designed to activate the soothing
affective system. Conversely, participants assigned to




the control group were placed on a waitlist and did not
receive any form of this specific psychological
intervention during the study’s timeframe, serving as
a baseline to isolate the therapeutic effects of the
protocol. Upon completion of the data collection
phases, the raw empirical data were systematically
subjected to rigorous statistical evaluation. The
analytical procedures involved the computation of
descriptive statistics to summarize the sample
characteristics, followed by the application of the
Shapiro-Wilk test to rigorously confirm the normal
distribution of the data. Ultimately, the core
inferential analysis was conducted utilizing the
Analysis of Covariance to accurately evaluate the
intervention’s impact while meticulously controlling
for pre-existing baseline variations.

Findings

The comprehensive analysis of the empirical data
generated highly illuminating descriptive and
inferential  statistical outcomes regarding the
trajectory of neuroticism scores across the distinct
phases of the research. An initial examination of the
descriptive statistics revealed distinct patterns in the
mean scores of the two cohorts. Specifically, within
the experimental group that underwent the structured
psychological intervention, the mean score for
neuroticism was recorded at 21.93during the pre-test
baseline assessment. Following the completion of the
therapeutic sessions, this mean score demonstrated a
substantial and observable decline, dropping
significantly to 17.07in the post-test evaluation. In
stark contrast, the descriptive metrics for the control
group, which did not receive the specialized
therapeutic protocol, exhibited an entirely different
trajectory. The pre-test mean score for neuroticism in
the control group stood at 23.27, and it remained
relatively stable, registering only a negligible and
non-therapeutic fluctuation to a post-test mean of
21.80. Before proceeding with the primary inferential
analysis, the fundamental statistical assumptions
requisite for the Analysis of Covariance were
rigorously tested and subsequently verified. The
assumption of homogeneity of variances was
confirmed through the application of Levene’s test,
which vyielded a value of F =0.020and a
corresponding significance level of p = 0.889,
clearly indicating that the variances between the
groups were statistically equal and not significantly
different. Furthermore, the critical assumption
concerning the homogeneity of regression slopes was
also thoroughly evaluated and satisfactorily met, as
evidenced by a significance level of p = 0.288,
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thereby validating the appropriateness of the chosen
statistical model. With all prerequisite assumptions
successfully satisfied, the Analysis of Covariance was
executed to ascertain the definitive impact of the
independent variable. The results of this inferential
test  conclusively  demonstrated that  the
implementation of Compassion-Focused Therapy
yielded a profoundly significant main effect on the
reduction of neuroticism. The statistical output
revealed a value of F = 38.343and an exceptional
level of statistical significance at p < 0.001.
Moreover, the magnitude of this therapeutic impact
was robustly quantified by an effect size, measured as
partial eta squared, of n? = 0.587. This precise effect
size mathematically indicates that a remarkable
58.7%o0f the variance observed in the reduced post-
test neuroticism scores can be directly and exclusively
attributed to the implementation of the Compassion-
Focused Therapy intervention, highlighting a
powerful and clinically meaningful transformation in
the participants’ psychological profiles.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this investigation provide compelling
empirical evidence that effectively highlights the
profound therapeutic value of targeted psychological
interventions in  managing complex functional
gastrointestinal disorders. Specifically, the results
robustly conclude that Compassion-Focused Therapy
acts as a highly potent and clinically viable modality
for significantly reducing elevated levels of
neuroticism among female patients suffering from
Irritable Bowel Syndrome. By fundamentally shifting
the patients’ internal psychological landscape, this
intervention  addresses  the core  emotional
dysregulation that characteristically perpetuates and
exacerbates visceral hypersensitivity and
gastrointestinal distress. The therapeutic architecture
of this specific compassionate approach successfully
dismantles the ingrained, maladaptive cognitive
patterns of severe self-criticism, bodily shame, and
catastrophizing that are hallmarks of a neurotic
personality profile. Instead of reacting to the
unpredictable and often debilitating physical
symptoms of their chronic illness with heightened
anxiety and psychological resistance, the participants
learned to engage their innate soothing systems. This
fundamental recalibration of the emotion regulation
mechanisms effectively dampens the hyperarousal of
the sympathetic nervous system’s threat response,
thereby interrupting the vicious, bidirectional cycle of
psychological distress and physiological symptom
flare-ups governed by the brain-gut axis.
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Consequently, the mitigation of neurotic traits not
only fosters a profound sense of emotional resilience
and psychological flexibility but also implicitly
creates a more conducive physiological environment
for gastrointestinal stabilization. These outcomes
carry substantial clinical implications for the
overarching paradigm of gastroenterological care,
strongly suggesting that traditional, purely biomedical
and pharmacological treatment modalities are
insufficient when deployed in isolation. Healthcare
systems and specialized clinics must urgently pivot
toward a truly comprehensive, multidisciplinary, and
biopsychosocial model of patient care. Integrating
empirically supported, emotion-focused
psychotherapies into standard treatment algorithms
should be prioritized to holistically address the heavy
psychological burden borne by these individuals.
While the present research yields highly promising

and actionable insights, the interpretation of these
conclusions must acknowledge certain
methodological constraints, including a relatively
constrained sample size restricted exclusively to
female participants, a reliance on self-reported
psychometric evaluations, and the absence of a
longitudinal follow-up phase to verify the long-term
durability — of the  observed  psychological
transformations. Future scholarly endeavors should
systematically  address these limitations by
incorporating larger, mixed-gender demographic
samples, integrating  objective  physiological
biomarkers to track the brain-gut interaction, and
conducting extended longitudinal assessments to
further substantiate the enduring efficacy of
compassionate interventions in the realm of chronic
psychosomatic medicine.
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