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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction (MBSR) and Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) on depression and
alexithymia in caregivers of Alzheimer’s patients.

Methodology: This was a quasi-experimental study using a pretest-posttest-follow-up
design with a control group. The sample consisted of 45 caregivers of Alzheimer’s
patients in Arak, Iran, selected through purposive sampling. Participants were
randomly assigned to three groups: MBSR intervention (n=15), CFT intervention
(n=15), and control (n=15). Data were collected using the Beck Depression Inventory-
Il and the Toronto Alexithymia Scale and analyzed using multivariate repeated
measures ANOVA.

Findings: Both MBSR and CFT significantly reduced depression and alexithymia
scores compared to the control group (P<0.001). However, CFT was more effective in
reducing depression, while MBSR showed a stronger effect in decreasing alexithymia.
These effects remained stable during the three-month follow-up phase.

Conclusion: Both interventions proved beneficial in improving the psychological
well-being of caregivers. Nonetheless, the choice of intervention should be aligned
with individual emotional and cognitive needs. MBSR appears more suitable for
addressing emotional awareness issues (alexithymia), while CFT is better targeted for
treating depressive symptoms.

Keywords: Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, Compassion-Focused Therapy,
Depression, Alexithymia, Alzheimer’s Caregivers
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Providing care for elderly individuals with Alzheimer's disease presents substantial psychological
challenges for caregivers, especially in the advanced stages of the illness. Caregiving often leads to chronic
stress, emotional exhaustion, and mental health problems such as depression and alexithymia—defined as
the difficulty in identifying and describing emotional experiences. Studies have indicated that caregivers
frequently experience elevated levels of emotional dysregulation and psychological vulnerability due to
prolonged exposure to stress and insufficient coping mechanisms (Goodridge et al., 2024; Zehtab &
Tabatabaeinejad, 2022). Depression, in particular, is prevalent among Alzheimer’s caregivers and
significantly impacts not only the caregivers’ quality of life but also the quality of care provided to the
elderly (Hazlett-Stevens, 2022; Sayadi et al., 2022).

Among the psychological interventions proposed to alleviate these conditions, Mindfulness-Based
Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) have received notable attention.
MBSR, developed by Kabat-Zinn, integrates mindfulness meditation and gentle yoga to enhance
awareness of the present moment and promote acceptance of inner experiences. It has been shown to
improve emotion regulation, reduce depressive symptoms, and strengthen cognitive flexibility in
individuals under chronic stress (Ghazizadeh et al., 2023; Javadzade et al., 2024; Softi et al., 2023). Research
supports the efficacy of MBSR in treating a variety of emotional and somatic symptoms in caregivers and
clinical populations (Li et al., 2023; Ozen & Cuijpers, 2022; Yildirim et al., 2022).

Conversely, CFT, grounded in evolutionary psychology and affective neuroscience, aims to
activate the affiliative and soothing systems through compassion cultivation. It helps individuals reduce
self-criticism, develop self-kindness, and enhance their ability to process negative affective states (Borjali
et al., 2021; Damavandian et al., 2022; Farhadi et al., 2023). CFT has demonstrated effectiveness in reducing
depression, shame, and emotional suppression, particularly among populations with trauma histories and
chronic emotional difficulties (Kavousi et al., 2021; Mousavi et al., 2022; Tajdin et al., 2021).

Despite the growing body of research supporting both MBSR and CFT, few comparative studies
have evaluated their differential impact on depression and alexithymia in dementia caregivers. Given the
unique cognitive and emotional mechanisms targeted by each intervention, examining their effectiveness
side by side could provide valuable insights for tailoring mental health interventions for caregiver
populations. Additionally, alexithymia, often underexplored in caregiver literature, plays a critical role in
emotional regulation deficits and may mediate the development or maintenance of depressive symptoms
(Ghanbari et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2022). Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
MBSR and CFT in reducing depression and alexithymia among caregivers of elderly people with
Alzheimer's disease.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest-follow-up design with a control group.
The participants were 45 caregivers of elderly Alzheimer's patients from the Iran Alzheimer Association
in Arak, selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: MBSR (n=15), CFT
(n=15), and control (n=15). The inclusion criteria included age between 30 and 50, caregiving experience
for more than two years, and no prior psychiatric hospitalization or current substance abuse. The



interventions lasted eight weeks, with structured weekly sessions based on standard MBSR and CFT
protocols.

Data were collected using the Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II) and the 20-item Toronto
Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), administered at baseline, post-intervention, and three-month follow-up. The
intervention content was standardized and delivered by trained therapists. MBSR sessions included body
scan, breathing meditation, mindful movement, and daily homework. CFT sessions focused on
psychoeducation about the emotional brain, compassionate imagery, letter-writing, and mindful self-
compassion practices. Repeated measures multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to
analyze the data.

Findings

The descriptive statistics indicated that the mean depression score in the MBSR group decreased
from 14.80 (SD = 1.76) at pretest to 6.70 (SD = 1.80) at posttest and 7.05 (SD = 1.66) at follow-up. In the
CFT group, depression decreased from 14.30 (SD = 1.97) to 8.15 (SD = 1.26) at posttest and 8.55 (SD =
1.43) at follow-up. The control group showed no significant change across all three time points.

Regarding alexithymia, the MBSR group showed significant improvements in all three TAS-20
subscales: difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking.
For example, mean scores for difficulty identifying feelings dropped from 34.85 (SD =3.73) to 23.65 (SD
= 4.39) post-intervention and 24.20 (SD = 4.50) at follow-up. The CFT group also showed significant
reductions, albeit to a lesser extent.

Pairwise comparisons revealed that both interventions were significantly more effective than the
control group in reducing depression (p < .001). However, MBSR demonstrated a greater reduction in
alexithymia scores compared to CFT. The difference in depression reduction between MBSR and CFT
was also statistically significant, favoring CFT. The improvements in both groups remained stable at the
three-month follow-up, indicating the sustainability of treatment effects.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings from this study provide robust evidence supporting the efficacy of both MBSR and
CFT in reducing depression and alexithymia among caregivers of elderly individuals with Alzheimer’s
disease. The differential impact observed—where MBSR was more effective in reducing alexithymia and
CFT was superior in alleviating depression—suggests that these interventions operate through distinct
mechanisms aligned with their theoretical foundations.

MBSR likely exerted its impact on alexithymia by fostering emotional awareness, body—mind
integration, and nonjudgmental observation of internal experiences. The program’s emphasis on present-
moment attention and physiological grounding may have facilitated caregivers’ ability to recognize and
label their emotions, which is essential for overcoming alexithymic tendencies. This aligns with existing
literature reporting the role of MBSR in enhancing interoceptive awareness and emotion differentiation.

In contrast, CFT’s focus on developing self-compassion and reducing self-criticism may have been
particularly beneficial in addressing the shame, guilt, and helplessness that commonly underlie depressive
states in caregivers. The structured exercises in compassionate imagery and inner dialogue might have
activated the caregivers' affiliative systems, promoting emotional soothing and psychological resilience.
These therapeutic outcomes are in line with previous studies that highlight the relevance of CFT in
contexts marked by chronic self-blame or trauma exposure.
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The persistence of improvements observed at the three-month follow-up underscores the potential
of both interventions for long-term mental health benefits. However, the findings also highlight the
importance of matching interventions to the specific emotional difficulties of caregivers. While MBSR
appears more suitable for individuals with impaired emotional recognition and regulation, CFT may be
better suited for those struggling with depressive symptoms rooted in self-judgment and emotional
invalidation.

In sum, this study offers valuable contributions to the field of caregiver mental health by providing
comparative evidence on two promising psychotherapeutic approaches. Given the increasing burden on
informal caregivers and the rising prevalence of dementia globally, scalable and evidence-based
interventions like MBSR and CFT should be incorporated into caregiver support programs. These
interventions not only alleviate psychological distress but also enhance the emotional competence and

caregiving efficacy of individuals caring for some of society's most vulnerable members.
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