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Abstract  

Test anxiety can have a deleterious impact on academic achievement and 

adversely effect adolescent wellbeing both concurrently and in later life. The current 

study explored the use of Compassionate Mind Training (CMT) as a school-based 

intervention for test anxiety among adolescents. Participants were 47 adolescents, 

aged 16 to 17 years old, attending a post-primary school in the UK and enrolled to 

take qualifications beyond compulsory education. Participants were quasi-randomly 

allocated on the basis of timetable availability into an intervention group that received 

eight sessions of CMT (n = 22) or a control group (n = 25). Participants in both 

groups completed pre- and post-intervention measures of test anxiety, general 

anxiety, and self-compassion. Attendance and retention rates were used as an index 

of intervention feasibility. The findings indicated that CMT was a feasible and 

effective intervention. Adolescents receiving CMT showed significant reductions in 

test anxiety and general anxiety, as well as a significant improvement in self-

compassion following the intervention compared to the control group. The findings 

highlight the potential value of CMT in supporting young people suffering from test 

anxiety in schools. The implications for counselling practice are discussed.  

 

Keywords: Compassionate Mind Training; Test Anxiety; General Anxiety; Self-

compassion; Adolescent; School.  
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The Feasibility and Effectiveness of Compassionate Mind Training as a Test 

Anxiety Intervention for Adolescents: A Preliminary Investigation 

High levels of anxiety are common among young people (Cummings et al., 

2014), which represents an emerging public health concern (Johnson & Greenberg, 

2013). Youth may be particularly vulnerable to the onset of anxiety difficulties during 

adolescence, due to marked physiological and psychological changes and exposure 

to a greater number of novel social and environmental stressors (Costello et al., 

2003). It is estimated that around one third of adolescents aged between 13 to 18 

years old suffer from an anxiety disorder (Merikangas et al., 2010). School and 

examination-based pressures are often identified as a particular source of anxiety 

among young people (Putwain et al., 2014). Test anxiety is a form of anxiety elicited 

in response to a perception of examinations as threating, which can have deleterious 

effects on academic performance and wellbeing (Putwain & Daly, 2014). However, 

the evidence-base for test anxiety interventions for applications with young people in 

schools remains limited (Soares & Woods, 2020). There is therefore a need for 

further research on test-anxiety interventions, including the effectiveness of novel 

approaches to broaden the therapeutic repertoire offered to schools. The current 

study explores the use of Compassionate Mind Training (CMT) as a school-based 

intervention for test anxiety among adolescents.  

Test Anxiety among Adolescents  

Test anxiety affects cognition (i.e., catastrophising and worrying thoughts 

about failure), affect (i.e., fear and panic), and physiology (i.e., nausea and elevated 

heart rate) in response to examinations (Segool et al., 2014). Test anxiety typically 

develops around the fear of failure, which threaten feelings of self-efficacy and worth, 

identity, personal and career goals, and appraisals from others (Putwain, 2009). Test 
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anxiety is experienced across ages and educational contexts, including primary, 

post-primary, and higher education (von der Embse et al., 2018). Test anxiety tends 

to increase with age (e.g., McDonald, 2001), likely due to the fact that young people 

face a growing number of school-based pressures to achieve academic success 

throughout childhood and adolescence and display a greater sensitivity to evaluative 

situations (Blakemore & Mills, 2014; Klinger et al., 2015). Similarly, adolescents take 

compulsory examinations in post-primary school of which the results are perceived 

to have much more significance (von der Embse & Hasson, 2012). Putwain and Daly 

(2014) found that around 16% of adolescents, aged between 15 and 16 years old, 

scored within the upper 66th percentile of test anxiety scores. Similarly, von der 

Embse et al. (2014) reported that approximately 30% of young people, aged 16 to 17 

years, were identified as experiencing heightened levels of test anxiety. Such 

findings have been interpreted as evidence of the endemic nature of test anxiety.  

Test anxiety has been shown to negatively impact academic achievement 

(von der Embse et al., 2018). That is, young people with higher levels of test anxiety 

are more likely to perform poorer in examinations (Putwain & Daly, 2013). Test 

anxiety is associated with cognitive interference, such as impaired working memory 

and disrupted recall of learned information while taking examinations (Owens et al., 

2014; Zeidner, 2014). It is estimated that test anxiety can influence performance in 

school examinations to the extent that adolescents are awarded approximately one 

grade boundary less than would be expected if anxiety levels were reduced 

(Putwain, 2008).  

The impact of test anxiety on examination performance has been found to 

affect young people’s motivation to engage with school and can have long-term 

implications for employment prospects and ability to access further education 
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(Putwain & Aveyard, 2016). Similarly, studies have identified the impact of test 

anxiety on the development of mental health and wellbeing difficulties (Akinsola & 

Nwajei, 2013; Herzer et al., 2014). For example, Steinmayr et al. (2016) found that 

youth with higher test anxiety reported reduced subjective wellbeing, including lower 

life satisfaction and fewer positive emotions. The negative effects of test anxiety on 

academic achievement and wellbeing have also been shown to adversely influence 

adolescents’ life trajectories, such as exacerbating the risk of developing mental 

health difficulties in adulthood (Esbjørn et al., 2012).  

Greater awareness around the potential negative impacts of high levels of test 

anxiety paired with an emerging emphasis on performance accountability have led a 

growing number of schools to implement strategies to lessen anxiety around 

examinations. However, the evidence-base for test anxiety programs developed and 

evaluated for applications with adolescents in educational contexts remains limited, 

as research has tended to focus on undergraduate students (Soares & Woods, 

2020). Yet, it is commonly acknowledged that adolescents can struggle more with 

emotional regulation, adopting appropriate examination preparation techniques, and 

dealing with academic challenges in comparison to those in higher education 

(Eisenberg et al., 2010; Lerner et al., 2011). Test anxiety among young people also 

has the potential to persist into later life without intervention (Putwain et al., 2014). 

To date, empirically supported test anxiety interventions in schools tend to involve 

cognitive-behavioural, psychoeducation, skills training, or relaxation approaches (von 

der Embse et al., 2013). For example, cognitive-behavioural interventions that 

involved practicing calming strategies, developing study skills, and enabling positive 

internal self-talk were effective in lowering test anxiety among youth (Putwain et al., 

2014; Putwain & Pescod, 2018). Similar cognitive-behavioural approaches have also 
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noted positive secondary outcomes by reducing clinical anxiety due to an overlap 

between test anxiety and other anxiety domains (Putwain & von der Embse, 2021). 

However, these interventions have primarily been used to offer targeted support for 

young people identified as highly test-anxious. There is therefore a need for the 

development of novel interventions to lessen test anxiety among adolescents that 

can be universally applied across the school population. In particular, young people 

struggling with test anxiety may benefit from approaches that provide opportunities to 

better understand their difficulties, learn to regulate emotional states and foster a 

more constructive relationship with the self during challenging times (Cunha & Paiva, 

2012). 

One such intervention may involve cultivating compassion, which has been 

identified as a potential solution for dealing with mental health and wellbeing 

difficulties in educational settings (Maratos et al., 2019a), including schools (Al-

Ghabban, 2018).  

Compassion-based Interventions  

Compassion has been shown to provide a more prosocial approach for 

relating to the self and others. For example, greater compassion is linked to 

improved mental health and wellbeing (Kirby et al., 2017). As such, interventions 

have been established to cultivate compassion. Six compassion-based interventions 

have been identified, which are empirically supported with adult populations (Kirby, 

2017): (1) Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT; Gilbert, 2009); (2) Mindful Self-

compassion (Neff & Germer, 2013); (3) Compassion Cultivation Training (Jazaieri et 

al., 2013); (4) Cognitively Based Compassion Training (Pace et al., 2009); (5) 

Cultivating Emotional Balance (Kemeny et al., 2012); and (6) Compassion and 

Loving Kindness Meditations (Wallmark et al., 2013). The vast majority of these 
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approaches share similar Buddhist and mindfulness underpinnings. While integrating 

some of these components, CFT draws upon a different model based on 

evolutionary psychology, attachment theory, applied psychological processes, and 

an awareness of motivational systems (Gilbert, 2014).  

Compassion Focused Therapy and Compassionate Mind Training  

CFT was originally created as a transdiagnostic intervention to support people 

with high levels of self-criticism and shame (Gilbert & Irons, 2005). CFT aims to 

develop caring-related motives, thoughts, emotions, and behaviours to reduce 

feelings of distress (Gilbert, 2009). CFT has been shown to foster positive 

psychological outcomes for those struggling with eating disorders (Gale et al., 2014), 

post-traumatic stress (Beaumont et al., 2016), personality disorders (Lucre & Corton, 

2013), psychosis (Braehler et al., 2013), and mood disorders (Gilbert & Proctor, 

2006). 

CMT is a component of CFT, which primarily focuses on the delivery of 

psychoeducation to develop the skills to cultivate compassion. CMT initially provides 

information relating to the definition of compassion as a sensitivity to suffering in the 

self and others with a desire to mitigate or prevent it, conceptualises compassion as 

an interactive flow (i.e., directed from self to other, received from other to self, and 

self-compassion), and discusses fears, blocks, and resistances to compassion. The 

intervention then considers the influence of evolution in shaping both the body and 

mind and how evolved processes cause difficulties in everyday life, having shaped 

the development of a ‘tricky brain’ for which the person is not to blame. CMT 

explores the evolved functions of emotions, which correspond to three 

interconnected systems (Gilbert, 2014): (1) a threat system that functions to detect 

dangers and is associated with defensive emotions to protect the self (e.g., anxiety 
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and anger); (2) a drive system that functions to acquire resources for survival and is 

associated with energising emotions (e.g., excitement and pleasure); and (3) a 

soothing system that functions to facilitate rest or garner a sense of peace and is 

associated with caregiving emotions (e.g., safeness and contentment).    

CMT highlights that cultivating compassion can activate and strengthen the 

soothing system, which in turn, regulate difficult emotional states brought about by 

the threat and drive systems (Gilbert, 2009). The intervention also presents a diverse 

range of practices to improve awareness to physical and psychological experiences 

and calm the body by activating the parasympathetic nervous system. CMT practices 

relate to grounding (e.g., soothing rhythm breathing) and compassionate imagery 

techniques (e.g., visualising receiving or displaying compassion). The overall aim of 

these practices is to generate a more compassionate self-identity that displays 

qualities of kindness, strength, wisdom, and commitment (i.e., the compassionate 

self). The compassionate self can then be embodied in everyday life to deal with 

difficulties, failures, and challenges (Kirby & Gilbert, 2017). Given its 

psychoeducational focus, CMT is best suited for applications with groups that share 

a particular set of problems (Maratos et al., 2019b).  

A growing number of studies have also identified benefits associated with 

CMT. For example, frequent practice of CMT exercises for two weeks was related to 

significantly lower anxiety, stress, depression, and self-criticism, and significantly 

higher levels of self-compassion with non-clinical populations (McEwan & Gilbert, 

2016; Matos et al., 2017). Irons and Heriot-Maitland (2020) found that members of 

the general public reported reductions in psychological distress and self-criticism, as 

well as increases in compassion, positive emotional states, and wellbeing after an 8-

week CMT course. Similarly, practicing CMT exercises was associated with 
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decreased self-criticism and greater self-compassion among teachers and support 

staff taking part in a school-based CMT program (Maratos et al., 2019b). McEwan et 

al. (2018) also demonstrated that online CMT-based exercises reduced test anxiety 

and improved self-compassion among highly test-anxious adult undergraduate 

students over the age of 18 years.  

Less is known, however, about the applications of CMT with adolescents, 

which reflects an emerging area of research. Early evidence appears to suggest that 

this approach can also be effective in supporting young people with mental health 

and wellbeing difficulties (e.g., Bratt et al., 2020b). For example, CFT was found to 

reduce psychopathic traits and challenging behaviours among incarcerated youth 

(Ribeiro da Silva et al., 2019). Similarly, adolescents with complex mental health 

needs reported that group CFT fostered greater feelings of connectedness with 

others, self-acceptance, and a sense of inner peace (Bratt et al., 2020a). No studies 

to date have applied CMT with young people in a school setting. To our knowledge, 

no studies have also evaluated the effects of CMT on test anxiety among 

adolescents, which may have important implications for the development of positive 

youth outcomes. The current study therefore aims to explore the feasibility and 

effectiveness of CMT as a test anxiety intervention for adolescents in school. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 50 adolescents recruited from a post-primary school in the 

UK. All adolescents were enrolled in the first year of a two-year Advanced Level (A-

Level) qualification, which is optional beyond compulsory education and typically 

required for entry into university (56% opt-in participation rate). Three adolescents 

were removed from further analyses as they were also accessing other 
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psychological support services. The final sample pre-intervention comprised of 47 

adolescents, aged 16 to 17 years old (72% female, n = 34; 28% male, n = 13). The 

sample post-intervention consisted of 45 returning adolescents (73% female, n = 33; 

27% male, n = 12). The study had 96% retention across both timepoints.  

Procedure 

The study adopted a pre-post design with a CMT and control group. Ethical 

approval for the study was obtained from [author identifying university]. The school 

principal provided written permission for the research to be carried out within their 

school. Packs containing information letters and consent forms were then sent home 

with all adolescents in the eligible year group. Informed written consent was received 

from adolescents and their parents before taking part in the study.  

The sample was quasi-randomly split on the basis of timetable availability into 

an intervention group that accessed CMT in school (n = 22) and control group that 

did not receive the intervention (n = 25). That is, young people were allocated to the 

intervention group if they did not have scheduled class when the intervention was 

planned to take place. Adolescents in both groups completed paper-based 

questionnaires at pre- and post-intervention that measured test anxiety, general 

anxiety, and self-compassion. Those involved the intervention group also completed 

a post-intervention questionnaire assessing their practice of CMT exercises and 

embodiment of the compassionate self during the course of the intervention. A 

record of attendance for intervention sessions was kept each week. Attendance was 

voluntary and adolescents were free to opt-out at any point.  
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Intervention Overview  

The intervention consisted of eight sessions. These sessions took place on a 

weekly basis between January and March 2020. Each session lasted approximately 

35 minutes. 

Intervention sessions were delivered at a time throughout the school day 

when adolescents did not have scheduled class. As such, the intervention group was 

divided into two smaller cohorts (n = 10 and n = 12) that received CMT at different 

times during the week to accommodate variations in school timetables. 

Intervention sessions included psychoeducation, group discussions, and CMT 

practice exercises. Although not a requirement, adolescents were encouraged to 

share relevant personal experiences within a supportive group environment to create 

a connection with the intervention content. Exercises were shortened for applications 

with younger populations and adolescents were encouraged to engage in these 

practices outside of sessions. CMT exercises were presented using audio recordings 

to ensure consistent delivery between intervention groups. The intervention intended 

to improve adolescents’ awareness to distress and recognise that they are not to 

blame for their difficulties, but also fostering a sense of responsibility to learn the 

skills to effectively alleviate distress. Following British Psychological Society (BPS; 

2018) guidelines around increasing benefits and reducing risks, adolescents were 

advised to speak with the researcher after each session if the content of the 

intervention triggered any feelings of distress. A brief outline of the intervention 

content is presented below: 

Session One. The session introduced the concept of compassion, reality 

checks around how and why people suffer, and the need for compassion, which was 

followed by a soothing rhythm breathing practice.  
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Session Two. The session provided the definition of compassion and idea of 

compassion as a flow. Adolescents were then introduced to the notion of the ‘tricky 

brain’, which offered an insight into the evolved mind of humans, its focus on threat, 

and the development of unhelpful loops of thinking, feeling, and behaving. 

Adolescents also practiced soothing rhythm breathing.  

Session Three. The session focused on the three-systems model of 

emotions (i.e., threat, drive, and soothing) and how balancing these systems can 

reduce distress and promote wellbeing. Soothing rhythm breathing was paired with 

kind facial expressions and positive internal self-talk.  

Session Four. The session considered compassion toward others. 

Adolescents were later introduced to compassionate imagery techniques using 

compassionate colour and safe space practices to cultivate a sense of feeling 

soothed and content.  

Session Five. The session explored receiving compassion from others. 

Adolescents engaged in compassionate imagery practices to construct an ideal 

compassionate other to provide support and care. 

Session Six. The session considered the nature and function of self-criticism. 

Self-compassion was then explored as an antidote for dealing with self-criticism, 

including constructing a more compassionate self-identity. At this point, adolescents 

engaged in compassionate imagery practices to generate a version of the 

compassionate self that displayed the compassionate qualities of kindness, strength, 

wisdom, and commitment. 

Session Seven. The session involved further developing a compassionate 

self-identity and understanding how the compassionate self could be used to deal 
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with difficulties in everyday life. Adolescents again took part in imagery practices 

relating to embodying the qualities of the compassionate self.  

Session Eight. The session reviewed the content of the intervention. A 

discussion also took place around dealing with fears, blocks, and resistances to 

compassion. Adolescents engaged in compassionate imagery practices of using the 

compassionate self to direct compassion toward the self to promote thriving and 

growth into the future.  

Measures 

Feasibility 

Feasibility of CMT was indexed using attendance and retention data within the 

intervention group. Commensurate with previous compassion-based interventions 

with adolescents (e.g., Bluth et al., 2016), the criteria of 75% attendance and 80% 

retention were applied to evaluate feasibility. 

Test Anxiety 

Test anxiety was assessed using the Test Anxiety Inventory (TAI; Spielberger, 

1980). The TAI consisted of 20 items that measure the cognitive, affective, and 

physiological aspects of test anxiety, which can be combined to provide a total test 

anxiety score. Adolescents responded to each item using a 4-point Likert scale 

ranging from 0 = almost never to 3 = almost always. All items were summed to 

compute a total test anxiety score (min = 0, max = 60). Higher scores reflected 

higher levels of test anxiety. The internal consistency of the scale was excellent for 

both timepoints (Cronbach’s α pre-intervention = .93; Cronbach’s α post-intervention 

= .93).  
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General Anxiety 

General anxiety was measured using the trait component of the State-Trait 

Anxiety Inventory (STAI-T; Spielberger et al., 1983). The STAI-T comprised of 20 

items that assesses individual tendencies to experience anxiety in day-to-day life. 

Adolescents responded to these items on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = 

almost never to 3 = almost always. All items were summed to provide a total score 

for general anxiety (min = 0, max = 60). Higher scores represented greater levels of 

anxiety. The scale demonstrated excellent internal consistency across both 

timepoints (Cronbach’s α pre-intervention = .93; Cronbach’s α post-intervention = 

.93). 

Self-Compassion 

Self-compassion was assessed using the Self-Compassion Scale – Short 

Form (SCS-SF; Raes et al., 2011). The SCS-SF contains 12 items that measure 

patterns of relating to the self during difficult times. Responses to each item were 

reported using a 5-point Likert scale from 0 = almost never to 4 = almost always. All 

items were summed to calculate a total score for self-compassion (min = 0, max = 

48). Higher scores indicated more self-compassion. The scale displayed good 

internal consistency at both timepoints (Cronbach’s α pre-intervention = .81; 

Cronbach’s α post-intervention = .86). 

Practice of CMT Exercises and Embodiment of the Compassionate Self  

Adolescents’ practice of CMT exercises and embodiment of the 

compassionate self were measured using a CMT practice scale (Matos et al., 2018). 

The CMT practice scale contained 11 items that measured practice of CMT 

exercises and embodying the compassionate self during the course of the 

intervention. Frequency of engaging in CMT exercises was assessed using a single 
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item on a 5-point Likert scale with the responses of 1 = never, 2 = one to two times 

per week, 3 = three to four times per week, 4 = five to six times per week, and 5 = 

seven or more times per week. Helpfulness of CMT exercises was also measured 

with a single item using a 5-point Likert scale, which included 1 = unhelpful, 2 = not 

very helpful, 3 = neither helpful nor unhelpful, 4 = quite helpful, and 5 = very helpful. 

Recall of acting and feeling as the compassionate self was gauged using a single 

item with adolescents responding either 1 = no and 2 = yes. The remaining items 

used a 10-point Likert scale for different aspects of embodying the compassionate 

self in day-to-day life: two items on the frequency of experiencing the compassionate 

self ranging from 1 = never to 10 = a lot of the time; a single item on the power of 

compassionate feelings from 1 = not powerful at all to 10 = very powerful; two items 

on the easiness of embodying the compassionate self from 1 = not easy at all to 10 = 

very easy; a single item on the duration of compassionate feelings from 1 = fleeting 

to 10 = most of the day;  a single item on the soothing effect of compassionate 

feelings from 1 = not comforting at all to 10 = very comforting; and single item on the 

impact on compassionate actions from 1 = very negative to 10 = very positive. No 

internal consistency or total score for embodiment of the compassionate self was 

calculated due to variations in methods of reporting. The scale was used to provide a 

descriptive overview of adolescents’ engagement with CMT. 

Results 

Feasibility of Compassionate Mind Training  

The intervention had high attendance. As such, the mean attendance 

proportion among those that retained in the intervention was 89% (M = .89, SD = 

.09). None of these adolescents were absent for more than two sessions 

(approximately 20% missed two sessions). During the course of the intervention, two 
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adolescents withdrew (i.e., one after session three and one following session six) as 

a result of scheduling difficulties. In light of such attrition, the intervention had a 91% 

retention rate. The attendance and retention rates of the current study exceed the 

established feasibility criteria indicating that CMT was a feasible intervention when 

delivered among adolescents in school.  

Effectiveness of Compassionate Mind Training  

All main analyses were run using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26). A series 

of independent samples t-tests were initially conducted to compare pre-intervention 

scores for adolescents allocated to the CMT intervention and control group. 

Bonferroni-corrected significance values were applied to account for multiple 

comparisons. Cohen’s d effect sizes were added with .20 = small, .50 = medium, and 

.80 = large effects (Cohen, 1988). There were no significant baseline differences 

between these groups for test anxiety (t(45) = 1.71, p = .094, d = .501), general 

anxiety (t(45) = 1.69, p = .098, d = .494), and self-compassion (t(45) = 1.32, p = 

.194, d = .385). Descriptive statistics for test anxiety, general anxiety, and self-

compassion at pre- and post-intervention for the intervention and control groups are 

presented in Table 1. 

To assess the effectiveness of CMT, separate 2 x 2 mixed ANOVAs were 

then conducted for test anxiety, general anxiety, and self-compassion, with a 

between-subjects factor of group (i.e., CMT intervention or control) and a within-

subjects factor of time (i.e., pre-intervention or post-intervention). Power analysis 

estimated that the sample size was sufficient to detect moderate effects with 80% 

statistical power assuming a = .05. Partial eta squared (ηp
2) effect sizes were 

calculated for the main effects and interactions within the ANOVAs, which were 

interpreted as .01 = small effect, .06 = medium effect, and .14 = large effect (Cohen, 



 

 

17 

 

1988). A series of post-hoc paired samples t-tests with Bonferroni-corrected 

significance values were also applied to examine within-group changes from pre-to 

post-intervention.  

Test Anxiety 

There was no significant main effect of group, F(1, 43) = .53, p = .469, ηp
2 =  

.012, but there was a large significant main effect of time, F(1, 43) = 17.72, p < .001, 

ηp
2 = .292. This was made clear by a significant interaction effect between group and 

time, F(1, 43) = 27.20, p < .001, ηp
2 = .387 (Figure 1). That is, adolescents receiving 

CMT reported a large significant reduction in test anxiety from pre- to post-

intervention (t(19) = 5.42, p < .001, d = 1.212), while those in the control group 

showed no significant change in scores across time (t(24) = .89, p = .381, d = .572).  

General Anxiety 

There was no significant main effect of group, F(1, 43) = .43, p = .514, ηp
2 = 

.10. However, the main effect of time was significant with a large effect size, F(1, 43) 

= 17.69, p < .001, ηp
2 = .292, which was then made clear by a significant interaction 

effect between group and time, F(1, 43) = 14.10, p < .001, ηp
2 = .247 (Figure 2). 

Adolescents in the intervention group showed a large significant decrease in general 

anxiety from pre-to post-intervention (t(19) = 4.62, p < .001, d = 1.033), whereas the 

control group reported no significant change in scores (t(24) = .40, p = .696, d = 

.079).  

Self-compassion 

There was no significant main effect of group, F(1, 43) = .02, p = .889, ηp
2 = 

.001. However, there was a large significant main effect of time, F(1, 43) = 9.43, p = 

.004, ηp
2 = .18, that was made clear by a significant interaction effect between group 

and time, F(1, 43) = 11.31, p = .002, ηp
2 = .208 (Figure 3). Adolescents in the 
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intervention group reported a large significant increase in self-compassion from pre- 

to post-intervention (t(19) = 3.95, p < .001, d = .883), while there was no significant 

change in scores for the control group (t(24) = .28, p = .815, d = .047).  

Practice of CMT Exercises and Embodiment of the Compassionate Self  

Descriptive statistics revealed that 65% (n = 13) of adolescents practiced 

CMT exercises one to two times per week, and 30% (n = 6) practiced three to four 

times per week. Similarly, 65% (n = 13) described CMT exercises to be quite helpful, 

while an additional 25% (n = 5) indicated that these were very helpful. Only 10% (n = 

2) found the exercises to be neither helpful nor unhelpful. Furthermore, 90% (n = 18) 

of adolescents recalled acting and feeling as the compassionate self during the 

intervention. 

In relation to embodying the compassionate self on response scales ranging 

from 1 to 10, adolescents reported mean scores of 5.88 (SD = 1.96) for the 

frequency of experiencing the compassionate self, 6.15 (SD = 1.87) for the power of 

compassionate feelings, 5.12 (SD = 2.39) for the easiness of accessing the 

compassionate self, 6.05 (SD = 2.24) for the duration of compassionate feelings, 

7.25 (SD = 1.86) for the soothing effect of compassionate feelings, and 7.75 (SD = 

1.33) for the subsequent impact on compassionate actions.  

Discussion 

The study aimed to explore the feasibility and effectiveness of CMT as an 

intervention for test anxiety among adolescents.  

The findings indicate that CMT was a feasible intervention for adolescents on 

the basis of high attendance and retention rates. A number of factors may have 

contributed to the feasibility of the CMT intervention. For example, it is possible that 

youth were more willing to voluntarily engage in an intervention to reduce test 
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anxiety when it was accessible in school and did not conflict with learning 

opportunities relating to examinations. Such readiness to take part in the intervention 

could reflect the endemic nature of test anxiety among young people and motivation 

to receive support. However, the sample was predominately female, which may 

reflect gender-based differences in readiness to access support for school-related 

anxieties and highlights the need to encourage males to seek help when needed. It 

is also likely that adolescents found the content of CMT to be valuable for 

understanding and dealing with difficulties. That is, a majority (90%) of those taking 

part in the intervention reported that CMT exercises were either quite helpful or very 

helpful. As such, adolescents may have continued to participate in the intervention 

after experiencing benefits associated with CMT. 

The findings also revealed reductions in test anxiety and general anxiety, as 

well as increases in self-compassion from pre-to post-intervention for adolescents 

receiving CMT, whereas no changes were observed in the control group. These 

results are in line with an emerging body of research relating to the benefits of CFT/ 

CMT in supporting young people with mental health and wellbeing difficulties (e.g., 

Bratt et al., 2020b). Similarly, the findings support and build on other studies that 

demonstrate the effectiveness of CMT for reducing test anxiety (McEwan et al., 

2018), lessening general anxiety (McEwan & Gilbert, 2016), and promoting self-

compassion in non-clinical adult populations (Irons & Heriot-Maitland, 2020; Maratos 

et al., 2019b).  

Almost all (95%) of the adolescents taking part in the intervention practiced 

CMT exercises on a weekly basis. This is commensurate with previous work 

suggesting that participants may regularly engage in CMT exercises (Matos et al., 

2017). Frequent practice of grounding and compassionate imagery techniques could 
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have contributed to a sense of slowing down and relaxation within the body. That is, 

these exercises intend to stimulate the parasympathetic nervous system, which calm 

the threat system and associated feelings of anxiety.  

The vast majority (90%) of adolescents accessing CMT recalled acting and 

feeling as the compassionate self. Similarly, higher mean scores were reported for 

the power, duration, soothing effect, and impact of compassionate feelings and 

behaviours related to the compassionate self. That is, adolescents taking part in 

CMT may have felt the powerful and soothing effects of compassionate feelings 

across time and engaged in more compassionate actions. It is likely that developing 

a compassionate self-identity empowered young people to be more compassionate 

toward themselves. In line with the theoretical assumptions of CMT (Gilbert, 2009), 

cultivating higher levels of self-compassion during the course of the intervention may 

have activated the soothing system to regulate difficult emotional states, including 

test anxiety and general anxiety. The compassionate self may also have provided 

adolescents with a sense of safeness and contentment that improved the ability to 

self-soothe feelings of anxiety (Kirby & Gilbert, 2017). As such, the applications of 

CMT as a test anxiety intervention may have positive secondary outcomes by also 

reducing general anxiety due to shared links between test anxiety and other anxiety 

domains (Putwain & von der Embse, 2021). The findings highlight the potential value 

of constructing a compassionate self-identity as a central component of CMT for 

dealing with difficulties, failures, and challenges in everyday life.  

However, lower mean scores were noted for frequency and easiness around 

embracing the compassionate self. That is, adolescents may have found it more 

difficult to access the compassionate self on a regular basis. It is likely that 

adolescents experienced fears, blocks, and resistances to developing compassion 
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(Gilbert & Mascaro, 2017). For example, some young people struggled to subscribe 

to the view that they are not to blame for their difficulties or felt undeserving of 

compassion. As such, it would have been beneficial for the intervention to have 

included a greater number of sessions or allocated more time to exploring and 

overcoming barriers to compassion to further facilitate access to the compassionate 

self.  

The findings contribute to our understanding on the benefits of CMT with 

adolescent populations. However, the findings should be considered in the light of 

several limitations, which could be addressed in future research.  

First, the study had a small sample size, which limits the generalisability of the 

findings. It was also unable to examine whether improved outcomes associated with 

CMT were a result of frequent practice of CMT exercises or embodiment of the 

compassionate self. Future research should replicate the findings with a larger 

sample and explore these potential mechanisms for change within CMT. Given that 

the sample was majority female, it would also be valuable for future research to 

ascertain whether gender-based differences are present in adolescents’ responses 

to CMT.  

Second, the study relied on self-report measures that assessed constructs 

that were directly targeted as part of the intervention, which in turn, may have placed 

demand characteristics on adolescents. Future research should incorporate other 

forms of assessment, such as multiple sources of reporting (e.g., teachers or 

parents), direct observation, and physiological measures.  

Third, the study did not investigate the effect of individual CMT components, 

such as psychoeducation, grounding, and compassionate imagery practices. Thus, it 

is unclear which aspects of the intervention were most useful in promoting positive 
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outcomes. Future research should explore the impact of these components in 

isolation to highlight areas of best practice.  

Fourth, the study did not include a follow-up. As such, it is unclear whether 

benefits of CMT lasted over time. It would be beneficial for future research to explore 

the stability of intervention effects across time (e.g., using multiple timepoints of data 

collection) to understand the long-term effectiveness of CMT with adolescents. 

Furthermore, future studies could consider using active control groups to compare 

the feasibility and efficacy of CMT with different interventions.  

Implications  

Although preliminary, the findings have important implications for counselling 

practice. The findings show promise that CMT is a feasible intervention to be 

delivered with adolescents, which may expand the repertoire of test anxiety 

interventions offered to schools. CMT may be effective in reducing test anxiety and 

general anxiety as well as fostering greater self-compassion among adolescents. In 

particular, the use of CMT as test anxiety intervention that can universally be applied 

across the school population may mitigate against the negative impacts of test 

anxiety. That is, such interventions have the potential to improve academic 

performance and reduce vulnerability to the onset of wellbeing difficulties, which may 

have long-term benefits for employment, education, and mental health in adulthood. 

On a broader level, the findings highlight the potential value of using CFT to support 

young people struggling with mental health and wellbeing difficulties, which could be 

integrated within pastoral support services in school. These approaches may help 

cultivate more compassionate learning environments to help adolescents effectively 

manage the demands of school life and promote thriving and growth moving forward.   



 

 

23 

 

References 

Akinsola, E.F., & Nwajei, A.D. (2013). Test anxiety, depression and academic 

performance: Assessment and management using relation and cognitive 

restructuring techniques. Psychology, 4(6), 18-24.  

Al-Ghabban, A. (2018). A compassion framework: The role of compassion in schools 

in promoting well-being and supporting the social and emotional development 

of children and young people. Pastoral Care in Education, 36(3), 176-188.  

Beaumont, E.A., Durkin, M., McAndrew, S.L., & Martin, C. (2016). Using compassion 

focused therapy as an adjunct to trauma-focused CBT for fire service 

personnel suffering with trauma-related symptoms. The Cognitive Behaviour 

Therapist, 9, e34.  

Blakemore, S.J., & Mills, K.L. (2014). Is adolescence a sensitive period for 

sociocultural processing? Annual Review of Psychology, 65, 187-207.  

Bluth, K., Gaylord, S.A., Campo, R.A., Mullarkey, M.C., & Hobbs, L. (2016). Making 

friends with yourself: A mixed methods pilot study of a mindful self-

compassion program for adolescents. Mindfulness, 7(2), 479-492.  

Braehler, C., Gumley, A., Harper, J., Wallace, S., Norrie, J., & Gilbert, P. (2013). 

Exploring change processes in compassion focused therapy in psychosis: 

Results of a feasibility randomized controlled trial. British Journal of Clinical 

Psychology, 52(3), 199-214.  

Bratt, A., Gralberg, I.M., Svensson, I., Rusner, M. (2020a). Gaining the courage to 

see and accept oneself: Group-based compassion-focussed therapy as 

experienced by adolescent girls. Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 

25(4), 909-921.  



 

 

24 

 

Bratt, A.S., Rusner, M., & Svensson, I. (2020b). An exploration of group-based 

compassion-focused therapy for adolescents and their parents. Scandinavian 

Journal of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Psychology, 8, 38-47.  

British Psychological Society (2018). Code of Ethics and Conduct. The British 

Psychological Society.  

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. Lawrence 

Erlbaum.  

Costello, E.J., Mustillo, S., Erkanli, A., Keeler, G., & Angold, A. (2003). Prevalence 

and development of psychiatric disorders in childhood and adolescence. 

Archives of General Psychiatry, 60(8), 837-844.  

Cummings, C.M., Caporino, N.E., & Kendall, P.C. (2014). Comorbidity of anxiety and 

depression in children and adolescents: 20 years after. Psychological Bulletin, 

140(3), 816-845.  

Cunha, M., & Paiva, M.J. (2012). Test anxiety in adolescents: The role of self-

criticism and acceptance and mindfulness skills. The Spanish Journal of 

Psychology, 15(2), 533-543.  

Eisenberg, N., Spinrad, T.L., & Eggum, N.D. (2010). Emotion-related self-regulation 

and its relation to children’s maladjustment. Annual Review of Clinical 

Psychology, 6, 495-525.  

Esbjørn, B.H., Bender, P.K., Reinholdt-Dunne, M.L., Munck, L.A., & Ollendick, T.H. 

(2012). The development of anxiety disorders: Considering the contributions 

of attachment and emotion regulation. Clinical Child and Family Psychology 

Review, 15(2), 129-143.  

Gale, C., Gilbert, P., Read, N., & Goss, K. (2014). An evaluation of the impact of 

introducing compassion focused therapy to a standard treatment programme 



 

 

25 

 

for people with eating disorders. Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, 21(1), 

1-12.  

Gilbert, P. (2009). The Compassionate Mind. Robinson.  

Gilbert, P. (2014). The origins and nature of compassion focused therapy. British 

Journal of Clinical Psychology, 53(1), 6-41.  

Gilbert, P., & Irons, C. (2005). Focused therapies and compassionate mind training 

for shame and self-attacking. In P. Gilbert (Ed.), Compassion: 

Conceptualisations, Research and Use in Psychotherapy (pp. 263-325). 

Routledge.  

Gilbert, P., & Mascaro, J. (2017). Compassion fears, blocks, and resistances: An 

evolutionary investigation. In E. Sappla, & J. Doty (Eds.), Handbook of 

Compassion (pp. 399-416). Oxford University Press. 

Gilbert, P., & Procter, S. (2006). Compassionate mind training for people with high 

shame and self-criticism: Overview and pilot study of a group therapy 

approach. Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy, 13(6), 353-379.  

Herzer, F., Wendt, J., & Hamm, A.O. (2014). Discriminating clinical from nonclinical 

manifestations of test anxiety: A validation study. Behavior Therapy, 45(2), 

222-231.  

Irons, C., & Heriot-Maitland, C. (2020). Compassionate Mind Training: An 8-week 

group for the general public. Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, 

Research and Practice. Advanced online publication.  

Jazaieri, H., Jinpa, G.T., McGonigal, K., Rosenberg, E.I., Finkelstein, J., Simon-

Thomas, E., Cullen, M., Doty, J. R., Gross, J.J., & Goldin, P.R. (2013). 

Enhancing compassion: A randomized controlled trial of a compassion 

cultivation program. Journal of Happiness Studies, 14(4), 1113-1129.  



 

 

26 

 

Johnson, L.E., & Greenberg, M.T. (2013). Parenting and early adolescent 

internalizing: The importance of teasing apart anxiety and depressive 

symptoms. Journal of Early Adolescence, 33(2), 201-226.  

Kemeny, M.E., Foltz, C., Cavanagh, J.F., Cullen, M., Giese-Davis, J., Jennings, P., 

Rosenberg, E.L., Gillath, O., Shaver, P.R., Wallace, B.A., & Ekman, P. (2012). 

Contemplative/ emotion training reduces negative emotional behavior and 

promotes prosocial responses. Emotion, 12(2), 338-350.  

Kirby, J.N. (2017). Compassion interventions: The programmes, the evidence, and 

implications for research and practice. Psychology and Psychotherapy: 

Theory, Research and Practice, 90(3), 432-455.  

Kirby, J.N., & Gilbert, P. (2017). The emergence of the compassion focused 

therapies. In P. Gilbert (Ed.), Compassion: Concepts, Research and 

Applications (pp. 258-285). Routledge.  

Kirby, J.N., Tellegen, C.L., & Steindl, S.R. (2017). A meta-analysis of compassion-

based interventions: Current state of knowledge and future directions. 

Behavior Therapy, 48(6), 778-792.  

Klinger, D.A., Freeman, J.G., Bilz, L., Liiv, K., Ramelow, D., Sebok, S.S., Samdal, 

O., Dür, W., & Rasmussen, M. (2015). Cross-national trends in perceived 

school pressures by gender and age from 1994 to 2010. The European 

Journal of Public Health, 25(2), 51-56.  

Lerner, R.M., Lerner, J.V., Bowers, E.P., Lewin-Bizan, S., Gestsdottir, S., & Urban, 

J.B. (2011). Self-regulation processes and thriving in childhood and 

adolescence: A view of the issues. New Directions for Child and Adolescent 

Development, 2011(133), 1-9.  



 

 

27 

 

Lucre, K.M., & Corten, N. (2013). An exploration of group compassion-focused 

therapy for personality disorder. Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, 

Research and Practice, 86(4), 387-400.  

Maratos, F.A., Gilbert, P., & Gilbert, T. (2019a). Improving well-being in higher 

education: Adopting a compassionate approach. In P. Gibbs, J. Jameson, & 

A. Elwick (Eds.), Values of the University in a Time of Uncertainty (pp. 261-

278). Springer.  

Maratos, F.A., Montague, J., Ashra, A., Welford, M., Wood, W., Barnes, C., 

Sheffield, D., & Gilbert, P. (2019b). Evaluation of a compassionate mind 

training intervention with school teachers and support staff. Mindfulness, 

10(11), 2245-2258. 

Matos, M., Duarte, J., Duarte, C., Gilbert, P., & Pinto-Gouveia, J. (2018). How one 

experiences and embodies compassionate mind training influences its 

effectiveness. Mindfulness, 9(4), 1224-1235.  

Matos, M., Duarte, J., Duarte, C., Pinto-Gouveia, J., Petrocchi, N., Basran, J., & 

Gilbert, P. (2017). Psychological and physiological effects of compassionate 

mind training. A pilot randomised controlled study. Mindfulness, 8(6), 1699-

1712.  

McDonald, A.S. (2001). The prevalence and effects of test anxiety in school children. 

Educational Psychology, 21(1), 89-101.  

McEwan, K., Elander, J., & Gilbert, P. (2018). Evaluation of a web-based self-

compassion intervention to reduce student assessment anxiety. 

Interdisciplinary Education and Psychology, 2(1), 1-24.  



 

 

28 

 

McEwan, K., & Gilbert, P. (2016). A pilot feasibility study exploring the practising of 

compassionate imagery exercises in a nonclinical population. Psychology and 

Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, 89(2), 239-243.  

Merikangas, K.R., He, J.P., Burnstein, M., Swanson, S.A., Avenevoli, S., Cui, L., 

Benjet, C., Georgiades, K., & Swendsen, J. (2010). Lifetime prevalence of 

mental disorders in U.S. adolescents: Results from the national comorbidity 

survey replication – adolescent supplement (NCS-A). Journal of the American 

Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 49(10), 980-989.  

Neff, K.D., & Germer, C.K. (2013). A pilot study and randomized controlled trial of 

the mindful self-compassion program. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 69(1), 

28-44.  

Owens, M., Stevenson, J., Hadwin, J.A., & Norgate, R. (2014). When does anxiety 

help or hinder cognitive test performance? The role of working memory 

capacity. British Journal of Psychology, 105(1), 92-101.  

Pace, T.W.W., Negi, L.T., Adame, D.D., Cole, S.P., Sivilli, T.I., Brown, T.D., Issa, 

M.J., & Raison, C.L. (2009). Effect of compassion mediation on 

neuroendocrine, innate immune and behavioral responses to psychosocial 

stress. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 34(1), 87-98.  

Putwain, D.W. (2008). Test anxiety and GCSE performance: The effect of gender 

and socio-economic background. Educational Psychology in Practice, 24(4), 

319-334.  

Putwain, D.W. (2009). Situated and contextual features of test anxiety in UK 

adolescent students. School Psychology International, 30(1), 56-74.  



 

 

29 

 

Putwain, D.W., & Aveyard, B. (2016). Is perceived control a critical factor in 

understanding the negative relationship between cognitive test anxiety and 

examination performance? School Psychology Quarterly, 33(1), 65-74.  

Putwain, D., Chamberlain, S., Daly, A.L., & Sadreddini, S. (2014). Reducing test 

anxiety among school-aged adolescents: A field experiment. Educational 

Psychology in Practice, 30(4), 420-440.  

Putwain, D., & Daly, A.L. (2013). Do clusters of test anxiety and academic buoyancy 

differentially predict academic performance? Learning and Individual 

Differences, 27, 157-162.  

Putwain, D., & Daly, A.L. (2014). Test anxiety prevalence and gender differences in 

a sample of English secondary school students. Educational Studies, 40(5), 

554-570.  

Putwain, D.W., & Pescod, M. (2018). Is reducing uncertain control the key to 

successful test anxiety intervention for secondary school students? Findings 

from a randomized control trial. School Psychology Quarterly, 33(2), 283-292.  

Putwain, D.W., & von der Embse, N.P. (2021). Cognitive-behavioral intervention for 

test anxiety in adolescent students: Do benefits extend to school-related 

wellbeing and clinical anxiety. Anxiety, Stress, & Coping, 34(1), 22-36.  

Raes, F., Pommier, E., Neff, K.D., & Van Gucht, D. (2011). Construction and factorial 

validation of a short form of the Self-Compassion Scale. Clinical Psychology 

and Psychotherapy, 18(3), 250-255.  

Ribeiro da Silva, D., Rijo, D., Castilho, P., & Gilbert, P. (2019). The efficacy of a 

Compassion-Focused Therapy-Based intervention in reducing psychopathic 

traits and disruptive behavior: A clinical case study with a juvenile detainee. 

Clinical Case Studies, 18(5), 323-343.  



 

 

30 

 

Segool, N.K., von der Embse, N.P., Mata, A.D., & Gallant, J. (2014). Cognitive 

behavioural model of test anxiety in a high-stakes context: An exploratory 

study. School Mental Health, 6(1), 50-61.  

Soares, D., & Woods, K. (2020). An international systematic literature review of test 

anxiety interventions 2011 – 2018. Pastoral Care in Education, 38(4), 311-

334.  

Spielberger, C.D. (1980). Preliminary Professional manual for the Test Anxiety 

Inventory. Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press.  

Spielberger, C.D., Gorsuch, R.L., Lushene, R.E., Vagg, P.R., & Jacobs, G.A. (1983). 

Manual for the State-trait Anxiety Inventory. Consulting Psychologists Press.  

Steinmayr, R., Crede, J., McElvany, N., Wirthwein, L. (2016). Subjective well-being, 

test anxiety, academic achievement: Testing for reciprocal effects. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 6, 1994.  

Von der Embse, N., Barterian, J., & Segool, N. (2013). Test anxiety interventions for 

children and adolescents: A systematic review of treatment studies from 

2000-2010. Psychology in the Schools, 50(1), 57-71.  

Von der Embse, N.P., & Hasson, R. (2012). Test anxiety and high-stakes test 

performance between school settings: Implications for educators. Preventing 

School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 56(3), 180-187.  

Von der Embse, N., Jester, D., Roy, D., & Post, J. (2018). Test anxiety effects, 

predictors, and correlates: A 30-year meta-analytic review. Journal of 

Affective Disorders, 227, 483-493.  

Von der Embse, N.P., Matta, A.D., Segool, N., & Scott, E.C. (2014). Latent profile 

analyses of test anxiety: A pilot study. Journal of Psychoeducational 

Assessment, 32(2), 165-172.  



 

 

31 

 

Wallmark, E., Safarzedeh, K., Daukantaite, D., & Maddux, R.E. (2013). Promoting 

altruism through mediation: An 8-week randomized controlled pilot study. 

Mindfulness, 4(3), 223-234.  

Zeidner, M. (2014). Anxiety in education. In R. Pekrun, & L. Linnenbrink-Garcia 

(Eds.), International Handbook of Emotions in Education (pp. 265-288). 

Routledge.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

32 

 

Table 1 

Means and standard deviations of pre- and post-intervention scores for test anxiety, 

general anxiety, and self-compassion between the intervention and control groups.  

 Intervention Control 

 M SD M SD 

Pre-intervention      

Test anxiety 32.40 11.70 25.28 11.32 

General anxiety 33.26 10.10 27.76 12.17 

Self-compassion 

 

18.67 7.28 21.80 7.75 

Post-intervention      

Test anxiety 23.77 9.12 26.20 11.90 

General anxiety 26.20 12.03 27.36 11.03 

Self-compassion  24.06 8.71 21.56 8.09 
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Figure 1 

The interaction between group and time for test anxiety scores 
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Figure 2 

The interaction between group and time for general anxiety 
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Figure 3 

The interaction between group and time for self-compassion 
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