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Abstract

Objectives While self-compassion is increasingly being researched, a clear understanding of what self-compassion is, how
it works, and for which outcomes remains elusive. This article summarizes and critically evaluates current theoretical and
empirical trends in the self-compassion literature. We provide directions for future research to support a more comprehensive
understanding of self-compassion.

Method This paper systematically evaluates issues in three interrelated areas: (1) over-reliance on a particular conceptualiza-
tion of self-compassion, (2) a narrow focus on the affective mechanisms as per the general resource model of self-regulation,
and (3) the prioritization of intrapersonal outcomes over inter-personal outcomes.

Results Our analysis suggests that current understandings of what self-compassion is and how it impacts outcomes are
limited in several ways. Firstly, self-compassion is almost exclusively operationalized using the Self Compassion Scale,
inadvertently constraining how we think about this complex construct. Secondly, a heavy emphasis remains on unmeasured
changes in “general resources” as explanatory, while more specific pathways beyond affectivity or resource management are
rarely considered. Lastly, intrapersonal outcomes are prioritized over interpersonal or social outcomes, which restricts our
understanding of the broader benefits of self-compassion.

Conclusions To address the limitations, we suggest embracing and assessing multiple conceptualizations of self-compassion,
empirically testing a wider range of plausible mediators, and investigating a broader range of outcomes, including those
in both interpersonal and social spheres. Ongoing consideration of such issues will facilitate our empirical and theoretical
understanding of self-compassion, enabling us to adapt more efficient interventions to benefit a wider group of individuals
and our society at large.
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As compassion research matures, it is apt that papers
in this Special Issue offer a variety of perspectives and
approaches designed to address key issues in the way
we might think about compassion as a skillful means
(e.g., Condon & Makransky, 2022; Dunne & Manheim,
2022; Gilbert & Van Gordon, 2023; Quaglia, 2022; Sim-
mer-Brown, 2022). In parallel, self-compassion is also
increasingly researched, with over 4000 journal articles
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and dissertation publications globally (Neff, 2022). The
current paper systematically considers the gains that
might accrue when carefully considering three interrelated
debate areas in current self-compassion research.
Specifically, we focus on examining three areas in which
we believe further empirical and theoretical research will
likely prove beneficial for understanding what self-compas-
sion is and how it works. Firstly, we will evaluate how the
heavy reliance on a single (particular) conceptualization
and operationalization of self-compassion has the potential
to guide research in particular directions to the exclusion of
others. Secondly, we consider the limits imposed by an ongo-
ing focus on particular types of affect as likely mediators in
self-compassion research. We suggest that thinking more care-
fully about the nature of self-compassion has the potential to
broaden the way we think about the benefits. As will become
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clear, self-compassion is often discussed in terms of “freeing
up” general system resources (Bratslavsky et al., 1998), such
that more adaptive ways of being are capacitated. However,
empirically, this implicit model is infrequently tested, and it
seems likely that other, more specific pathways beyond system
or resource management may partially underpin the benefits
of self-compassion (Cha et al., 2023).

Finally, we consider how the prioritization of intrapersonal
outcomes over interpersonal/social outcomes continues to
influence our thinking about self-compassion as a whole. More
specifically, we suggest that expanding the range of outcome
types to consider interpersonal and/or social outcomes that
are not commonly evaluated in self-compassion research can
help inform a broader understanding of the construct. Overall,
we suggest that developing our capacity to deliver effective
self-compassion interventions requires that we become more
explicit and empirically precise in our characterization and
operationalization of self-compassion and how it “works” to
affect distinct outcomes. Through such processes, we can then
begin to think more broadly about what is changing with the
development of self-compassion, focus on scalable interven-
tions, and begin to identify the “boundary conditions” for the
effects of self-compassion. The interrelated nature of these
three areas of concern is depicted in Fig. 1.

There are several points worth making regarding this fig-
ure. Firstly, and as previously noted, each of the three issues
or limitations highlighted in this paper are reflected within
the figure: (a) Over-reliance on a particular conceptualiza-
tion and measurement of self-compassion, (b) general and
self-compassion specific mediating mechanisms, and (c) the
need to broaden our thinking to include a range of interper-
sonal outcomes. Graphically, the unshaded ovals represent
areas in which empirical evidence remains sparse, high-
lighting the need for a broader range of conceptualizations
and measures, the investigation of self-compassion specific
changes beyond those implied in general resource models
(and indexed via affect or stress), and the need to investigate
a range of interpersonal and social outcomes to understand
the broader benefits of self-compassion. As noted, the issues
evidenced in these three areas are not independent of one
another. Hence, at this stage, the current model should be
taken as illustrative of the need for further empirical and
theoretical expansion in particular areas, rather than exhaus-
tive of the processes likely to be involved in the development
of self-compassion.

Reliance on a Single Conceptualization
of Self-Compassion

One initial problem reflects the ongoing influence of par-

ticular ways of thinking (and measuring) self-compas-
sion. Although there are several theoretical models of
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self-compassion (Gilbert, 2005, 2017; Neff, 2003) and
ongoing discussions around how to best conceptualize the
construct (e.g., Ferrari et al., 2022; Khoury, 2019; Muris
& Otgaar, 2020; Neff, 2022), measurement is a different
matter. In many senses, current theoretical thinking about
self-compassion is constrained by the way in which we have
normatively measured it. Operationally, a significant propor-
tion of the available empirical work has employed Neft’s
dispositional measure—the Self-Compassion Scale—an
index that operationalizes self-compassion in terms of three
“positive” and three “negative” hypothesized elements of
self-compassion: kindness vs. judgment, common human-
ity vs. isolation, and mindfulness vs. over-identification
(detailed descriptions of each component can be found in
Neff, 2003). While the development of this measure has
been critical to the development of an empirical base for
self-compassion research, the measure is not without its crit-
ics (e.g., Dunne & Manheim, 2022; Muris & Otgaar, 2020;
Muris et al., 2018; Pfattheicher et al., 2017). Perhaps more to
the point, its widespread use has perhaps had the inadvertent
consequence of homogenizing how scientists think about
self-compassion itself.

At the beginning, it is worth recalling that while we may
wish to believe that psychological measures capture some-
thing objective, psychological measures are not independent
of the underlying conceptualization. As with all measures,
Neff’s (2003) Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) necessarily
reflects a particular conceptualization of self-compassion
and tends to lend itself to the choice of particular mediators,
outcomes, and interpretations. For example, the notion that
more self-compassionate individuals benefit because they
are less self-critical (Wakelin et al., 2022) is widespread. In
this view, more self-compassionate individuals experience
less negative affect following difficult events and/or rumi-
nate less because they are less self-critical. Insofar as such
processes may usefully characterize more versus less self-
compassionate individuals, we do not disagree. The ques-
tion, however, is whether measuring self-compassion in this
way should be taken to imply that such a process is all there
is to self-compassion. As will become clear in the sections
to follow, our position is that this is unlikely and that allow-
ing measurement to constrain our empirical and theoretical
thinking regarding how self-compassion works is unhelpful.

Our concern here is that reliance on a single operation-
alization without careful consideration of construct validity
leads to misunderstandings of what self-compassion actu-
ally is (or might be) and how it may benefit different out-
comes—the tail risks wagging the dog. In addition to the
question of how well the operationalization offered by the
SCS via the six components “maps” onto what self-com-
passion seems to be about (e.g., a response to one’s suffer-
ing), it is also worth noting that this particular approach to
self-compassion appears more focused on the implications
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Fig. 1 Depicting potential general and specific mediating pathways
linking self-compassion and outcomes. Adapted from Cha, J. E. &
Consedine, N. S. (accepted) Applying self-compassion: Does self-

for well-being rather than other elements such as distress
tolerance. Operationally, the item content of the SCS items
reinforces a conceptual focus on self-compassion as a tool
for well-being rather than distress tolerance.

However, while well-being may be an important implica-
tion of self-compassion, focusing on well-being is only one
perspective. While some authors treat self-compassion as a

compassion influence other-focused care in healthcare? In F. M.
Sirois (Ed.), Palgrave Handbook of Positive Psychology and Health.
Springer Nature

means to help with personal problems and to enhance hap-
piness and well-being (Mongrain et al., 2011), others have
argued that compassion is not necessarily about seeking hap-
piness but is more about preventing suffering (Guyer, 2012).
Empirically, a structural evaluation of the SCS contrasting
responses from Buddhist and non-Buddhist participants
found that the dimensions of self-kindness and common
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humanity did not correlate negatively with their opposing
dimensions and were not associated with better emotional
outcomes (Zeng et al., 2016). Such findings indicate the
risks associated with relying on a single conceptualization
and operationalization of self-compassion and the ongoing
need to consider a multiplicity of perspectives (e.g., Dunne
& Manheim, 2022). Ultimately, it is unlikely that a single
theoretical model will be able to predict or explain all the
phenomena linked to this complex, multifaceted construct.
While well-being based conceptualizations and measures
have served an important purpose, there is a clear need for
supplementary conceptualizations and measures that incor-
porate other aspects of self-compassion (e.g., distress toler-
ance, relational self) that are currently less evaluated.

Finally, it is worth recalling that this paper is more
focused on demonstrating how conceptualizing (and meas-
uring) self-compassion in particular ways may prioritize a
restricted range of conceptualizations, mediators, and out-
comes. Additionally, while the core focus is not on psycho-
metrically critiquing any particular measure, it is worthwhile
to briefly highlight potential issues regarding discriminant
validity. For example, there has been an extensive debate
regarding whether the negative aspects of the SCS meas-
ure are redundant with aspects of neuroticism (Geiger et al.,
2018). One study found that the negative dimensions of
self-compassion were redundant with (facets of) neuroticism
and the positive dimensions were largely explained by these
facets (Pfattheicher et al., 2017). Although other research-
ers have criticized this paper (Neff et al., 2018), it raises a
fundamental issue. Specifically, if we were to think about
measuring self-compassion in this way, potential issues
arise regarding how meaningful it is to test the associations
between self-compassion (as indexed by the SCS), hypoth-
esized mediators (e.g., negative affect or stress), and psycho-
logical outcomes (e.g., depression), when the predictor, the
hypothesized mediator, and the outcome share such heavy
measurement overlap.

In summary, the predominant approach in most self-
compassion research has relied on Neff’s conceptualization
through the use of the SCS (Neff, 2003). While this scale
has played a crucial role in research, it has not been without
criticisms (e.g., Dunne & Manheim, 2022; Muris & Otgaar,
2020) and its widespread use may have inadvertently led
to the prioritization of particular views of self-compassion.
More broadly, a reliance on this particular measure has
resulted in a specific interpretation of self-compassion,
a concentration on affective mechanisms, and a focus on
outcomes related to intrapersonal mental health and well-
being. Given these considerations, it is critical to recognize
that the limitations imposed when relying solely on a single
conceptualization and measurement approach may obscure
the intricate nature of self-compassion. In the following
sections, we offer some initial points from which we might
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start expanding our understanding of self-compassion as a
construct and how it may work to benefit various outcomes.

Mechanisms as per the General Resource
Model of Self-regulation

Revisiting the Theory Behind Self-Compassion:
Characterization and Critique of Proposed
Mechanisms

As mentioned above, acknowledging the effects of rely-
ing on a single measure of self-compassion is important
to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the
construct and its potential benefits. While there are vari-
ous approaches to expand and deepen our understanding
of what self-compassion is and how it works, one obvious
method is to use a wide range of theories to systemati-
cally expand and test a range of different mediator types.
As noted, most theoretical discussions of the putative
mechanisms behind self-compassion (using short or long
versions of the SCS to index the key predictor construct)
have occurred in the context of mental health research, a
focus that naturally lends itself to focusing on the possible
mediational roles of psychological processes.

Representative examples from studies in mental health
include the consideration of possible roles for emotion
regulation (Inwood & Ferrari, 2018), reductions in auto-
matic thinking, cognitive fusion and appraisal (Arimitsu &
Hofmann, 2015; Basharpoor et al., 2021; Chishima et al.,
2018), coping (Hamrick & Owens, 2019; Li et al., 2021),
perceived stress (Luo et al., 2019), positive/negative affect
(Schmidt et al., 2019), and ruminative depression (Fresnics
& Borders, 2017; Fresnics et al., 2019). However, as noted,
discriminating between self-compassion (indexed by the
SCS), the ostensible mediators (e.g., affective or emotion
regulatory factors), and typical outcomes (e.g., mental
health) remains an ongoing challenge. There is considerable
conceptual and semantic overlap in how these constructs are
conceptualized and measured, creating a degree of uncer-
tainty regarding their temporal and causal links and raising
questions about their separability.

In initially considering how to advance this state of
affairs, we suggest it will be fruitful for researchers to more
systematically (and directly) assess the extent to which evi-
dence actually supports the core underlying thesis regard-
ing the mechanisms thought to operate. More specifically,
perhaps the most widely employed framework for interpret-
ing how self-compassion works (i.e., what changes as one
becomes more self-compassionate) is found within theo-
ries of self-regulation (Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996).
Although this view is often less than optimally explicit,
studies of self-compassion commonly suggest that because
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self-compassion is thought to override one’s habitual think-
ing (e.g., self-critical thoughts), it must require some form
of self-regulation. While numerous definitions of self-reg-
ulation exist (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007; Carver & Scheier,
1998), it is most commonly characterized as an individual’s
ability or capacity to override or control thoughts, behaviors,
and feelings in line with goals (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007,
DeWall et al., 2010). Links between self-regulation and out-
comes encompass a range of key domains, such as physi-
cal and mental health, interpersonal relationships, criminal
offending outcomes, and substance dependence (Moffitt
et al., 2011; Robson et al., 2020).

Within various self-regulatory frameworks and mod-
els, the general resource model of self-control (Baumeister
et al., 2018; Bratslavsky et al., 1998) is arguably the most
widely influential in terms of self-compassion research.
Focusing on this model and considering how it might fur-
ther our understanding of mechanisms, it is important to
note that different views of self-regulation focus on distinct
aspects of regulation. For example, some models focus on
goals (Kruglanski et al., 2002; Locke & Latham, 2006) and
willpower (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007), while others focus
on personality and traits (Roberts et al., 2014; Whiteside
& Lynam, 2001). Some approaches view self-regulation as
dependent on a self-monitoring process (Carver & Scheier,
1998), while others interpret it in terms of learnable strat-
egies (Duckworth et al., 2016). Models also vary in their
characterization of process, alluding to cybernetic control
(Carver & Scheier, 1998), goal systems theory (Kruglanski
et al., 2002), dual-process models (Hofmann et al., 2009),
choice models (Berkman et al., 2017), and trait models of
impulse control (Roberts et al., 2014; Whiteside & Lynam,
2001). However, self-compassion research seems to primar-
ily draw from the general resource model. Thus, we will
demonstrate how thinking more comprehensively about the
ways in which self-compassion might impact outcomes can
enhance our understanding. However, we acknowledge that
it represents only one specific model/framework or possibil-
ity that might be leveraged in this manner.

Mechanistic Reasoning in Self-Compassion
Research: An Example Using the General Resource
Model of Self-Regulation

The general resource or strength model of self-regulation,
first developed by Baumeister et al. (1998), presents two
broad claims relevant to self-compassion. First, it suggests
that all forms of self-regulation are based on a general, cen-
tral resource that capacitates all behavior requiring acts of
control. Second, this general resource is limited and becomes
depleted with use, much like a muscle that fatigues after
a workout (Inzlicht et al., 2021). Although this model has
not been explicitly tested in self-compassion research, it is

widely referred to when interpreting the benefits of self-
compassion, particularly in relation to health behaviors and
outcomes (Biber & Ellis, 2019; Sirois, 2015; Terry & Leary,
2011). For instance, studies suggest that as self-compassion-
ate individuals are less self-critical when they fail to fol-
low through with their health plans (e.g., skipping a day of
exercise or failing to adhere to a meal plan), they are less
likely to engage in negative self-evaluation (Biber & Ellis,
2019). This absence is thought to free up space in the gen-
eral resource capacity to engage in other health-promoting
behaviors.

Similarly, most self-regulation research to date draws
from the notion that being self-compassionate reduces
demands or “free up” resources due to reductions in the
need to protect the self from criticism (e.g., accompanied
by reductions in stress or negative affectivity). For example,
approaches in this line, such as the Self-Regulation
Resource Model (SRRM; Sirois, 2015), suggest that self-
compassion may free up one’s general resource capacity
by reducing engagement with negative affect while
generating positive affect to support healthy self-regulation
and promote good health. In theory, managing failures
might enhance physical health by freeing up the resources
needed for more effective behavioral self-regulation (Sirois,
2015). Such findings are often seen as suggesting that as
self-compassion develops, the self-regulatory resources
that are no longer being consumed in protecting the self
from negative mood and/or self-criticism are “freed-up” to
promote better outcomes.

While aspects of the general resource model seem intui-
tively plausible in explaining how self-compassion might
work, there is a sense in which we have been insufficiently
critical regarding how confident we can be in this interpre-
tation. More fully, there are a few key limitations, some of
which are relevant to the general resource model itself and
some in relation to how it has been applied in self-compas-
sion research specifically. In terms of the general issues, it
is important to highlight the fundamental limitations of the
general resource model, notably in relation to the so-called
ego depletion effect. Most commonly, this effect is inter-
preted as showing that using up self-control on an initial
task depletes a general resource, and thus, reduces the abil-
ity to self-regulate on a subsequent task (Bratslavsky et al.,
1998). Hundreds of experiments have been conducted and
found significant effects for the ego-depletion phenomena
(Baumeister et al., 2018), with meta-analytic findings of
a medium to large effect size for the overall effect of ego
depletion (Hagger et al., 2010). Nonetheless, replication
issues remain, with several large pre-registered studies find-
ing null effects (Carter et al., 2015; Hagger et al., 2016).
Such studies challenge the notion that self-control relies on a
general, domain-wide, and limited resource, and it seems fair
to say that (a) caution is needed in assuming that a general
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effect exists and/or (b) that such an effect underpins the ben-
efits associated with self-compassion.

While this remains an active study area and is understand-
ably complex, the current applications (and hypothesized
mechanisms) within self-compassion research may thus be
explicitly or implicitly based on a model with considerable
limitations. Here, we propose that broadening our thinking
to other possible pathways (e.g., specific, context-relevant
pathways beyond changes to a general resource pool) has the
potential to contribute to a fuller and more nuanced under-
standing of the mechanistic pathways linking self-compas-
sion to outcomes. In many ways, the ongoing (and often
implicit and unmeasured) emphasis on possible changes in
an individual’s general resource capacity may have limited
our thinking to a range of mechanisms that appear unlikely
to fully account for either the complexity of self-compassion
itself or the differences in the various factors that self-com-
passion may predict.

Mechanistic Reasoning in Self-Compassion: Beyond
the General Resource Model of Self-Regulation

In considering possibilities beyond the general resource
model, various alternative models and explanations have
been proposed in the self-regulation literature. A notable
example that may be relevant to understanding mechanisms
in self-compassion is the Process Model of Ego Depletion
(Inzlicht et al., 2021). This model suggests that self-con-
trol depletion does not result from diminished self-control
resources but, instead, is the result of a shift in motivation
and attention. To further explain, in this view, an initial act
of control can reduce the motivation to engage in actions that
require deliberative control but greater motivation toward
engaging in more personally rewarding activities. In parallel,
individuals may experience a shift in attentional focus from
cues that require exerting control and toward cues that signal
gratification. While empirical evidence is lacking, nuanced
views of this kind highlight the possibility that self-compas-
sionate individuals are either more prone or better able to
shift their motivation and attention toward more gratifying
outcomes rather than dwelling on the negative aspects of
themselves in challenging times (similar to Gilbert’s basis
for Compassion Focused Therapy based on social mentality
theory) (refer to Gilbert, 2017).

In addition to other models proposed as alternatives to
the general resource model, a few other factors have been
found to influence or override the ego depletion effect.
Firstly, personal beliefs about willpower, notably whether
one believes their resource is limited or unlimited, can mod-
erate the ego depletion effect (Job et al., 2010). Other stud-
ies have found that monitoring processes, such as explicit
feedback about task performance or individual differences
in self-monitoring, can influence the depletion effect (Wan
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& Sternthal, 2008). Although the details of such issues are
likely of greater relevance to the self-regulation literature,
they are nonetheless important in highlighting the challenges
and limitations of the general model that appear to underpin
a significant amount of self-compassion research. Addition-
ally, induction of positive mood (Tice et al., 2007), self-
affirmation (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009), and self-awareness
(Alberts et al., 2011) have also been found to reverse ego
depletion effects (e.g., restoring a limited resource). Such
findings highlight the possibility that resource depletions
can be overcome, which highlights mechanistic possibilities
beyond the general resource model, at least, at the energy-
resource level. Moreover, it highlights the importance of
theoretically and empirically evaluating alternative explana-
tions for understanding how self-compassion may work via
self-regulation to influence intra- and interpersonal function-
ing under specific contexts.

In addition to these general issues and limitations, there
are additional challenges when applying the general resource
model to the self-compassion literature. Firstly, as in many
areas, the “resources” within the general resource model are
assumed to be domain neutral in the field of self-compassion
(Sirois, 2015). More fully, in line with the basic model, the cur-
rent approach in the self-compassion literature tends to assume
that all acts of self-control (e.g., regardless of whether they are
energy or motivation-related) deplete from the same general
resource pool and thus influence outcomes. Given the central-
ity of this explanatory mechanism, there are surprisingly few
studies examining the association between resource depletion
and self-compassion. One unpublished study showed that an
ego depletion manipulation had no effect on state self-compas-
sion levels (Jones, 2014), but little is known about whether any
resources that might be depleted are better conceptualized as
“general” or more “domain specific” or whether self-compas-
sion changes these resources in predictable ways.

Overall, while self-regulation theory holds clear heuris-
tic value in terms of understanding the beneficial effects of
self-compassion, findings remain reflective of a very specific
understanding of self-oriented outcomes and draw heavily
from a particular (and un-tested) view of self-regulation.
Using the general resource model as an example, we have
considered how a singular focus on this mediational possi-
bility leads to problems, many of which remain unexamined.
While general resource models and the associated reasoning
may be valuable in providing some initial guidance regard-
ing how self-compassion works, assuming that same process
will occur across all contexts (and for different outcomes)
seems unlikely. Below, we offer a complementary approach
to investigating mechanisms in self-compassion research,
suggesting that insights may be gained through the investi-
gation of specific pathways that may act as a separate, addi-
tional pathway to the general mechanism that has already
been mooted.
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Specific Pathways—Self-Compassion Linked
Differences in Motivational Processes

In previous sections, we have highlighted a series of limi-
tations within the mechanistic understanding of self-com-
passion, notably regarding the application of similar sets
of mediators to what appears to be quite distinct outcomes
and a heavy reliance on possible changes in an unmeasured
general resource pool. At this stage, it is important to begin
to systematically test different mediator sets that may be
suitable for different outcomes (further discussions to follow
in the final section). Broadening our characterization of the
mediator types beyond those currently in use via considera-
tion of the specific pathways that might link self-compassion
to particular outcomes will be an important development. To
be clear, our suggestion here is that self-compassion may
change, comprise, or covary with specific aspects of human
functioning (e.g., psychological, behavioral, motivational, or
physiological) that can facilitate distinct intra- and interper-
sonal outcomes (see examples in Fig. 1—“self-compassion
specific changes”). Importantly, such pathways are likely to
be distinct from those implied within the general resource-
type theorizing.

In the beginning to lay out this agenda, it is first important
to highlight the empirical evidence suggesting that the con-
sideration of specific pathways linking self-compassion to
outcomes is warranted. One study in the context of romantic
relationships, for example, found that acceptance of one’s
own flaws mediated the effect of self-compassion on accept-
ance of a partner’s flaws, specifically the extent to which
the partner procrastinated (Zhang et al., 2020). Such find-
ings may imply that a specific change in the extent to which
one becomes more accepting of oneself and others may act
as a potential link. Another study with adolescents found
that relatedness (along with trust) mediated the effect of
self-compassion on prosocial behavior (Yang et al., 2019).
While the populations and study outcomes are distinct, study
findings may imply that because self-compassion increases
acceptance of one’s own imperfections (Zhang et al., 2020),
there may be “flow on” effect into the ways we accept (ver-
sus judge) and relate to others. The uncovering of such medi-
ating pathways provides preliminary evidence for the sug-
gestion of more specific differences (or changes) across more
versus less self-compassionate individuals, differences that
may exist independently of variations in individuals’ general
resource capacities in interpersonal or social contexts.

In furthering our understanding of how specific pathways
may work to broaden our mechanistic knowledge of self-
compassion, we focus here on the promising possibility of
motivational changes (e.g., personal values) for interper-
sonal outcomes as illustrative. Although motivations are
related to self-regulatory processes (discussed above), our
focus here is on differences in the targets of motivational

energy rather than on individual differences in how they are
attained. In brief, motivation is commonly understood as the
general drive or inclination to act to achieve a goal or meet a
standard (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007) which is fundamental
to life and goal pursuits (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007). Per-
sonal values, for example, often reflect broad goals or tar-
gets that motivate an individual’s actions and act as guiding
principles (Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 1992) and are thought
to provide critical insight into human behavior (Sagiv et al.,
2017) because they predict a wide range of actions, attitudes,
and preferences.

Although direct tests are lacking, it seems plausible to
consider that personal values may change with self-com-
passion, thus providing an example of a specific pathway
that might link self-compassion to outcomes in a manner
independent of general energy or resource capacity consid-
erations. Consistent with this suggestion, some of our recent
work shows that people varying in trait self-compassion also
systematically vary in characteristics indicative of differ-
ences in the targets of motivation. Specifically, in a commu-
nity adult sample, we found that motivational differences of
personal values reliably co-varied with self-compassion in
predictable directions (i.e., trait self-compassion as indexed
by the SCS total score was positively associated with a
greater value being placed on self-transcendence (univer-
salism, self-direction, benevolence) and self-enhancement
(hedonism, power, achievement, and stimulation) values, but
negatively correlated with conservation values (conform-
ity, tradition, and security). Furthermore, and of greater rel-
evance to potential mechanisms, self-transcendence values
(but not conservation or self-enhancement values) signifi-
cantly mediated the link between self-compassion and com-
passion for others (Cha et al., 2023). Despite the inherent
limitations of cross-sectional data, this finding provides clear
suggestion that there is likely more to self-compassion than
changes in resource levels or resource consumption. Rather,
in demonstrating that a motivational construct can mediate
the links between trait self-compassion and an interpersonal
outcome, it highlights a broader explanatory possibility that
has received limited attention—the pathways linking self-
compassion to outcomes may be quite specific and may well
involve motivational mediators.

Overall, our suggestion here is that (a) individual differ-
ences in motivations have potential as pathways we might
consider when linking self-compassion to outcomes, and (b)
there are likely specific, as well as general pathways linking
self-compassion to different outcomes. Prior theory suggests
that motivations are distinct from changes in energy-based
resource or capacity (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007), but it is
possible that elements of both general resource and specific
mechanisms work simultaneously (or in interaction) to link
self-compassion to outcomes. Although data are lacking,
it is possible that some base level of system resource is
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likely necessary for individual differences (or changes) in
values or motivation to translate into action. For example,
certain motivations (e.g., prosocial behavior) might only be
expressed when a sufficient resource is present (e.g., physi-
ological or safety needs are met). In addition to cross-sec-
tionally identifying prospective mediator sets, it seems clear
that future experimental or interventional studies implement-
ing more direct testing of the possible mechanisms to test the
effects of specific and general pathways in various contexts
will yield interesting findings.

The Prioritization of Intrapersonal Outcomes
Over Interpersonal and Social Outcomes

In addition to the theoretical advancements in mechanis-
tic pathways, expanding the outcome types in mediational
research has the potential to contribute to broadening our
thinking around self-compassion. Our recent systematic
review compared existing findings between studies on
mental health versus physical health outcomes (Cha et al.,
2022). While the two outcome types differ in important
ways, a surprisingly similar set of psychological media-
tors was observed. As in mental health studies, perceived
stress (Homan & Sirois, 2017; Hu et al., 2018; Hwang
et al., 2019; Li et al., 2020; Rakhimov et al., 2022), nega-
tive and positive affect (Sirois, 2015; Sirois et al., 2019),
and emotion regulation (Finlay-Jones et al., 2015; Sirois
et al., 2019; Wisener & Khoury, 2021) were the most
commonly evaluated mediator types. However, although
a degree of commonality across outcome types might be
taken as indicative of the “robustness” of the underlying
mechanisms, it might also suggest that the mediator sets
being evaluated in physical health outcomes are quite nar-
row (e.g., maintaining a focus on possible affective and
emotion regulatory mechanisms). Although time and fur-
ther research will clarify whether this focus is justified, an
exclusive focus nonetheless creates the risk that the theo-
retical and empirical understanding of self-compassion
becomes stagnant and that we stop looking for (or thinking
about) alternate or supplementary pathways.

In broadening our understanding of the mediators in self-
compassion research, we suggest that expanding the out-
come types we evaluate may be beneficial. Put simply, the
outcomes we have focused on in self-compassion research
are limited. While developing the capacity to hold suffer-
ing in compassionate awareness is thought to include all
sentient beings (Hofmann et al., 2011), the model under-
lying the SCS (and thus a majority of published studies)
is more consistent with individualistic features of modern
identity (e.g., self-focus; Dunne & Manheim, 2022). Hence,
perhaps it is not surprising that most research has focused
on self-oriented outcomes, documenting the personal or
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intrapersonal benefits of self-compassion. For example,
meta-analytic evidence indicates that self-compassion is
associated with numerous intrapersonal benefits, including
better physical health and behaviors (Phillips & Hine, 2021)
and psychological well-being (Zessin et al., 2015) as well as
lower psychopathology (MacBeth & Gumley, 2012). Such
findings are broadly consistent with self-compassion inter-
ventional data (Ferrari et al., 2019; Kirby et al., 2017).

What is less clear is whether self-compassion can provide
benefits beyond the self, notably at the interpersonal level and,
if so, whether it does so via the same pathways. For example,
Buddhist traditions have consistently implied that all living
beings are inseparable and connected (Hofmann et al., 2011).
Hence, based on this notion, developing compassion toward
the “self” should ultimately contribute to greater compassion
for others. However, empirical data speaking to this possibility
is scarce, and that which is available is mixed (Gerber et al.,
2015; Lathren et al., 2021; Neff & Pommier, 2013; Welp &
Brown, 2014). Additionally, there is an ongoing debate about
the conceptualization and practice of self-compassion in the
absence of other-focused compassion (to be further discussed
below). While prior findings may reflect the dynamic effects
of self-compassion (i.e., differing between individuals across
context and time; Ferrari et al., 2022), there is nonetheless
a clear empirical gap in testing the potential effects of self-
compassion in specific interpersonal, social contexts, and the
possible exploratory mechanisms.

The investigation of multifaceted constructs such as
self-compassion and its mechanisms is most likely not a
unitary process on human psychological or interpersonal
functioning. To explain this point further (using depression
as an example of another complex construct), a systematic
review (Domhardt et al., 2021) found a diverse set of media-
tors ranging from cognitive factors (Terides et al., 2018) to
behavioral activation (Seeley et al., 2019) and ego integrity
(Lamers et al., 2015). While the investigation of mediat-
ing mechanisms is still in its infancy for self-compassion
research, it seems unlikely that the same sets of mediators
will explain the associations between self-compassion and
the full range of outcomes (e.g., intra- and interpersonal
outcomes). Greater attention to a wider range of outcomes
will almost certainly necessitate broadening the mediator
sets we currently consider in the study of self-compassion,
ultimately contributing to a more nuanced understanding of
this complicated, dynamic construct.

Where to Go from Here? Limitations,
Implications, and Future Directions

Self-compassion is a complicated, multi-faceted construct
and the pathways by which self-compassion works to benefit
the self and others remain unclear. In this work, we have
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described some of the current key empirical and theoreti-
cal limitations we see as hindering the development of self-
compassion literature. Some of these limitations include a
narrow (or particular) conceptualization of the construct
(i.e., the limits imposed by operationalizing self-compassion
predominantly via SCS) and focusing on a restricted set of
mediator and outcome types (i.e., an ongoing focus on stress,
affectivity, and emotion regulation as mediators and intrap-
ersonal phenomena as outcomes). While mediational work
in self-compassion is still in its infancy, it is important to
consider how early observations may lead to developments
in research, such that interventions are appropriately tar-
geted, and the field of self-compassion remains as dynamic
as necessitated by the construct itself.

While challenges remain and there are various ways to
approach such limitations, we have highlighted a few pos-
sible solutions. First, we have suggested that revisiting how
we conceptualize self-compassion as impacting different
outcomes is likely to be generative in identifying potential
pathways. There are two parts to this issue—one relating to
what we think self-compassion is and the other regarding
how we think it works. Regarding the first issue, it is impor-
tant to recall the ongoing challenge (and debate) regarding
the nature of self-compassion, notably the tensions between
the definitions and conceptualizations of self-compassion
in the scientific literature compared to Buddhist notions.
While other works are better suited for a broader discus-
sion of this key issue (for more in-depth discussions, refer
to Analayo & Dhammadinna, 2021; Condon & Makran-
sky, 2022; Dunne & Manheim, 2022; Quaglia, 2022; Qua-
glia et al., 2021; Zeng et al., 2016), a few points are worth
making here. Firstly, the “self” in current self-compassion
research tends to reflect the individualistic sense of self that
prevails in modern Western cultures. Prima facie, however,
this model is incompatible with the relational sense of self
that is implied in Buddhist traditions, where individualism
and a strong self-focus can trigger self-loathing (Dunne &
Manheim, 2022). It has been noted that the dualistic divi-
sion of self- versus other-compassion has led to an unequal
distribution of scientific research on self and other (Quaglia,
2022). While the separation of self- and other may provide
some practical value (Quaglia et al., 2021), particularly for
further mechanistic work for future intervention purposes,
whether such distinctions can accurately capture the Bud-
dhist notion of (self-)compassion will be an ongoing chal-
lenge and an avenue for further exploration. For this reason,
embracing and investigating multiple ways of measuring
and conceptualizing self and other-focused compassion is
important. Clearly noting which measure, state, or trait level
and investigating new ways to capture Buddhist’s relational
views on self-compassion will be critical for clearly distin-
guishing different research purposes as well as for various
interpretations of findings.

Secondly, a significant proportion of self-compassion
research is explicitly or implicitly based on models of self-
regulation (Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996). Notably, in
the notion that the development of self-compassion some-
how “frees up” system resources that are being consumed
protecting the self from internal criticism and negativity
following failure. While the general resource model retains
substantial heuristic value, and direct demonstrations of
this general resource mechanism in self-compassion are in
short supply, there are ongoing replication issues with the
ego depletion effect, and challenges in determining (and
measuring) what, in fact, constitutes a resource (e.g., energy
vs. motivation). Our discussion above suggests that while a
general resource mechanism currently remains viable, other
changes characterizing the development of self-compassion
such as motivations or values should also be investigated
in different contexts. Again, however, the empirical basis
for hypothesizing alternate pathways is lacking. Key ques-
tions regarding how such specific pathways might be rel-
evant to particular outcomes and/or whether general and
specific pathways might interact to impact outcomes remain
unanswered.

Thirdly, broadening outcome types may be beneficial
in both changing how we think about self-compassion and
identifying the different “sets” of mediators which may be
relevant to particular types of outcomes. As noted, self-com-
passion research has tended to focus on the assessment of
self-oriented outcomes, notably in relation to mental health.
A reliance on self-focused outcomes and benefits reinforces
particular ways of thinking about self-compassion and likely
restricts the scope of self-compassion mediational studies—
i.e., we are only seeing certain mediators because we are
choosing a particular range of outcomes that naturally lend
themselves to mediation by particular types of factors. Using
our own research linking self-compassion to compassion for
others, we have suggested that looking at interpersonal out-
comes is an example of one possible approach to broadening
our thinking about mechanisms (Cha et al., 2023). Obvi-
ously, the expansion to other types of outcomes (e.g., dif-
ferences in cognitive processes, health and health behavior,
resilience, interpersonal functioning, and prosocial behavior)
can be similarly useful, but little is known in these areas.
Parenthetically, it is also worth noting that our research, as
well as that of many others, remains predominantly cross-
sectional. Commentary regarding causality is difficult with
such an evidence base, and experimental and prospective
designs are urgently needed.

Taken together, the proposed theoretical and empirical
broadening of self-compassion research can contribute to
skillful means in alleviating suffering. Skillful means, while
discussed in depth elsewhere and interpreted in various
ways within Buddhism (Condon & Makransky, 2022; Pye,
2004; Quaglia, 2022), is often linked to the cultivation of
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compassion. Both motivation and context are important
factors enabling individuals to cultivate compassion via
developing and using diverse skills and strategies to suit
individual and situational demands (Federman, 2009). Thus,
to enhance self-compassion as a skillful means, we need
to consider mechanisms and outcomes that are not entirely
self-focused (Condon & Makransky, 2022). In doing so, we
can contribute to reducing the self-focused narrative and the
self-objectifying process involved in experiencing compas-
sion toward the self (for more on this refer to Condon &
Makransky, 2022; Dunne & Manheim, 2022) and begin to
better understand the broader benefits of self-compassion
(i.e., how self-compassion may benefit interpersonal or
social outcomes in specific contexts). It may be that a “one-
size-fits-all” approach to promoting self- and other-focused
compassion creates a danger of investigating constructs in
isolation (Sahdra et al., 2023) when they are fundamentally
linked. While further research is needed, in expanding our
theoretical understanding of self-compassion beyond general
capacities and by exploring interpersonal outcomes, we can
start to think more broadly about the construct and of more
effective ways (i.e., more skillful means) to alleviate suf-
fering across different groups of individuals and situational
contexts.

While challenges remain, self-compassion remains
a promising target for interventional work for a range of
important outcomes. However, at this early stage, the medi-
ational work in self-compassion, like interventional data
themselves, tends to be focused on self-oriented outcomes
and on intrapsychic mediating variables (e.g., emotion
regulation, affectivity, and stress). While such findings are
important, our sense is that we are reaching the limits of how
much insight can be gained with this approach—repeatedly
demonstrating what is fundamentally the same pattern may
potentially lead to stagnation within the scientific literature
on self-compassion. Above, we have suggested that broaden-
ing our thinking to encompass both (a) different models of
self-compassion, and (b) more general versus more specific
mechanistic pathways, together with (c) broadening the out-
come types (notably to include social outcomes) are promis-
ing initial solutions. As we embrace and consider multiple
conceptualizations and measures of self-compassion, the
space for broader thinking about mechanisms will be cre-
ated. Ongoing attention and consideration of such issues
will facilitate our empirical and theoretical understanding of
self-compassion and the mediating pathways that link to key
outcomes. In this way, we can inform future interventions
that can benefit individuals, groups, and society at large.
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