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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Major depressive disorder is one of the most prevalent psychological
disorders and is commonly associated with low self-esteem and heightened feelings of inferiority,
leading to substantial impairment in personal and social functioning. The present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy in increasing self-esteem and reducing
feelings of inferiority among patients with major depressive disorder.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of patients diagnosed with major depressive disorder
living in Tehran Province in 2026. Thirty participants were selected using purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 participants in each group). The
experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of emotion-focused therapy, whereas the
control group remained on a waiting list. Data collection instruments included the Coopersmith
Self-Esteem Inventory (1967) and the Inferiority Feeling Questionnaire developed by Yao et al.
(1997). Data were analyzed using independent samples t-test and analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) in SPSS software.

Findings: The results of ANCOVA demonstrated that emotion-focused therapy had a significant
positive effect on increasing self-esteem in patients with major depressive disorder (P<0.001).
Furthermore, a significant difference was observed between the posttest mean scores of feelings of
inferiority in the experimental and control groups, indicating that emotion-focused therapy
significantly reduced feelings of inferiority (P<0.001). The effect sizes were 0.731 for self-esteem
and 0.702 for feelings of inferiority, reflecting the strong effectiveness of the intervention.

Conclusion: Emotion-focused therapy, through emphasizing the processing and restructuring of
maladaptive emotions, effectively enhanced self-esteem and reduced feelings of inferiority in
patients with major depressive disorder. Therefore, this therapeutic approach can be considered a
beneficial complementary intervention alongside first-line treatments for improving emotional and
cognitive outcomes in depressed patients.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Major depressive disorder is considered one of the
most prevalent and debilitating psychological
disorders worldwide, affecting emotional, cognitive,
interpersonal, and  occupational  functioning.
Individuals suffering from this disorder often
experience  persistent  sadness,  hopelessness,
emotional emptiness, reduced motivation, social
withdrawal, and diminished quality of life. In recent
decades, researchers have increasingly emphasized
that depression is not limited to mood disturbance
alone but is also deeply associated with maladaptive
self-perceptions, low self-esteem, chronic self-
criticism, and feelings of inferiority (Ranjbaran et al.,
2022; Sarubin et al., 2020). Evidence suggests that
depressed individuals frequently evaluate themselves
negatively and perceive themselves as inadequate,
unworthy, and socially rejected. Such cognitive-
emotional patterns contribute significantly to the
persistence and recurrence of depressive symptoms.
Studies have shown that deficits in emotion regulation
play a central role in depression-related maladaptive
interpersonal behaviors and emotional dysfunction
(Fearey et al., 2021). Moreover, low self-esteem has
been identified as a major vulnerability factor for
depression and suicidal ideation, particularly when
combined with loneliness, rumination, and
perfectionism (Niels-Kessels, 2025). Research further
indicates that positive life events may reduce
depressive symptoms only when individuals possess
sufficient self-esteem and psychological resilience
(Sarubin et al., 2020). Feelings of inferiority also
represent a fundamental psychological construct
associated with  depression. Individuals  with
heightened feelings of inferiority often perceive
themselves as less competent, less valuable, and
socially inadequate in comparison to others (Ghaniei et
al., 2022). Such perceptions negatively influence
emotional adjustment and life expectancy.

Emotion-focused therapy has recently gained
considerable attention as an effective therapeutic
approach  for emotional disorders, especially
depression. This approach emphasizes the adaptive
function of emotions and proposes that psychological
distress emerges when emotional experiences are
avoided, suppressed, or processed maladaptively
(Kramer et al., 2026). Emotion-focused therapy seeks to
help individuals become aware of their emotional
experiences, process unresolved emotions, transform
maladaptive emotional schemas, and establish
healthier emotional responses. The theoretical

foundations of this approach are closely related to
attachment theory and experiential perspectives.
According to attachment-based conceptualizations,
early maladaptive emotional experiences and insecure
attachment patterns contribute to shame, self-
criticism, emotional dysregulation, and feelings of
inferiority (Grady & Yoder, 2024). Emotion-focused
therapy attempts to reconstruct these maladaptive
emotional experiences through empathic therapeutic
relationships  and  experiential  interventions.
Techniques such as two-chair dialogue, empty-chair
work, emotional awareness, and self-compassion
exercises help clients reorganize negative emotional
schemas and improve their self-perception.

Empirical evidence supports the effectiveness of
emotion-focused therapy in reducing depressive
symptoms and improving emotional functioning.
Alavi et al. demonstrated that emotion-focused
therapy significantly reduced emotional, motivational,
cognitive, and Dbiological symptoms of major
depressive disorder (Alavi et al., 2022). Similarly,
Kramer et al. reported substantial therapeutic
effectiveness of emotion-focused interventions in
routine clinical settings (Kramer et al., 2026). Aardal et
al. also found that emotion-focused therapy
effectively reduced depressive symptoms in a
randomized controlled pilot trial (Aardal et al., 2025).
Beyond depression reduction, this therapeutic
approach has shown effectiveness in improving self-
esteem, reducing inferiority feelings, and enhancing
interpersonal adjustment. Ghaffari et al. reported that
emotion-focused therapy reduced inferiority feelings
and improved attachment styles among married
women with extramarital relationship experiences
(Ghaffari et al., 2022). Judaki further demonstrated that
emotion-focused group therapy reduced depressive
symptoms and perceived stress among women facing
infidelity ~ (Judaki, 2020).  Additionally, self-
compassion-focused interventions have been shown to
reduce cognitive vulnerability to depression and
enhance emotional well-being (Farhadi et al., 2023).
Studies have also highlighted the influence of social
support on self-esteem and psychological well-being
(Haddad et al., 2024). Furthermore, maladaptive
schemas and unresolved emotional experiences
originating from adverse childhood experiences may
contribute to emotional exhaustion and psychological
dysfunction in adulthood (Fitzhardinge et al., 2025).

Despite increasing evidence regarding the efficacy of
emotion-focused therapy, limited research has
simultaneously investigated its impact on both self-
esteem and feelings of inferiority among patients with
major depressive disorder. Most previous studies have




primarily focused on symptom reduction rather than
deeper emaotional constructs related to self-worth and
inferiority. Since low self-esteem and inferiority
feelings play a crucial role in the maintenance of
depression, investigating therapeutic approaches
capable of targeting these constructs appears
necessary. Therefore, the present study aimed to
examine the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy
in increasing self-esteem and reducing feelings of
inferiority among patients with major depressive
disorder.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with pretest-posttest measurements and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of
patients diagnosed with major depressive disorder
living in Tehran Province during the research period
from August 2025 to November 2025. Participants
were selected using purposive sampling based on
accessibility and clinical diagnosis. After obtaining
informed consent and necessary ethical permissions,
30 participants were recruited into the study.
Participants ~ were  randomly  assigned into
experimental and control groups, each consisting of
15 individuals.

Two standardized instruments were used for data
collection. Self-esteem was measured using the
Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory developed in
1967. This questionnaire contains 58 items and
evaluates self-esteem across four dimensions
including general, social, family, and educational self-
esteem. The instrument also includes lie-detection
items to assess response validity. Feelings of
inferiority were measured using the Inferiority Feeling
Questionnaire developed by Yao and colleagues in
1997. This scale contains 34 items assessing self-
perceptions of inferiority and inferiority associated
with others’ judgments. Responses were scored using
a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly
disagree to strongly agree. Reliability coefficients
obtained in the present study confirmed acceptable
internal consistency for both instruments.

The experimental group received emotion-focused
therapy in eight weekly sessions lasting
approximately 90 minutes each, while the control
group remained on a waiting list and received no
intervention during the study period. The therapeutic
protocol focused on emotional awareness, emotional
processing, self-compassion, responsibility
acceptance, emotional regulation, and restructuring
maladaptive emotional schemas. Techniques such as
mindfulness exercises, two-chair dialogue, empty-
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chair interventions, emotional narration, and self-
forgiveness practices were implemented throughout
the sessions.

Data were analyzed using SPSS software. Descriptive
statistics including means and standard deviations
were calculated for all variables. Prior to inferential
analyses, assumptions of normality, homogeneity of
variances, and homogeneity of regression slopes were
examined. Independent samples t-tests were
conducted to evaluate baseline equivalence between
groups at pretest. Finally, analysis of covariance was
used to assess the effects of the intervention on
posttest self-esteem and feelings of inferiority while
controlling for pretest scores.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the sample
consisted of 14 men and 16 women. Most participants
were single, and the majority possessed undergraduate
educational  qualifications.  Baseline  analyses
demonstrated no significant differences between the
experimental and control groups regarding self-
esteem and feelings of inferiority during the pretest
stage.

In the experimental group, the mean self-esteem score
increased from 23.533 during pretest to 33.267 at
posttest, whereas the control group showed almost no
meaningful change. Regarding feelings of inferiority,
the experimental group demonstrated a reduction from
135.933 during pretest to 113.400 at posttest. In
contrast, the control group showed a slight increase in
inferiority scores across measurement stages.

Preliminary statistical analyses confirmed that
assumptions required for covariance analysis were
satisfied. Skewness and kurtosis values for both
variables fell within acceptable ranges, indicating
approximate normality of distribution. Kolmogorov-
Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests further confirmed the
normal distribution of scores. Levene’s tests indicated
homogeneity of variances, while interaction analyses
supported the assumption of homogeneous regression
slopes.

Analysis of covariance results demonstrated a
significant effect of emotion-focused therapy on self-
esteem scores after controlling for pretest differences.
The group effect was statistically significant with a
large effect size, indicating that participation in
emotion-focused therapy substantially improved self-
esteem among patients with major depressive
disorder. Approximately 73.1 percent of the variance
in self-esteem scores was explained by the
intervention effect.
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Similarly, covariance analysis revealed a significant
effect of the intervention on feelings of inferiority.
Participants  receiving emotion-focused therapy
exhibited significantly lower inferiority scores
compared to the control group during posttest
assessment. The effect size indicated that
approximately 70.2 percent of the variance in
inferiority feelings was attributable to the therapeutic
intervention. These findings collectively support the
effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy in
improving self-worth and reducing maladaptive
inferiority perceptions among depressed individuals.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
emotion-focused therapy significantly increased self-
esteem and reduced feelings of inferiority among
patients with major depressive disorder. These results
suggest that interventions emphasizing emotional
awareness, emotional processing, and transformation
of maladaptive emotional schemas can effectively
improve deep emotional and cognitive structures
associated with depression.

The increase in self-esteem observed in the
experimental group may be explained by the
therapeutic emphasis on emotional acceptance and
self-compassion. Many depressed individuals engage
in severe self-criticism and maintain persistent beliefs
of inadequacy and worthlessness. Emotion-focused
therapy encourages clients to confront unresolved
emotional experiences within a supportive therapeutic
environment, thereby reducing shame and enhancing
self-acceptance. Through experiential interventions
such as two-chair dialogue and empty-chair work,
participants were able to identify self-critical internal

voices and replace them with more compassionate and
adaptive self-perceptions.

The reduction in feelings of inferiority can also be
interpreted through the emotional transformation
mechanisms of this therapy. Inferiority feelings are
often rooted in insecure attachment experiences,
interpersonal rejection, and maladaptive emotional
schemas.  Emotion-focused  therapy  provides
corrective emotional experiences that help clients
reinterpret painful interpersonal memories and reduce
chronic emotional shame. As individuals gradually
become more accepting of their emotional
experiences, their tendency toward negative social
comparison and self-devaluation decreases.

The results of this study highlight the importance of
addressing emotional processes in the treatment of
depression. While many therapeutic approaches
primarily target cognition and behavior, emotion-
focused therapy directly engages with unresolved
emotional experiences that underlie depressive
symptoms and low self-worth. Consequently, this
approach appears particularly effective in modifying
deeper psychological vulnerabilities associated with
depression.

Overall, the present findings indicate that emotion-
focused therapy can be considered an effective
intervention for improving emotional functioning,
increasing self-esteem, and reducing inferiority
feelings among patients with major depressive
disorder. The integration of experiential emotional
techniques with empathic therapeutic relationships
may provide a valuable framework for enhancing
psychological well-being in individuals suffering
from depressive disorders.
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