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Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused
Therapy (CFT) on reducing survivor guilt and improving psychological well-being through the
mediating role of self-forgiveness among older adults exposed to war-related trauma.
Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, follow-
up, and a control group. The statistical population consisted of elderly women residing in
Kerman City during April 2026 who had experienced trauma related to the Ramadan Battle. A
total of 30 participants were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. The experimental group received eight sessions of
Compassion-Focused Therapy, while the control group remained on a waiting list. Research
instruments included the Survivor Guilt Questionnaire, Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale,
and the Heartland Self-Forgiveness Subscale. Data were analyzed using repeated measures
ANOVA and path analysis in SPSS version 27.

Findings: The results of repeated measures ANOVA indicated significant effects of time, group,
and time-by-group interaction on survivor guilt, psychological well-being, and self-forgiveness
(P<0.001). Findings demonstrated that Compassion-Focused Therapy significantly reduced
survivor guilt and significantly increased psychological well-being and self-forgiveness in the
experimental group compared to the control group. Furthermore, path analysis confirmed the
significant mediating role of self-forgiveness in the relationship between CFT and survivor guilt
reduction (indirect f=0.36), as well as between CFT and psychological well-being enhancement
(indirect B=0.48). The stability of treatment effects was also confirmed at follow-up assessment.
Conclusion: The findings suggest that Compassion-Focused Therapy, by strengthening self-
forgiveness processes, is an effective intervention for reducing the psychological consequences
of war trauma among older adults. Through decreasing self-criticism and fostering a
compassionate attitude toward the self, this intervention reduced survivor guilt and enhanced
psychological well-being.

Keywords: Compassion-Focused Therapy, Survivor Guilt, Psychological Well-Being, Self-
Forgiveness, Older Adults, War Trauma
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

War-related trauma is considered one of the most destructive human experiences because its
psychological consequences may persist for years after the actual traumatic events have ended. Exposure
to war often disrupts emotional stability, damages psychological security, and negatively affects
individuals’ ability to regulate emotions and maintain psychological balance (Tang et al., 2002). Numerous
studies have shown that individuals exposed to war-related stress frequently experience long-term
emotional disturbances, including anxiety, depression, guilt, shame, and chronic psychological distress
(Hadi et al., 2013). These consequences are particularly severe among older adults because aging itself is
associated with increased vulnerability, physical decline, social isolation, and reduced coping capacities.
Previous findings indicate that traumatic experiences may continue to affect survivors decades after
exposure and can even contribute to the transgenerational transmission of trauma-related symptoms
(Davidson & Mellor, 2021). Furthermore, war survivors often struggle with intrusive memories, emotional
dysregulation, feelings of insecurity, and persistent psychological pain that substantially reduce their
quality of life and psychological well-being (Abudayya et al., 2023). One of the most common emotional
consequences among survivors of traumatic events is survivor guilt, which refers to persistent feelings of
guilt associated with remaining alive while others suffered or died. Individuals experiencing survivor guilt
frequently engage in self-blame and repetitive negative thinking, which intensifies emotional suffering
and psychological maladjustment (Kotta et al., 2024). Research has shown that shame and guilt are strongly
associated with anxiety, depression, and diminished mental health (Shamsababdi & Dehshiri, 2024).
Accordingly, reducing these maladaptive emotional experiences has become an important target in
psychological interventions designed for trauma survivors.

In recent years, third-wave cognitive-behavioral approaches have increasingly emphasized the role
of compassion and emotional acceptance in improving mental health outcomes. Compassion-Focused
Therapy (CFT), developed by Gilbert, is one of the most influential approaches within this framework.
This therapeutic model aims to reduce self-criticism, shame, and emotional distress through the cultivation
of self-compassion and emotional soothing systems. CFT is based on the assumption that many
psychological disorders are associated with an overactivation of the threat system and an underdeveloped
soothing system. Through compassion-oriented exercises, mindfulness, and emotional regulation
techniques, individuals learn to relate to themselves in a kinder and more accepting manner (Damavandian
etal., 2022). Previous studies have confirmed the effectiveness of CFT in reducing guilt, shame, aggression,
emotional dysregulation, and psychological distress (Karimi Ah & Abbasi, 2023; Mahmoudpour et al., 2021).
Moreover, self-compassion has been identified as an important predictor of psychological well-being and
adaptive emotional regulation (Ranjouri et al., 2025; Rezagholiyan et al., 2025). Individuals with higher levels of
self-compassion demonstrate greater resilience in stressful situations and experience lower levels of
anxiety and depressive symptoms (Takahashi et al., 2025). Recent systematic reviews have also supported the
effectiveness of compassion-based interventions in improving well-being and emotional functioning
across different populations (Randhawa & Vella-Brodrick, 2025). Additionally, emotional reconstruction
involving guilt, shame, hope, and compassion has been recognized as a transformative process in
psychological recovery and emotional healing (Yilmazer & Cinaroglu, 2024). Despite the growing body of
literature on compassion-based interventions, limited research has specifically examined the role of



Compassion-Focused Therapy in reducing survivor guilt and enhancing psychological well-being among
older adults exposed to war trauma. Furthermore, the mediating role of self-forgiveness in this relationship
has remained relatively unexplored. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
Compassion-Focused Therapy on survivor guilt and psychological well-being with the mediating role of
self-forgiveness among older adults exposed to war-related trauma.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, follow-up, and
control group. The statistical population consisted of elderly women residing in Kerman City during April
2026 who had experienced trauma related to the Ramadan Battle. Thirty participants meeting the inclusion
criteria were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned into experimental and control
groups, with fifteen participants in each group. Inclusion criteria included being over 60 years old, having
documented war-related traumatic experiences, obtaining the required cutoff score on trauma screening
measures, and having no severe cognitive impairment such as Alzheimer’s disease. Participants in the
experimental group received eight sessions of Compassion-Focused Therapy, while the control group
remained on a waiting list throughout the intervention period.

The intervention sessions focused on introducing compassion concepts, emotion regulation
systems, mindfulness exercises, soothing breathing techniques, self-compassion development,
identification of self-critical thoughts, and self-forgiveness practices. Participants were also trained to
reconstruct their internal dialogue through compassionate self-relating and emotional acceptance
strategies. The final sessions emphasized meaning-making, emotional integration, and relapse prevention
strategies to maintain therapeutic gains.

Research instruments included the Survivor Guilt Questionnaire, Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being
Scale, and the Heartland Self-Forgiveness Scale. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 27 at
both descriptive and inferential levels. Repeated measures multivariate analysis of variance was used to
evaluate intervention effectiveness across time and groups. Path analysis was also conducted to investigate
the mediating role of self-forgiveness in the relationship between Compassion-Focused Therapy and the
dependent variables.

Findings

The results indicated that there were no statistically significant differences between the
experimental and control groups in the pre-test stage regarding survivor guilt, psychological well-being,
and self-forgiveness, confirming the homogeneity of the groups before the intervention. However,
significant differences emerged between the two groups at post-test and follow-up stages.

Repeated measures multivariate analysis of variance demonstrated significant effects for time,
group, and time-by-group interaction on survivor guilt, psychological well-being, and self-forgiveness.
Participants in the experimental group showed a significant reduction in survivor guilt scores from pre-
test to post-test, and this reduction remained stable during the follow-up stage. In contrast, the control
group demonstrated minimal changes across assessment stages. Similarly, psychological well-being
scores significantly increased in the experimental group following the intervention and remained stable at
follow-up, whereas the control group did not exhibit meaningful improvements.

The results also demonstrated a significant increase in self-forgiveness among participants
receiving Compassion-Focused Therapy. Pairwise comparisons confirmed that differences between the
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experimental and control groups were statistically significant during post-test and follow-up phases across
all study variables. Effect sizes obtained from the analyses indicated strong intervention effectiveness.

Path analysis further confirmed the mediating role of self-forgiveness in the relationship between
Compassion-Focused Therapy and the dependent variables. The indirect effect of Compassion-Focused
Therapy on survivor guilt through self-forgiveness was statistically significant, indicating that increasing
self-forgiveness contributed substantially to the reduction of guilt-related experiences. Additionally, self-
forgiveness significantly mediated the relationship between Compassion-Focused Therapy and
psychological well-being, suggesting that improvements in compassionate self-relating and emotional
acceptance enhanced overall mental health and well-being among participants.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that Compassion-Focused Therapy significantly
reduced survivor guilt and enhanced psychological well-being among older adults exposed to war trauma.
Furthermore, self-forgiveness played a significant mediating role in these relationships. These findings
suggest that compassion-based interventions can effectively address deep emotional wounds associated
with traumatic experiences and facilitate psychological recovery among elderly war survivors.

The reduction in survivor guilt may be explained by the mechanisms underlying Compassion-
Focused Therapy. Older adults exposed to traumatic war experiences often develop chronic self-criticism
and internalized guilt due to surviving events in which others suffered or died. Such individuals
continuously engage in negative self-evaluation and emotional self-punishment. Compassion-Focused
Therapy helps individuals activate emotional soothing systems and reduce excessive threat-focused
processing. Through mindfulness, compassionate imagery, and emotional acceptance practices,
participants learned to reinterpret their traumatic experiences with greater emotional balance and reduced
self-condemnation. As a result, feelings of guilt and shame gradually diminished.

The significant increase in psychological well-being observed in the experimental group also
highlights the importance of self-compassion in promoting adaptive emotional functioning. Participants
learned to respond to their suffering with kindness and understanding rather than judgment and criticism.
This process enhanced emotional security, self-acceptance, and hopefulness. Improved psychological
well-being may also reflect greater emotional regulation capacities and reduced emotional avoidance. By
accepting painful memories and emotions instead of suppressing them, participants became more capable
of engaging positively with life and interpersonal relationships.

One of the most important findings of the present study was the mediating role of self-forgiveness.
Self-forgiveness appears to function as a psychological bridge connecting compassion-based interventions
with emotional recovery. Many trauma survivors maintain rigid self-blaming beliefs for years, believing
they failed to prevent harm or loss during traumatic events. Through Compassion-Focused Therapy,
participants gradually developed a more humane understanding of their limitations and vulnerabilities
during wartime experiences. This process enabled them to release chronic self-condemnation and cultivate
emotional reconciliation with themselves.

Overall, the findings indicate that Compassion-Focused Therapy represents an effective
intervention for reducing survivor guilt and improving psychological well-being among older adults
affected by war trauma. By fostering self-compassion and self-forgiveness, this therapeutic approach helps
trauma survivors reconstruct their emotional world and regain psychological balance. The results
emphasize the importance of integrating compassion-based interventions into mental health services for



older adults exposed to traumatic experiences and highlight the therapeutic value of self-forgiveness in
long-term psychological recovery.
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