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Self-Compassion in Relationships
and Caregiving Contexts

Christine Lathren

Self-compassion, a personal resource entailing a
supportive attitude toward oneself during chal-
lenges, contributes to many aspects of individual
well-being. A burgeoning area of research
extends these findings by examining self-
compassion’s role in relational well-being. In
fact, our capacity for self-compassion may be
rooted in our earliest childhood relationships and
closely tied to attachment, or the enduring emo-
tional bond a child develops with primary care-
givers (Gilbert & Proctor, 2006). Experiences
with warm, supportive parents and primary care-
givers (herein referred to as parents) promote
secure attachment while simultaneously provid-
ing a foundational “template” for warm, support-
ive self-directed coping strategies later in life
(Shaver et al., 2016). To this point, adolescents
and young adults who rate their childhood expe-
riences with parents as high in warmth and nur-
turance are more likely to have high
self-compassion (Kelly & Dupasquier, 2016;
Neff & McGehee, 2010; Temel & Atalay, 2018).
Meanwhile, those who report receiving inconsis-
tent, harsh, or unsupportive responses to their
needs as children are more likely to have low
self-compassion in later years (Pepping et al.,
2015; Tanaka et al., 2011). Without a template for
care under distress, we may have a compromised
ability to self-soothe, and may be more likely to
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respond to challenges with harshness or self-
criticism. Thus, the capacity for self-compassion
may be facilitated through parents or caregivers
who have served as models of compassion.

However, the connection between self-
compassion and relationship health does not end
in childhood; it is likely complex, bidirectional,
and relevant to numerous close relationships in
adolescence and adulthood. The tendency to
relate self-compassionately to one’s own distress
may be associated with adaptive thoughts, emo-
tions, and behaviors that nourish healthy fami-
lies, friendships, romantic partnerships, and
more. To explore this possibility, this chapter is
organized into two main sections. The first sec-
tion theorizes why self-compassion may be ben-
eficial to relationship health and describes the
current evidence linking self-compassion to vari-
ous interpersonal measures and factors, including
relationship quality and satisfaction, prosocial
behaviors and attitudes, conflict and transgres-
sion behaviors, communication, and autonomy.
The second part of the chapter is dedicated to
exploring self-compassion within the special cir-
cumstance of caregiving, including parenting,
formal (i.e., professional) caregiving, and infor-
mal (i.e., family) caregiving.

First, why might self-compassion be associ-
ated with high relationship quality and satisfac-
tion? Potential factors can be framed within the
context of the three components of self-
compassion: self-kindness, common humanity,
and mindfulness. First, self-compassionate peo-
ple are kind to themselves when they make a mis-
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take or are experiencing difficulty. This
self-kindness may steady them and help them to
feel less threatened in negative interpersonal
encounters. Indeed, evidence demonstrates that
individuals with higher self-compassion have
adaptive responses to threatening stimuli; they
are more likely to disengage their attention from
situations that evoke feelings of inadequacy or
shame (Yip & Tong, 2021) and are quicker to
recover from social evaluative threats (Arch
et al., 2014). Importantly, however, this does not
negate taking responsibility for one’s actions: in
fact, people with higher levels of self-compassion
have been found to be more likely to take respon-
sibility for their mistakes than those who are less
self-compassionate (Leary et al., 2007). The self-
compassionate person’s ability to self-soothe and
avoid harsh self-judgement may mean they
require less reassurance from relationship part-
ners, bounce back more easily after relationship
ruptures, and have the courage to admit wrongdo-
ing and address problems constructively.

The common humanity component of self-
compassion may help people to accept that, like
themselves, relationship partners will make mis-
takes, have weaknesses, and feel unpleasant emo-
tions; this ability to view things from a shared
perspective may help people to see the best in
others, forgive, and remain steadily satisfied
despite conflicts or upsets. The common human-
ity element of self-compassion may also serve to
attenuate feelings of shame and support people to
communicate in ways that are likely to promote
trust and intimacy in relationships. For example,
research has found that practicing self-
compassion supports people to disclose experi-
ences that threaten their self-esteem (Dupasquier
et al., 2020) and increase the likelihood of dis-
closing experiences of distress even when they
fear receiving compassion from others
(Dupasquier et al., 2017). Likewise, given self-
compassion includes holding difficult feelings
with mindful awareness without avoiding or
overidentifying with them, it may assist one to be
authentic and communicative about their feel-
ings, while enabling them to advocate for them-
selves in a constructive manner. The three
components work dynamically, facilitating well-

being (Zessin et al., 2015), adaptive stress coping
(Allen & Leary, 2010), low psychopathology
(MacBeth & Gumley, 2012), and a stable sense
of self-worth (Neff & Vonk, 2009) while linking
to a host of socially adaptive traits such as agree-
ableness, conscientiousness, and extraversion
(Neff et al., 2007) — arguably all factors that
should be beneficial to relational health. In sum,
it is likely that compassion toward oneself is not
selfish, but rather socially advantageous and
connection-building.

Indeed, current evidence shows that people
high in self-compassion generally report both
high-quality close relationships and high satis-
faction in those relationships. For example, in
adolescents and young adults, self-compassion
has been linked to various indices of positive
family functioning such as family cohesion, sup-
portiveness, and flexibility (Berryhill et al., 2018;
Hayes et al., 2016; Hood et al., 2020; Jiang et al.,
2016; Neff & McGehee, 2010). College students
higher in self-compassion report higher levels of
relational well-being — conceptualized as one’s
self-esteem and emotional well-being within the
relationship (Yarnell & Neff, 2013) — and rela-
tionship quality, including measures of support,
depth, and conflict (Huang & Berenbaum, 2017),
with a variety of close others in their lives, includ-
ing friends. In the context of romantic partner-
ships, self-compassion is positively linked to
relationship satisfaction (Fahimdanesh et al.,
2020; Maleki et al., 2019; Neff & Beretvas, 2013;
Shahabi et al., 2019), relational well-being (Neff
& Beretvas, 2013), and to more stable marital
satisfaction over time (Baker & McNulty, 2011).
These studies point to overall positive connection
between self-compassion and healthy, satisfying
interpersonal relationships across contexts.

Other evidence describes how self-compassion
is linked to a variety of prosocial behaviors that
may facilitate positive emotions between rela-
tionship partners. For example, Neff and Beretvas
(2013) studied heterosexual romantic partners
who had been in a relationship for a year or more
and found that individuals who were high in self-
compassion were perceived as behaving more
favorably (i.e., more caring, accepting, and
autonomy-granting, while also less controlling,
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aggressive, and detached) and had partners who
were more satisfied in the relationship, compared
to those lower in self-compassion. Other studies
have supported these findings, suggesting that
self-compassion may facilitate having a more
compassionate, accepting view of others’ flaws
and shortcomings (Zhang et al., 2019), having
higher levels of compassionate goals within
friendships (Crocker & Canevello, 2008), as well
as the ability to be empathetic and see things
from another’s perspective (Fuochi et al., 2018;
Neff & Pommier, 2013). Notably, not all studies
have found significant positive correlations
between self-compassion and compassion for
others (e.g., Lopez et al., 2018); this may be
because many people who are low in self-
compassion are compassionate toward others.
However, in many instances, self-compassionate
tendencies may promote healthy relationship
functioning and thus contribute to relationship
thriving.

Given self-compassion provides anchoring
and self-soothing during times of hardship, high
levels of self-compassion are likely to be associ-
ated with adaptive responses to inevitable rela-
tionship difficulties — including conflict and
transgression scenarios. In college students, high
self-compassion is associated with increased
likelihood to compromise as opposed to either
self-subordinate or self-prioritize when resolving
conflicts with people close to them; self-
compassionate respondents also rated their reso-
lution choice as more authentic and causing
lower levels of emotional distress (Yarnell &
Neff, 2013). In this case, self-compassion may
promote respect for one’s own needs and well-
being, while simultaneously recognizing the per-
spectives and “common humanity” of others,
leading to solutions that are sensitive to both par-
ties. In challenging romantic contexts, self-
compassion is related to decreased jealousy,
increased willingness to forgive (Tandler &
Petersen, 2018), adjustment after divorce (Sbarra
et al., 2012), and in certain circumstances, moti-
vation to repair after a mistake (Baker & McNulty,
2011) or to self-improve after a break-up (Zhang
& Chen, 2017). Perhaps related to these findings,
several studies have shown that self-

compassionate people have lower levels of nega-
tive emotional responses to unpleasant
interpersonal events (Leary et al., 2007; Purdie &
Morley, 2015) and are less sensitive to interper-
sonal rejection (Gerber et al., 2015). Thus, in the
context of various types of relationship breaches
or unpleasantries, self-compassion may allow
one to put one’s own weaknesses and the weak-
nesses of others in perspective. It may promote
the emotional stability needed to move forward
with kindness and understanding toward both
oneself and relationship partners, leading to more
effective problem-solving, self-improving, and
rupture-repairing behaviors.

Similarly, self-compassion may be linked to
improved communication in relationship part-
ners, particularly if the discussion topic brings up
difficult emotions. Given self-compassionate
individuals are more likely to accept their diffi-
cult emotions in a supportive and non-avoidant
manner, individuals who are self-compassionate
may have more emotional clarity and have an
easier time discussing difficulties or admitting
shortcomings with others without becoming con-
trolling or detached. At the same time, self-
compassion may facilitate improved listening
skills via emotion regulation and decreased threat
perception. Women high in self-compassion who
were facing infertility, for example, reported
greater ease in talking about infertility with their
romantic partner (Raque-Bogdan & Hoffman,
2015). Likewise, in couples facing lung cancer,
patients’ self-compassion was significantly asso-
ciated with better self-reported communication
with their partner about the cancer (Schellekens
et al., 2017). Recent examination of communica-
tion styles in organizational contexts also sup-
ports the link between self-compassion and more
effective, person-centered listening styles
(Salazar, 2017). Meanwhile, in parenting con-
texts (described in more detail later in this chap-
ter), parent self-compassion is associated with
higher self-reported levels of mindful parenting
behaviors; these behaviors include listening to
the child with full attention and being aware of
and sensitive to the emotional cues from the child
(Moreira et al., 2016). Thus, in a variety of con-
texts, self-compassion is associated with the abil-
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ity to express oneself and likewise, be mindfully
attuned to others.

Healthy relationships also thrive when there is
a balance between one’s own feelings and needs
and those of relationship partners. Attending to
the needs of others to the detriment of one’s own
needs or becoming enmeshed with or distressed
by the needs of others can negatively impact rela-
tional health. Self-compassion has been linked to
lower levels of overdependency (Denckla et al.,
2017) and greater levels of autonomy, self-
awareness, and competence, which may protect
against caregiving burnout and pathological
investment in other needs (Gerber et al., 2015;
Gerber & Anaki, 2021). Likewise, in families
where dysfunctional relationships cause overin-
volvement of family members in one another’s
lives, self-compassion may be useful in promot-
ing improved mental health outcomes (Berryhill
et al., 2018).

Balance may be particularly salient in parent—
child and other caregiving relationships, which
are the topics of the rest of this chapter. Caregiving
relationships are unique given they are often high
intensity, with parents and caregivers influenced
by societal, cultural, and self-imposed expecta-
tions to provide compassionate, selfless care for
extended periods of time to the detriment of their
own health. While there are many positive and
fulfilling aspects of caregiving, stress, dysfunc-
tional coping patterns, caregiving fatigue, bur-
den, and burnout are also common — bringing
with them negative consequences for the rela-
tionship between caregiver and care recipient(s)
and the quality of care provided.

Meanwhile, theoretically, the three compo-
nents of self-compassion may assuage the diffi-
cult aspects of the caregiving experience.
Self-kindness may temper caregivers’ perfection-
ism and self-judgement, allowing caregivers to
let go of unrealistic expectations, accept their
human limitations, and include themselves in the
circle of care. Moreover, when caregivers can
meet their own emotional needs, fewer demands
may be placed on the care recipient, who may be
unable (e.g., family members with dementia,
young children) to offer reciprocal emotional
care. These healthy boundaries and rebalancing

of the flow of care may result in improved rela-
tionship functioning. The mindfulness compo-
nent of self-compassion may help caregivers to
maintain perspective regarding their role. By
being aware of emotions without becoming over-
whelmed or ruminating on them, caregivers may
also be more skillful in challenging interpersonal
encounters and may deescalate emotionally
charged caregiving situations. Finally, common
humanity reminds caregivers that their difficult
feelings make sense and are to be expected under
challenging circumstances, keeping them con-
nected to rather than isolated from others. It may
also help caregivers to remember the humanity
and imperfection of those they care for. This may
engender patience, forgiveness, and compassion-
ate caregiving behaviors, which ultimately
strengthens the relationship. In sum, self-
compassion may be an exceptionally well-suited
resource for overextended parents and caregivers,
with interwoven benefits for caregiver, care
recipient, and the relationship between them.

As expected, the literature supports self-
compassion as a beneficial resource for strug-
gling parents, as it promotes healthy stress coping
and adaptive attitudes toward parenting chal-
lenges. Self-compassion is associated with lower
levels of parental stress in general community
samples (Gouveia et al., 2016; Moreira et al.,
2015), as well as lower distress and improved
well-being for parents of children who are on the
autism spectrum (Neff & Faso, 2015), have intel-
lectual and developmental disabilities (Robinson
et al., 2017), and have mental health problems
(Shenaar-Golan et al., 2021). In contexts where
children often display challenging emotions and
behaviors, parents can be faced with feelings of
inadequacy, frustration, self-criticism and self-
blame, and isolation. Self-compassion allows
parents to meet these difficulties with kindness
and understanding, normalizing them as part of
life’s ups and downs rather than abnormal or
shameful. Parents of children on the autism spec-
trum report feeling less stigmatized (Wong et al.,
2016), more hopeful, satisfied with life, self-
efficacious in their parental role (Neff & Faso,
2015), and more forgiving of their perceived
weaknesses as a parent (Bohadana et al., 2020).
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Even in response to everyday parenting chal-
lenges, self-compassion appears beneficial in
tempering feelings of guilt and shame with
respect to not showing up in an ideal way during
a difficult parenting event (Sirois et al., 2019).
Meanwhile, for parents of children with various
mental health problems, self-compassion was a
stronger predictor of higher levels of positive
feelings and lower levels of negative feelings in
the parental role than the severity of child mental
health symptoms (Shenaar-Golan et al., 2021).
These findings suggest that self-compassion may
help parents cope with the demands of parent-
hood from a balanced, connected perspective — a
view that may engender more harmony in the
parent—child relationship.

Likewise, parents who are high in self-
compassion may extend a kind and understand-
ing orientation toward their children, resulting in
a less judgmental and more accepting view of
their child’s struggles. For example, Neff and
Faso (2015) showed parents of children with
autism who had high self-compassion were less
likely to rate their child’s behavior as difficult or
problematic, and more likely to feel satisfied in
their relationship with their child. Similarly, in a
sample of parents with a history of depression,
parents high in self-compassion were gentler in
their assessment of their child’s difficult behav-
ior, attributing the behavior to transient or situa-
tional factors as opposed to static character traits
(Psychogiou et al., 2016). Thus, by helping par-
ents remain open and forgiving, allowing them to
see the best in both themselves and their child,
self-compassion may promote better functioning
under challenging parenting conditions.

Closely connected to adaptive coping and atti-
tudes, parents with high self-compassion may
display more sensitive behaviors, as they may be
better attuned to the emotional cues of their child.
Parents with high self-compassion are more
likely to be authoritative in their parenting, a
style considered both warm and supportive
(Gouveia et al., 2016). Numerous studies have
also linked high self-compassion in parents to
mindful parenting (Duncan et al., 2009),
described as a five-dimensional set of practices or
skills that relate to high-quality parenting behav-

iors: (1) listening to child with full attention, (2)
emotional awareness of self and child, (3) self-
regulation in the parenting relationship, (4) non-
judgmental acceptance of self and child, and (5)
compassion for self and child. Parents who have
high self-compassion are more likely to interact
with their child using mindful parenting practices
(Kim et al., 2019; Moreira et al., 2016; Moreira
& Canavarro, 2017). Mindful parenting, in turn,
is linked to adolescents’ secure attachment to
parents (Moreira et al., 2018).

Other related research posits that parents who
have high self-compassion may be generally
attuned to and comfortable with negative emo-
tions in both themselves and their child (Lathren
et al., 2020), linking to child development litera-
ture on emotion socialization processes
(Eisenberg et al., 1998) and emotion coaching
behaviors (Gottman et al., 1996). Parents with
high self-compassion are mindfully aware of
their own negative emotions and related needs,
attending to these emotions supportively rather
than avoiding or becoming overwhelmed. It
makes sense, then, that these parents would
approach negative emotions similarly when dis-
played by their child. Parents may play the role of
an “emotion coach” who recognizes, validates,
labels, comforts, and welcomes negative emo-
tions in their child as an opportunity for intimacy
and problem-solving support. This approach con-
trasts with parents who themselves are uncom-
fortable with difficult feelings, and who may tend
to minimize or deny feelings like sadness or
anger in their children, or even punish children
for having these emotions (Gottman et al., 1996).
Thus, parents with high self-compassion may
develop stronger bonds with their children
through behaviors which are attentive, attuned,
compassionate, and “coach” the child to navigate
emotional challenges in a healthy, validating
manner.

Professional caregivers are another group for
whom self-compassion is highly relevant.
Evidence to date supports the link between self-
compassion and decreased caregiving stress in a
wide variety of professional caregivers, including
nursing home nursing assistants, hospital and
community nurses, physicians, and health-care



256

C. Lathren

students. These studies have shown self-
compassion is associated with lower levels of
secondary trauma symptoms (i.e., experiencing
trauma due to exposure to the trauma and suffer-
ing of others), compassion fatigue (i.e., exhaus-
tion and dysfunction due to prolonged exposure
to the suffering and stress of others), and various
measures of burnout, while associated with
higher levels of compassion satisfaction (e.g.,
fulfillment in one’s caregiving role) and quality
of life (Bluth et al., 2021; Delaney, 2018; Duarte
et al., 2016; Durkin et al., 2016; Upton, 2018). In
these settings, self-compassion may improve
caregiving capacities by strengthening internal
support mechanisms in order to revitalize and
fuel outward support.

Similarly, researchers have developed inter-
ventions aimed to raise self-compassion levels
for hospital nurses (Delaney, 2018), mixed
health-care communities (Neff et al., 2020), and
nursing home nursing assistants (Bluth et al.,
2021). These studies show self-compassion inter-
ventions are feasible and acceptable for profes-
sional caregivers and are linked to improvements
in well-being, burnout, and compassion-related
measures. However, studies to date have lacked a
direct measurement of potential impact on dyadic
relationships between caregiver and care recipi-
ent, nor related outcomes such as care quality and
satisfaction with care. These issues will be impor-
tant to explore in future work.

Family caregivers, particularly those caring
for loved ones with dementia or another debilitat-
ing illness, similarly experience high levels of
stress and burden. Evidence suggests self-
compassion may help relieve stress and burden in
family caregivers via connection with lower lev-
els of dysfunctional coping strategies (Lloyd
et al., 2019), lower caregiver burden (Xu et al.,
2020), and improved quality of life (Hlabangana
& Hearn, 2020). Other evidence shows that self-
compassion moderates the relationship between
caregiving stress and depression (Hsieh et al.,
2021). However, despite high promise, interven-
tions explicitly focused on raising family care-
givers’ self-compassion and improving family
relationships have not yet been explored
(Murfield et al., 2020).

Other studies provide a more nuanced view of
how self-compassion may be useful in relieving
caregiver stress by examining impact on unhelp-
ful or unrealistic thought patterns or behaviors
related to the caregiving role. For example, some
family caregivers experience unhealthy guilt —
feeling guilty for feeling sad or hopeless — related
to societal or cultural norms regarding familism
and the importance of honoring and caring for
loved ones (Sayegh & Knight, 2011). Similarly,
family caregiver accounts commonly reveal self-
sacrificing behaviors, a strong commitment to
caregiver identity and reluctance to prioritize
oneself due to fear of detracting from one’s
responsibilities or becoming selfish (Berardini
et al., 2021; Diggory & Reeves, 2021). The cul-
ture of selflessness and denial of self-needs also
pervades health-care settings, where providers
have high workloads and lack opportunities for
self-care; the expectation is to set one’s needs
aside, “people-please” and prioritize caregiving
tasks to the detriment of provider well-being
(Andrews et al., 2020; Lathren et al., 2021).

Self-compassion appears to soften this view,
promoting a more balanced understanding of
caregiving situations and acceptance of caregiv-
er’s often limited role in fully ameliorating the
challenges faced by the care recipient. This
reframing is particularly useful for combatting
caregivers’ feelings of shame or guilt for being an
imperfect human who has needs of their own;
these findings are similar to themes within par-
enting literature discussed earlier. For example,
for mothers caring for a child on the autism spec-
trum, self-compassion is described as allowing
caregivers to challenge unrealistic internal and
societal expectations of themselves, helping them
to forgive their shortcomings, and promoting
emotional self-care without sinking into self-
judgment and despair (Bohadana et al., 2020).
Similarly, for nursing home nursing assistants in
a professional caregiving context, self-
compassion  intervention  promoted  self-
appreciation, validation of one’s needs as a
human, and a more realistic view of their capaci-
ties and limitations as caregivers (Lathren et al.,
2021). Caregivers described how practicing self-
compassion alleviated burden and self-imposed
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stress and resulted in perceived increases in kind-
ness, patience, and understanding toward care
recipients. Thus, whether personal or profes-
sional, a “rebalancing” of compassion and care
toward the caregiver may ultimately provide the
internal resources to increase compassion and
care toward those they provide for.

Surprisingly, while mindfulness studies are
relatively common, to date there have been few
self-compassion-focused intervention studies
that target parents and caregivers — despite
numerous potential benefits for both formal care-
givers and family caregivers. Given the well-
established benefits of self-compassion, a
pragmatic approach may be appropriate. For
health-care professionals, these interventions
could be woven into educational curricula, pro-
fessional development, and in services. To
address critical shortages of health-care workers
and burnout, policies must create a cultural shift
away from self-sacrifice and denial to one of sup-
port and replenishment. Ultimately, a self-
compassionate clinical workplace culture would
benefit all relationships — including relationships
between administrators, staff (office staff, physi-
cians, nurses, aides, etc.), and with patients and
their families. Meanwhile, family caregivers
could be offered access to self-compassion pro-
gramming through physicians’ offices and com-
munity organizations that offer support and
educational programming. For example, organi-
zations that provide resources to caregivers for
persons with dementia, cancer, or autism support,
organizations could offer self-compassion train-
ing — in various formats — to supplement tradi-
tional caregiving support services like peer
support groups.

Self-compassion training should also be
offered more widely to both new parents and to
parents and their young children early in family
life, particularly for families facing adversity or
dysfunction. These offerings could originate
through pediatric offices, community outreach
organizations, schools, and churches. Offerings
that provide skills to parents and children simul-
taneously would not only benefit parent and child
well-being but also develop a broader family cul-
ture that values emotional expression, accep-

tance, and self-care. In this way, family
self-compassion training promotes a powerful
“dual model” of support by strengthening both
the relational support family members provide to
one another and each person’s individual capac-
ity for self-directed support.

Moreover, evidence described in this chapter
suggests that interpersonal, longitudinal effects
may be seen. For example, youth who learn self-
compassion skills early may be more likely to
develop healthy, fulfilling relationships in adoles-
cence and adulthood, eventually influencing their
own capacity to be a compassionate, nurturing
parent and caregiver. Thus, self-compassion may
have implications across generations, making it a
particularly valuable resource for healing cycles
of dysfunction passed on via strained family rela-
tionships and attachment insecurity. For these
reasons, research that applies self-compassion
interventions to relational contexts and examines
longitudinal, cross-generational effects hold sig-
nificant promise.

To summarize, self-compassion and healthy,
satisfying, supportive human relationships appear
to go hand in hand. As human relationships go
through inevitable periods of hardship — conflict,
transgressions, stress, trauma, illness — self-
compassion serves to stabilize, comfort, remind
us that we are good enough just as we are, and
that we are all worthy of giving and receiving
love and forgiveness. In a nutshell, self-
compassion allows us to show up for ourselves,
so that we can similarly show up for those we
care about.
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