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The sport and exercise context can present a multitude 
of challenges. Performance, appearance, and interper-
sonal demands are numerous and varied, and result in 
diverse cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses 
that can further contribute to other demands. Athletes 
and exercisers differ in how they respond to the demands 
placed on them, and these responses may vary markedly 
in adaptiveness and effectiveness. However, healthy, 
positive, and successful experiences in sport and exer-
cise are founded on an ability to respond in an adaptive 
and constructive manner when navigating experiences 
in sport or exercise, whether they accompany success; 
are wrought with adversity, evaluation, and/or failure; or 
fall somewhere in between.

Self‐compassion is one approach with considerable 
potential to facilitate the ability of athletes and exercisers 
to adaptively manage the demands they encounter and 
simultaneously foster attainment of their performance 
potential, while also enhancing and sustaining high lev-
els of well‐being. Self‐compassion represents an emerg-
ing construct in sport and exercise psychology, but has 
garnered considerable attention with novel research 
findings and practical applications surfacing at an expo-
nential pace. Much of the interest appears to align 
with self‐compassion representing somewhat of a “new” 
approach to assist in avoiding or attenuating negative 
cognitions, emotions, or behaviors, as well as facilitate 
adaptive responses and outcomes. Therefore, self‐
compassion may complement existing efforts to address 
areas of particular relevance for athletes and exercisers, 
such as managing evaluation and excessive self‐criticism, 
coping with demands, and supporting achievement 
of  one’s potential. Summarized at a global level, self‐ 
compassion involves a positive, accepting, and under-
standing way of relating to the self (Neff, 2003b). As such, 
self‐compassion parallels the elements and intent of hav-
ing compassion to others, but with the care and support 
directed toward the self (Neff, 2003b). Such an approach 

shows promise in supporting adaptive cognitions, emo-
tions, behaviors, and outcomes in sport and exercise 
contexts and optimal functioning among athletes and 
exercisers.

This chapter begins with a brief overview of self‐ 
compassion, situating it within the psychological litera-
ture and establishing how the construct has been 
conceptualized and measured. The main aim of the 
 chapter is to provide a detailed discussion around self‐
compassion in sport and exercise. Readers interested in a 
global synopsis of self‐compassion within general psy-
chology are directed to a number of general reviews (e.g., 
Barnard & Curry, 2011; Neff, 2009a, 2009b). Empirical 
findings pertaining to self‐compassion in the sport and 
exercise context are presented, including discussion 
around self‐compassion as a resource to foster adaptive 
cognitions, emotions, and behaviors; to manage setbacks 
and navigate difficult times; and to support advancement 
towards one’s potential. Application efforts in sport and 
exercise are highlighted, including discussion around 
development and intervention. A comment on the fear of 
self‐compassion and the trend of reluctance toward self‐
compassion follows. The chapter concludes with an 
exploration of future research directions and considera-
tions surrounding possible next steps in understanding, 
integrating, and applying self‐compassion in sport and 
exercise.

 What Is Self‐Compassion?

An accepting, supportive, and nonjudgmental attitude 
toward the self—and all of the accompanying perceived 
shortcomings, mistakes, imperfections, and limita-
tions—lies at the crux of the concept of self‐compassion 
(Neff, 2003b). Self‐compassion is deeply rooted in 
Buddhist tradition, though Kristen Neff (2003a, 2003b) 
can be credited with introducing the concept into the 
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general psychological literature. Neff (2003b) describes 
self‐compassion as consisting of three components: self‐
kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness. Self‐
kindness involves extending support and understanding 
to the self during setbacks, experiences of failure, or 
other challenging times, as opposed to engaging in exces-
sive self‐criticism. Such a response runs in stark contrast 
to the self‐critical response employed by many athletes 
and exercisers during arduous times or when working 
toward a goal. Common humanity is the recognition that 
making mistakes, experiencing failure, and encountering 
adversity are part of the shared human experience, and 
need not be isolating. Mindfulness involves keeping 
thoughts and feelings in a balanced awareness, rather 
than becoming emotionally and cognitively overcome 
through rumination and overidentification, or ignoring 
such thoughts and feelings entirely. Thus, when mindful, 
one is neither suppressing nor exaggerating, but rather 
 viewing and accepting the experience for what it is.

While initially conceptualized from a trait perspective 
(Neff, 2003a, 2003b), there is evidence to support that 
self‐compassion can also be prompted or applied as a 
resource or strategy (e.g., Adams & Leary, 2007; Gilbert 
& Proctor, 2006; Kelly, Zuroff, Fou, & Gilbert, 2010; 
Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007; Mosewich, 
Crocker, Kowalski, & DeLongis, 2013, Neff & Germer, 
2013). Hence, it has been suggested that some people 
engender self‐compassion automatically as a function of 
their disposition, while others adopt or engage in the 
approach when coping with difficult events and pursuing 
goals (Ingstrup, Mosewich, & Holt, 2017). Based on their 
qualitative research findings with older women, Bennett, 
Hurd Clarke, Kowalski, and Crocker (2017) suggest self‐
compassion is contextual: more fluid than fixed, chang-
ing over time and context, as well as impacted by age, 
experience, and social, cultural, and historical factors. 
Thus, it is important to consider self‐compassion from a 
trait as well as a state perspective, and appreciate global 
responses as well as context specificity.

How best to categorize self‐compassion could be con-
sidered a topic of debate. The trait conceptualization 
lends itself to labeling self‐compassion as a personality 
trait, while the state-like and context‐specific nature of 
self‐compassion leads to multiple options for categoriza-
tion, including as a skill or strategy (e.g., coping strategy, 
emotion regulation strategy), an attitude, a belief about 
the self, or an emotion. The current state of the literature 
reflects these multiple labels. For example, Neff, Hseih, 
& Dejitthirat (2005) have conceptualized self‐compassion 
as an emotion regulation strategy that may help neutral-
ize negative emotions and facilitate positive cognitive 
states. Allen and Leary (2010) have acknowledged a 
conceptual link between self‐compassion and cognitive 
restructuring. They also highlight that self‐compassion 

could have an influence on many aspects of the stress 
and coping process, including appraisal, coping options, 
and coping effectiveness, and may ultimately function as 
a coping strategy or resource itself (Allen & Leary, 2010). 
Accordingly, self‐compassion has been empirically 
explored in many of these roles. Researchers in sport and 
exercise psychology have positioned self‐compassion as 
an adaptive conceptualization of the self (Berry, Kowalski, 
Ferguson, & McHugh, 2010; Magnus, Kowalski, & 
McHugh, 2010), an approach to relate to the self 
(Sutherland, Kowalski, Ferguson, Sabiston, Sedgwick, & 
Crocker, 2014), a positive self‐attitude (Bennett et  al., 
2017; Berry et  al., 2010; Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, & 
Sabiston, 2014, 2015; Lizmore, Dunn, & Causgrove 
Dunn, 2017; Smith, 2013), and as a (mental or coping) 
skill, resource, or strategy (Bennett et al., 2017; Fontana, 
Fry, & Cramer, 2017; Huysmans & Clement, 2017; 
Mosewich et al., 2013; Mosewich, Crocker, & Kowalski, 
2014; Mosewich, Kowalski, Sabiston, Sedgwick, & Tracy, 
2011; Reis, Kowalski, Ferguson, Sabiston, Sedgwick, & 
Crocker, 2015; Sutherland et al., 2014; Tarasoff, Ferguson, 
& Kowalski, 2017). While there is diversity in the labels, 
many overlap conceptually to some degree. Further, 
Ingstrup and colleagues (2017) suggest that self‐com-
passion appears to reflect a collection of skills and 
resources. Given this ongoing deliberation, self‐com-
passion will be referred to more generally as an approach 
or resource throughout this chapter to encompass the 
 various roles in which it has been explored. Despite the 
lack of unifying descriptor, self‐compassion is univer-
sally considered an adaptive and effective approach for 
individuals in a variety of life contexts to manage difficult 
experiences, especially those related to failure or evalua-
tion, and to support optimal functioning and goal 
pursuit.

Self‐Compassion as a Unique Complement 
to Self‐Esteem

In the process of integrating self‐compassion in the psy-
chological literature, considerable effort has been taken 
to differentiate it from other constructs. The predomi-
nant focus has been on establishing self‐compassion as 
distinct from self‐esteem. Self‐esteem reflects a person’s 
evaluation of the self, including one’s qualities, character, 
roles, and attributes (James, 1890). These competency‐
based evaluations of the self arise from the individual, as 
well as others. Both reflecting positive self‐attitudes, 
self‐compassion and self‐esteem do tend to be signifi-
cantly related with correlations ranging from .60 to .71 in 
samples of athletes and exercisers (Magnus et al., 2010; 
Mosewich et al., 2011; Reis et al., 2015). However, recent 
empirical evidence provides support for the contention 
that self‐compassion is a separate construct with unique 
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contributions to the promotion of adaptive functioning 
in sport and exercise. Specifically, in a sample of adult 
women exercisers, self‐compassion contributed unique 
variance beyond self‐esteem on introjected motivation, 
ego goal orientation, social physique anxiety, and obliga-
tory exercise (Magnus et  al., 2010). Additionally, self‐
compassion explained variance beyond self‐esteem on 
shame proneness, guilt‐free shame proneness, shame‐
free guilt proneness, objectified body consciousness, fear 
of failure, and fear of negative evaluation in a group of 
adolescent women athletes (Mosewich et  al., 2011). In 
another group of young women athletes, after control-
ling for self‐esteem, self‐compassion remained a signifi-
cant predictor of adaptive responses (i.e., reduced 
negative affect, catastrophizing thoughts, and personal-
izing thoughts, and increased behavioral equanimity) to 
hypothetical and recalled sport scenarios (Reis et  al., 
2015). These findings highlight the unique role of self‐
compassion in the sport and exercise experience. One of 
the main reasons for the unique variance explained by 
self‐ compassion might be the reduced role self‐ 
evaluation plays in the self‐compassion process, com-
pared with self‐esteem, which centers on self‐evaluation 
(Mosewich et al., 2011).

Within the general psychological literature, Neff 
(2003b) situates self‐compassion as an alternative to 
 self‐esteem—a more adaptive approach to striving for a 
positive attitude toward oneself. Much of this position 
focuses on highlighting that self‐compassion seems to 
elude many of the possible downsides of self‐esteem. For 
example, self‐esteem, but not self‐compassion, is posi-
tively associated with narcissism and negatively related 
to contingent self‐worth (Neff & Vonk, 2009). Trait self‐
esteem can be difficult to promote, and efforts to enhance 
or maintain self‐esteem are often accompanied by 
 unanticipated or undesirable outcomes such as self‐
absorption, self‐centeredness, and a lack empathy for 
others (Neff, 2003b; Seligman, 1995). Self‐compassion 
circumvents the emphasis on evaluation of the self rela-
tive to others, while self‐esteem requires such evalua-
tion, and as such, concerns such as narcissism and an 
overreliance on downward social comparison to main-
tain positive evaluations of the self are more likely to 
develop as a function of self‐esteem than self‐compassion 
(Neff, 2003b). By not requiring comparisons of the self 
relative to others, self‐compassion avoids the need for an 
unrealistic view of oneself in an effort to feel that one 
stands out in comparison with others (Neff, 2004). Self‐
compassion is also less contingent on outcomes than 
self‐esteem, and as such self‐compassion should also be 
more resilient and stable (Leary et  al., 2007; Neff, 
Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007; Neff & Vonk, 2009). Thus, 
contrary to self‐esteem, which is contingent on posi-
tive  self‐evaluations and outcomes, self‐compassion 

 presents an opportunity to cultivate and maintain posi-
tive feelings toward the self through an authentic,  self‐
supportive, and adaptive process.

The contrasts between self‐compassion and self‐esteem 
do not necessarily lead to the conclusion that efforts to 
promote self‐esteem should be abandoned. There is evi-
dence to suggest that self‐esteem has a role and place in 
sport and exercise (e.g., Adachi & Willoughby, 2013; 
Whitehead & Corbin, 1997). Pyszczynski, Greenberg, 
Solomon, Arndt, and Schimel (2004) have suggested that 
the pursuit of self‐esteem need not be viewed as either 
positive or negative, but rather as one option to support 
coping and regulation of behavior. Therefore, self‐ 
compassion has been positioned by researchers in sport 
and exercise psychology as a resource to complement self‐
esteem in the maintenance and/or development of an 
adaptive perspective of the self, rather than as an alterna-
tive. Such a contention was first put forward by Magnus 
and colleagues (2010) in the exercise domain, and next 
echoed by Mosewich and colleagues (2011) in sport. The 
promotion of self‐compassion may be a useful comple-
ment to self‐esteem in both sport and exercise, assisting 
athletes and exercisers in managing various demands and 
striving to reach their potential. Self‐compassion appears 
especially relevant and useful during times of difficulty, 
failure, or perceived inadequacy, contexts in which  self‐
esteem is likely to waver (Neff, 2008).

 Measurement of Self‐Compassion

Self‐compassion is a unique construct, and the trait and 
state level considerations, combined with multiple options 
for categorization, lends for multiple and complex consid-
erations regarding measurement. The foundational work 
in sport and exercise psychology around self‐compassion 
has largely adopted and been directed by Neff ’s conceptu-
alization of the construct (i.e., self‐kindness, common 
humanity, and mindfulness combining to form self‐ 
compassion). Researchers conducting quantitative studies 
of self‐compassion in sport and exercise contexts have 
relied exclusively on the Self‐Compassion Scale (SCS) 
(Neff, 2003a) or its abbreviated version, the Self‐
Compassion Scale—Short Form (SCS‐SF) (Raes, Pommier, 
Neff, & Van Gucht, 2011), both of which arise from Neff ’s 
conceptualization of self‐compassion.

The Self‐Compassion Scale and the Self‐
Compassion Scale—Short Form

In their original form, both the SCS and SCS‐SF capture 
self‐compassion at a trait level, assessing typical 
responses across all life contexts. The SCS is a 26‐item 
scale that consists of six subscales (Neff, 2003a). Three 
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represent the components of self‐compassion (self‐kindness 
[5 items, e.g., “I’m kind to myself when I’m experiencing 
suffering.”], common humanity [4 items, e.g., “When I’m 
down and out, I remind myself that there are lots of other 
people in the world feeling like I am.”], and mindfulness 
[4 items, e.g., “When something upsets me I try to keep 
my emotions in balance.”]). The remaining three are con-
structs in opposition to the three components of self‐
compassion (self‐judgment as opposed to self‐kindness 
[5 items, e.g., “When times are really difficult, I tend to 
be tough on myself.”], isolation as opposed to common 
humanity [4 items, e.g., “When I fail at something that’s 
important to me, I tend to feel alone in my failure.”], and 
overidentification as opposed to mindfulness [4 items, 
e.g., “When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate 
on everything that’s wrong.”]). Responses are made on a 
5‐point scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 
(almost always). Composite and subscale means can be 
reported, aligning with the conceptualization that the 
components of self‐compassion are distinct, yet interact 
to mutually enhance each other (Neff, 2003a). The total 
self‐compassion score (composite mean) is calculated by 
reverse scoring the negative subscale items (i.e., self‐
judgment, isolation, and overidentification) and com-
puting a total mean.

Researchers have found that scores from the SCS 
 demonstrate good internal consistency reliability, test–
retest reliability, discriminant validity, and concurrent 
validity (Leary et al., 2007; Neff, 2003a; Neff et al., 2005). 
Acceptable internal consistency reliabilities have been 
reported in samples of athletes (α = .79–.95; Mosewich 
et  al., 2011, 2013), exercisers (α = .88; Magnus et  al., 
2010), and dancers (α = .88; Tarasoff et  al., 2017). 
Convergent validity of SCS scores is supported by high 
correlations between ratings of self‐compassion from 
therapists and romantic partners (Neff & Beretvas, 2012; 
Neff et al., 2007). The SCS is distinct from measures of 
self‐esteem, such as the Rosenberg Self‐Esteem Scale, 
and does not appear to be influenced by social desirabil-
ity bias (Neff, 2003a). During initial psychometric devel-
opment, a single higher order factor was found to explain 
the intercorrelation of the subscales on the SCS, justify-
ing the use of a total score (Neff, 2003a). Collectively, 
there is evidence in support of the reliability and validity 
of SCS scores.

The SCS‐SF is an abbreviated 12‐item version the SCS 
(Raes et al., 2011). Each of the six subscales in the origi-
nal SCS is represented in the SCS‐SF (two items for each 
subscale, rather than 4–5 items per subscale in the origi-
nal SCS). However, the SCS‐SF is designed for the gen-
eration of a composite or total score only, with the SCS 
being more appropriate if there is interest in assessing 
self‐compassion at a subscale level. Examination of 
model fit supported the unidimensional structure of the 

SCS‐SF with Dutch and English samples and a high 
 correlation between the SCS‐SF and Neff ’s (2003a) origi-
nal 26‐item SCS (r = .97) has been reported (Raes et al., 
2011). Evidence in support of acceptable internal con-
sistency reliability has also been reported in a sample of 
men and women athletes (α = .71; Huysmans & Clement, 
2017). Thus, like the original SCS, there is a body of 
research evidence in support of the validity and reliabil-
ity of SCS‐SF scores.

While there is evidence of psychometric support, 
measurement of self‐compassion via the SCS and SCS‐
SF has not been void of criticism. Recently, arguments for 
a bidimensional model (a single self‐compassion  factor 
consisting of the positive items on the SCS and a single 
self‐criticism factor consisting of the negative items on 
the SCS) and issues regarding the negative SCS subscales 
potentially inflating relations with psychopathology have 
emerged leading to challenges regarding the assessment 
of self‐compassion (see López et al., 2015; Muris, 2016; 
Muris, Otgaar, & Petrocchi, 2016; Muris & Petrocchi, 
2017). Muris (2016) has recommended removal of the 
negative items from the SCS and SCS‐SF (i.e., items 
assessing self‐judgment, isolation, and overidentifica-
tion), which would result in assessment of self‐compas-
sion by items that reflect its positive approach to the self, 
and, by extension, its protective nature (i.e., self‐kind-
ness, common humanity, and mindfulness). Such a posi-
tion speaks to the conceptualization of self‐compassion 
and positions the construct in terms of presence of the 
protective, positive factors (i.e., self‐kindness, com-
mon humanity, and mindfulness) that does not require 
an absence of the negative factors (i.e., self‐judgment, 
isolation, and overidentification). In response, Neff and 
her colleagues (Neff, 2016b; Neff, Whittaker, & Karl, 
2017) presented bifactor analyses indicating that at least 
90% of the reliable variance in SCS can be explained by 
an overall self‐compassion factor as evidence and sup-
port for use of the total score of the SCS, including the 
negative subscales. In addition, the 6‐factor subscale 
model also had evidence of model fit, supporting use of 
all SCS subscale scores (positive and negative; Neff, 
2016b). For further details on what is likely to be an 
ongoing discussion that will not only impact and direct 
measurement of self‐ compassion, but also how the con-
struct is conceptualized, see López et al. (2015), Muris 
(2016), Muris et  al. (2016), Muris & Petrocchi (2017), 
Neff (2016a, 2016b), and Neff et al. (2017).

Measurement Modifications and Advancement 
for Sport and Exercise Contexts

Researchers have largely employed the original, trait‐
level versions of the SCS and SCS‐SF in initial studies 
focused on sport and exercise, establishing how athletes 
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and exercisers typically respond across various life 
 contexts, which allowed for exploration of the role of 
trait self‐compassion in cognitions, emotions, and 
behaviors. As interest in and attention to the context 
specificity of self‐compassion have grown, some 
researchers have made modifications to the SCS and 
SCS‐SF to explore typical responses in the sport context 
by narrowing the focus of the instructions to responses 
in sport (e.g., Fontana et al., 2017; Lizmore et al., 2017), 
as well as slight wording changes to the items to reflect 
the sport context (as one example, Lizmore and col-
leagues [2017] changed “When something painful hap-
pens, I try to take a balanced view of the situation” to 
“After I play poorly in my sport, I take a balanced view of 
the situation.”). Lizmore and colleagues (2017) reported 
support for model fit at a unidimensional level in their 
sample of male and female athletes, though one item (“I 
see my failings as part of the overall human condition.”) 
was removed. Modification efforts in both studies 
yielded acceptable internal consistency reliability (α = .84 
and .85 in the Fontana et  al. [2017] and Lizmore et  al. 
[2017] studies, respectively), and surpasses results with 
athletes using the original SCS‐SF (α = .71, Huysmans & 
Clement, 2017). While modifications to the SCS and 
SCS‐SF have been successful in satisfying research needs 
and offer a viable approach to a sport or exercise‐specific 
measure, there is a merit in formal development of a 
sport‐specific, as well as an exercise-specific, measure of 
self‐compassion, with options for trait and state assess-
ment. Such progression may build from the modifica-
tions to the SCS established by other researchers, or may 
well necessitate a larger revision or creation of a new 
instrument adopting  language  specifically  selected for 
sport and exercise.

To further assist advances in measurement and con-
ceptualization of self‐compassion in sport and exercise, 
it is important for researchers to consider the contribu-
tion of each component of self‐compassion through 
reporting subscale means and examining their relation 
and relative contribution to outcomes. This practice has 
not been standard in sport and exercise psychology to 
date, with attention in initial foundational research 
focused on self‐compassion more globally (i.e., the 
higher order composite of self‐compassion). However, to 
better understand self‐compassion and its components, 
a more thorough investigation is necessary. Such exami-
nation will also allow for evaluation of self‐compassion 
assessment encompassing only the positive factors, or 
also including absence of negative factors, constituting 
action in response to the questions and concerns around 
measurement and conceptualization outlined earlier in 
this chapter. Evaluation of reliability and validity needs 
continued emphasis as research in sport and exercise 
psychology progresses, regardless if the measurement 

instrument is new, modified, or existing. This will inform 
conceptualization and establish a strong foundation for 
measurement.

As the field continues to explore self‐compassion 
within specific contexts, additional measurement 
options are likely to emerge. One recent example of rel-
evance to both sport and exercise is the creation of the 
Body Compassion Scale (BCS) (Altman, Linfield, 
Salmon, & Beacham, 2017), designed to measure com-
passion directed toward one’s physical body. The BCS 
items were created based on the SCS subscales and inte-
grate appearance, competence, and health dimensions 
consistent with Cash’s (2015) concept of body image, 
emphasizing attitudes toward the physical body. 
Development and initial validation work with men and 
women undergraduate students supported three sub-
scales: defusion (9 items, e.g., “When my body is not 
responding the way I want it to, I tend to be tough on 
myself.”), common humanity (9 items, e.g., “When I am 
injured, ill, or have physical symptoms, I remind myself 
that there are lots of other people in the world feeling like 
me.”), and acceptance (5 items, e.g., “I am tolerant of my 
body’s flaws and inadequacies.”). Internal consistency 
and reliability have been supported, and evidence for the 
concurrent validity of the items has been established 
through positive relations with body image flexibility, 
self‐compassion, mindfulness, and positive affect, and 
negative relations with disordered eating and negative 
affect. Indices for model fit support the use of subscale 
scores, as well as a higher order composite assessing 
body compassion. This seminal work by Altman and col-
leagues (2017) is likely to be followed by future validation 
work, and serves as an important first step in assessing 
body compassion, which may inform our understanding 
of how individuals relate to their bodies, and the impact 
on health‐ and performance‐related cognitions and 
behaviors. Such a focus is of interest in sport and  exercise. 
Emphasis on advancing measurement into other con-
texts of relevance to sport and exercise, such as training 
and competition performance and situations regarding 
physical limitations and injury, has potential to broaden 
understanding of self‐compassion.

Qualitative approaches should not be overlooked as 
viable avenues to advance conceptualization and inform 
measurement. Qualitative approaches have provided 
rich options and increased flexibility in exploring self‐
compassion among athletes and exercisers, with inter-
views, focus groups, and photo‐elicitation techniques 
being integrated into research efforts (Bennett et  al., 
2017; Berry et al., 2010; Ferguson et al., 2014; Ingstrup 
et al., 2017; Mosewich, Vangool, Kowalski, & McHugh, 
2009; Mosewich et  al., 2014; Sutherland et  al., 2014). 
Videos (e.g., Ferguson et al., 2014; Sutherland et al., 2014) 
and researcher‐led explanations (e.g., Bennett et al., 2017; 
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Ingstrup et al., 2017) have been employed to introduce 
the construct of self‐compassion to athletes and exercis-
ers. The findings from existing and future qualitative 
studies can inform language, context, and conceptualiza-
tion, which are all central to measurement.

 Self‐Compassion in Sport and 
Exercise: Empirical Findings

While still a relatively new construct in sport and exer-
cise, self‐compassion is showing promise as a resource in 
both managing the demands that are inherent to sport 
and exercise contexts as well as supporting well‐being 
and attainment of one’s potential. Research and applica-
tion pertaining to self‐compassion in the sport and exer-
cise context will be overviewed in the following section.

Self‐Compassion as Resource to Support 
Adaptive Cognitions, Emotions, 
and Behaviors

There is a growing body of empirical evidence in support 
of the association between self‐compassion and the 
 cognitions, emotions, and behaviors of athletes and exer-
cisers. While largely descriptive, this body of work pro-
vides evidence of the role of self‐compassion in thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviors in athletes and exercisers and 
provides a foundation upon which to refine conceptual-
ization of self‐compassion and direct application in sport 
and exercise contexts.

Self‐Compassion, Evaluation, and Cognitions
Sport and exercise contexts provide ample opportunity 
for evaluation and comparison. Men and women in sport 
and exercise frequently manage evaluations and expecta-
tions related to their appearance and performance, 
including those that are contradicting (Galli & Reel, 
2009; Krane, Choi, Baird, Aimar, & Kauer, 2004; Krane, 
Stiles‐Shipley,Waldron, & Michalenok, 2001). Research 
focused on how young women athletes navigate issues 
related to muscularity and the body led to the suggestion 
that the promotion of a “self‐compassionate muscular-
ity” (p. 113) could counter the expectations and evalua-
tion many women athletes report in connection to their 
performance, as well as their physique (Mosewich et al., 
2009). In an exercise context, body self‐compassion in 
young women was found to involve appreciating the 
functionality of one’s body, along with its uniqueness in 
terms of function and appearance (Berry et  al., 2010). 
Engaging in body self‐compassion afforded women a 
lens through which to acknowledge and respect, rather 
than harshly self‐criticize, the body’s limitations and a 
means to avoid social comparison. Similar findings were 

reflected in a group of men with spinal cord injury who 
were former athletes. Self‐compassion surrounding the 
body, including appreciating what it could do, was a 
motivating factor to engage in leisure time physical activ-
ity and helped them to avoid harsh criticism regarding 
personal imperfections and limitations (Smith, 2013). 
Self‐compassion offers a means of acceptance and appre-
ciation regarding the body’s appearance and how it 
performs.

The role of self‐compassion in the management of self‐
evaluative cognitions in relation to the physique and 
 performance has been explored in sport, exercise, and 
dance contexts. In a group of young women athletes, 
self‐compassion was negatively related to social physique 
anxiety, objectified body consciousness, fear of failure, 
and fear of negative evaluation (Mosewich et al., 2011). A 
similar pattern of results was found in a group of danc-
ers, with self‐compassion exhibiting a negative relation 
to trait and state social physique anxiety, trait and state 
fear of negative evaluation, personalizing thoughts, and 
catastrophizing thoughts (Tarasoff et al., 2017). Findings 
are echoed in the exercise domain, with self‐compassion 
exhibiting a negative relation with social physique anxi-
ety in a group of women exercisers (Magnus et al., 2010). 
Considering negative cognition more globally, Lizmore 
and colleagues (2017) report negative relations between 
self‐compassion and rumination, pessimism, and perfec-
tionistic concerns in men and women athletes. Overall, 
self‐compassion appears particularly relevant in connec-
tion to managing negative cognitions (Berry et al., 2010; 
Lizmore et  al., 2017; Magnus et  al., 2010; Mosewich 
et al., 2009, 2011; Smith, 2013; Tarasoff et al., 2017).

Self‐Compassion and Emotion
Self‐compassion demonstrates promise in helping ath-
letes and exercisers achieve adaptive emotional states. 
Self‐compassion has been positioned as a construct that 
attenuates negative emotion and promotes positive emo-
tion (Neff et al., 2005), with findings in sport and exercise 
reflecting this view. For example, self‐compassion has 
been negatively associated with negative affect in women 
dancers (Tarasoff et al., 2017) and men and women ath-
letes (Jeon, Lee, & Kown, 2016; Reis et  al., 2015). 
Conversely, self‐compassion has exhibited positive rela-
tions with positive emotion in a sample of men and women 
high school and university student‐athletes (Jeon et  al., 
2016) and equanimity among women dancers (Tarasoff 
et al., 2017) and women athletes (Reis et al., 2015).

Self‐compassion also appears to have an adaptive con-
nection with self‐conscious emotions. In a sample of young 
women athletes, self‐compassion was negatively related to 
shame proneness and guilt‐free shame proneness 
(Mosewich et  al., 2011). Self‐compassion was also nega-
tively related to shame in a group of adults participating in 
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recreational sport (Fontana et al., 2017). Shame is viewed 
as a maladaptive self‐conscious emotion that is elicited due 
to a perceived or actual setback or failure, involves a nega-
tive evaluation of the self as a whole, and is associated with 
withdrawal and avoidance (Tangney, 2003). Inherently, 
experiences of shame are in direct opposition to the self‐
kindness component of self‐compassion which empha-
sizes understanding. Shame is also incongruent with 
mindfulness, the component of self‐compassion that sup-
ports a self‐aware acknowledgment of difficult thoughts 
and feelings but limits overidentification. Importantly, self‐
compassion was also positively related to shame‐free guilt 
proneness (Mosewich et  al., 2011). Guilt is an emotion 
that, while still negatively valenced, can be considered 
adaptive during times of setback or failure, as it is con-
nected to the behavior (not the global self as is the case 
with shame) and is associated with reparative actions such 
as physical activity motivation and behavior (Sabiston, 
Brunet, Kowalski, Wilson, Mack, & Crocker, 2010).

Collectively, these findings pertaining to self‐con-
scious emotion suggest that athletes with high self‐com-
passion are still capable of experiencing shame‐free guilt 
when appropriate but bypass the less adaptive emotion 
of shame (Mosewich et al., 2011). Thus, self‐compassion 
may help women athletes to navigate setbacks or per-
ceived failures without shame‐fueled self‐criticism while 
still taking responsibility for and acknowledging the con-
sequences of their role in a transgression (i.e., experienc-
ing guilt where appropriate; Mosewich et al., 2011). This 
supports Neff ’s (2003b) conceptualization that even 
though self‐compassion requires an absence of harsh 
self‐criticism when standards go unattained or mistakes 
are made, it does not mean that one’s failures, faults, or 
deficiencies are left unaddressed. A self‐compassionate 
athlete is able to experience guilt and avoids shame and 
its maladaptive outcomes (Mosewich et  al., 2011). 
Additionally, self‐compassion may be a useful tool to 
manage guilt and shame if these emotions are experi-
enced (Mosewich et  al., 2011). Neff (2003b) contends 
that a self‐compassionate approach provides an individ-
ual with “the emotional safety needed to see the self 
clearly without fear of self‐condemnation, allowing the 
individual to more accurately perceive and rectify mala-
daptive patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior” (Neff, 
2003b, p. 87). The pattern of association with shame and 
guilt in athletes provides evidence of emotional responses 
in sport that could support such a progression.

Mosewich and colleagues (2011) further explored the 
relation between self‐compassion and self‐conscious 
emotion by extending to the context of pride. Self‐ 
compassion was positively related to authentic pride in 
young women athletes. This adaptive form of pride is 
associated with other positive indicators of well‐being, 
such as emotional stability, positive mental health, and 

adoption of constructive goals (Tracy & Robins, 2007). 
However, the observed association between self‐ 
compassion and authentic pride may be largely driven by 
the shared variance between self‐compassion and self‐
esteem (i.e., self‐compassion did not explain additional 
variance beyond self‐esteem on authentic pride; 
Mosewich et  al., 2011). Additionally, Fontana and col-
leagues (2017) did not find a significant relation between 
self‐compassion and authentic pride in their research 
with adult recreational athletes. Perhaps of greater 
importance is the null relation between self‐compassion 
and hubristic pride, the less adaptive, narcissistic aspect 
of pride (Tracy & Robins, 2007), reported by both 
Fontana et al. (2017) and Mosewich et al. (2011). Thus, 
levels of self‐compassion do not predispose an athlete to 
experience this less adaptive emotion. Overall, self‐ 
compassion exhibits consistent adaptive relations with 
emotions.

Self‐Compassion and Coping
The proposed utility of self‐compassion during diffi-
cult times (Neff, 2003a) has led to examination of the 
construct within the coping process. Self‐compassion 
has been explored within the context of coping and 
sport injury in men and women varsity athletes. 
Huysmans and Clement (2017) put forth the conceptu-
alization that, when compared to an athlete low in self‐
compassion, an athlete high in self‐compassion should 
be better equipped to cope effectively with stressors 
presented in sport and life, thereby reducing the mag-
nitude of the stress response (such as attention disrup-
tion or maladaptive muscle tension) that could 
predispose an athlete to injury. While there were no 
significant findings pertaining to self‐compassion and 
reduction of injury risk, there were findings that 
 suggest self‐compassion might facilitate adaptive 
responses to stress. Specifically, self‐compassion was 
negatively related to somatic anxiety, and the accom-
panying worry and concentration disruption, as well as 
avoidance‐coping strategies. The negative relation 
between self‐compassion and avoidance‐coping paral-
lels previous findings outside of the sport context (see 
Allen & Leary, 2010). However, Huysmans and Clement 
found self‐compassion to be negatively related to both 
emotion‐focused coping and problem‐focused coping 
in their sample of athletes. The negative relation with 
emotion‐focused coping is in contrast with previous 
research in a student population (Neff et  al., 2005), 
while the direction of the relation between self‐com-
passion and problem‐focused coping has been equivo-
cal in past research outside of the sport context (see 
Allen & Leary, 2010). Thus, given the ambiguous rela-
tions, it may be that self‐compassion should be consid-
ered in light of coping effectiveness, whether as a 
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strategy itself or in relation to strategies that are 
 effective, rather than simply in terms of engagement in 
particular strategies or coping functions that range in 
effectiveness depending on the context.

To explore the impact of self‐compassion on response 
tendencies—namely, how individuals respond to sport‐
related failures and setbacks—context‐specific hypotheti-
cal and recalled scenarios have been employed. Women 
athletes and dancers with higher levels of self‐compassion 
generally tend to exhibit more adaptive responses to emo-
tionally difficult hypothetical and recalled situations in 
sport and dance than their counterparts who are less self‐
compassionate (Ferguson et  al., 2015; Reis et  al., 2015; 
Tarasoff et  al., 2017). For example, self‐compassion was 
negatively related to negative affect, catastrophizing 
thoughts, and personalizing thoughts, and positively 
related to equanimous thoughts and behavioral equanim-
ity for hypothetical and recalled sport‐specific scenarios 
that were emotionally difficult (i.e., being responsible for a 
team’s loss and the worst event to happen to the athlete in 
sport over the past year where the athlete was or was not 
at fault, respectively; Reis et al., 2015). These findings are 
complemented by a similar pattern of results among 
women athletes responding to a set of various hypotheti-
cal situations, including the responsibility for loss, failing 
to reach a goal, making a mistake in competition, being 
injured or unable to train or compete, and experiencing a 
performance plateau (Ferguson et al., 2015), which have 
been identified by women athletes as circumstances that 
present difficulties in coping (Ferguson et  al., 2014, 
Mosewich et  al., 2014). Self‐compassion was related to 
lower ruminative, passive, and self‐critical reactions 
(Ferguson et al., 2015). Additionally, self‐compassion was 
positively associated with positive, perseverant, and 
responsible reactions. Moreover, women with higher  self‐
compassion reported lower levels of negative self‐evalua-
tions in response to an evaluative ballet dance class 
scenario (Tarasoff et al., 2017). Thus, self‐compassionate 
athletes appear to have greater “constructive reactions” 
(e.g., positive, perseverant, and responsible) and lower 
“destructive reactions” (e.g., catastrophizing, ruminative, 
passive, and self‐critical) to difficult situations in sport 
(Ferguson et  al., 2015, p. 1272). These findings support 
that self‐compassion appears to facilitate a supportive, 
understanding, and nonjudgmental attitude that attenu-
ates negative responses associated with failure or per-
ceived evaluation (Ferguson et al., 2015; Reis et al., 2015; 
Tarasoff et  al., 2017), while also illustrating how self‐ 
compassionate athletes might respond when confronted 
with difficult situations in sport (Ferguson et al., 2015).

Self‐compassion has also been explored in relation to 
dispositional tendencies in responses to poor sport 
 performance. Specifically, perfectionist strivings and per-
fectionistic concerns (conceptualized as the more and less 

adaptive dimensions of perfectionism, respectively; 
Gotwals, Stoeber, Dunn, & Stoll, 2012), self‐compassion, 
optimism, pessimism, and rumination were explored in a 
sample of men and women varsity athletes. After control-
ling for gender and perfectionistic strivings, as perfec-
tionistic concerns increased, athletes exhibited less 
tendency to engage in self‐compassion and optimistic 
thinking, and a greater tendency to engage in pessimistic 
thinking and rumination following a poor personal per-
formance in sport (Lizmore et al., 2017). While perfec-
tionistic concerns seemed to hinder the ability to engage 
in self‐compassion, perfectionistic strivings positively 
predicted self‐compassion. After controlling for gender 
and perfectionistic concerns, athletes high in perfection-
istic strivings tended to engage in increased   self‐compas-
sion and optimistic thinking, and less pessimistic 
thinking following poor sport performances. As such, 
Lizmore and colleagues (2017) identified high self‐com-
passion, along with high optimism, low pessimism, and 
low rumination, as components that can  contribute to 
psychological resilience in sport.

Self‐compassion may also facilitate athletes in attain-
ing support. Self‐compassion appears to attenuate the 
typical reduction in help‐seeking that accompanies 
 conformity to the masculine norms typified in sport, 
with higher self‐compassion predicting more positive 
attitudes toward help‐seeking in men athletes, regardless 
of masculinity levels (Wasylkiw & Clairo, 2016). More 
specifically, there is evidence that self‐compassion can 
promote help‐seeking in men athletes, regardless of their 
adherence to traditional masculine norms (Wasylkiw & 
Clairo, 2016). Self‐compassion does appear to have a role 
in the coping process, with multiple illustrations of self‐
compassion adaptive responses to adverse events.

Self‐Compassion, Thriving, and  
Attainment of Potential
While often conceptualized as an approach for use dur-
ing difficult times, there are research findings that sug-
gest self‐compassion need not be limited only to 
management of adversity. From a theoretical perspec-
tive, Neff (2003b) positions self‐compassion as an 
approach that facilitates proactive behaviors directed at 
enhancing or maintaining one’s well‐being. Findings 
outside of sport and exercise, such as the positive rela-
tions exhibited between self‐compassion and constructs 
such as mastery goals, competence, and exploration 
(Neff et al., 2005), support such a contention.

Ferguson and colleagues (2014, 2015) have identified 
self‐compassion as a viable resource for achieving opti-
mal functioning and potential in sport. Their series of 
studies has been foundational in illustrating the potential 
of self‐compassion to contribute to positive psychological 
states and flourishing among young women athletes. 
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Findings support a positive relation between eudaimonic 
well‐being (a state of optimal functioning and flourishing 
commonly characterized by autonomy, environmental 
mastery, personal growth, positive relatedness, purpose 
in life, and self‐acceptance; Ryff, 1995) and self‐compas-
sion (Ferguson et  al., 2014, 2015). Self‐compassion was 
also positively related to responsibility, initiative, and self‐
determination, and negatively related to passivity 
(Ferguson et  al., 2014). To more fully understand the 
association between self‐compassion and positive well‐
being, Ferguson and colleagues (2015) explored the rela-
tions between self‐compassion and proxy measures of 
eudiamonic well‐being. Significant positive correlations 
were found with autonomy, personal growth, purpose in 
life, and self‐acceptance. Self‐compassion also predicted 
self‐acceptance, with positivity, perseverance, responsi-
bility, rumination, and passivity emerging as process 
 variables (Ferguson et al., 2015). Further, through exam-
ining a model of multiple mediation, self‐compassion, 
passivity, responsibility, initiative, and self‐determination 
accounted for 83% of the variance in eudaimonic well‐
being (Ferguson et al., 2014). Findings from the media-
tion model suggest that self‐compassionate athletes are 
actively engaged (as opposed to passive), take initiative, 
and are autonomous and assume responsibility for their 
emotions, cognitions, and behaviors (Ferguson et  al., 
2014). There were also indirect effects of self‐compassion 
on eudaimonic well‐being through passivity and initia-
tive, which suggests that being actively engaged and 
 taking purposeful action are possible processes through 
which self‐compassion may be related to eudaimonic 
well‐being (Ferguson et al., 2014). Such exploration pro-
vides some insight into how self‐compassion might be 
connected to attainment of potential in young women 
athletes. While the researchers do acknowledge that the 
mediation model should be considered in light of the 
cross‐sectional design, the findings provide important 
insight into possible processes and mechanisms 
through  which self‐compassion might promote optimal 
functioning.

To further understand if and how self‐compassion 
might be useful in sport, and the role it could play in facili-
tating flourishing in sport, Ferguson and colleagues (2014) 
drew upon the perspectives of young women athletes 
using a collective case study approach. The athletes identi-
fied a number of situations in which self‐compassion was 
thought to have usefulness in sport: when failing to attain 
a personal goal or expectation, when a mistake was made 
during competition, during a plateau in performance, and 
when managing an injury. The themes associated with 
how self‐compassion might contribute to the attainment 
of potential suggest that adopting a self‐compassionate 
approach might attenuate negative responses such as 
rumination and promote positivity, perseverance, and 

responsibility. Collectively, these findings lead to the 
 suggestion that a major role of self‐compassion in well‐
being in the sport context involves self‐compassion as a 
means to attenuate a “negative spiral” (p. 210) and engage 
in goal pursuit in a constructive and adaptive manner 
(Ferguson et  al., 2014). Recent findings with men and 
women  athletes further support this contention, with self‐
compassion exhibiting a negative relation to rumination 
and pessimism, and a positive relation with optimism 
(Lizmore et al., 2017).

Evidence of self‐compassion supporting a constructive 
pursuit of goals is also present in exercise contexts. Self‐
compassion was found to assist women exercisers in 
acknowledging their personal limitations and recogniz-
ing unhealthy or less than constructive behaviors (Berry 
et al., 2010). The provision of clarity and identification 
supported through adoption of a self‐compassionate 
perspective positions an individual to take positive 
actions and evoke constructive changes to improve 
health and well‐being and foster personal growth (Berry 
et  al., 2010). Self‐compassion is also associated with 
adaptive motivational tendencies among women exercis-
ers, specifically greater intrinsic motivation and lower 
external and introjected motivation and ego goal orien-
tation (Magnus et al., 2010). Women exercisers higher in 
self‐compassion also reported less obligatory exercise 
(Magnus et al., 2010). In men with a spinal cord injury, 
self‐compassion toward the body was a motivating  factor 
for engagement in leisure time physical activity (Smith, 
2013). Thus, self‐compassion appears to be related to 
motivation and behaviors that facilitate advancement of 
potential in exercise contexts.

How Is Self‐Compassion Developed?

Factors that contribute to the development of self‐
compassion through an athlete’s formative years and 
into young adulthood have been explored among 
highly self‐compassionate women athletes (Ingstrup 
et al., 2017). The findings led Ingstrup and colleagues 
(2017) to suggest that “a combination of social interac-
tions and experiences with parents, combined with 
personal processing, and complemented by learning 
from others, contributes to the development of self‐
compassion” (p. 23). Specifically, athletes learned 
about aspects of self‐compassion from others, includ-
ing parents, peers, siblings, coaches, and sport 
 psychologists. Athletes also acknowledged their own 
roles in their self‐compassion development. Through 
processing and reflecting on their own past experi-
ences, athletes cultivated self‐awareness that contrib-
uted to their self‐compassion. Developing a range of 
skills (e.g., self‐awareness and reflection) and resources 
(e.g., support from parents, coaches, siblings, peers, 
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and sport psychologists) while navigating experiences 
appears instrumental in fostering self‐compassion 
(Ingstrup et al., 2017).

The role of parents in the development of self‐ 
compassion emerged as a key factor in “learning” to be 
self‐compassionate (Ingstrup et  al., 2017). Athletes 
shared that parents played a key role in learning to be 
self‐compassionate through their provision of help and 
support during adversity, teaching and encouraging self‐
kind responses, and helping to put experiences into per-
spective. Such findings parallel the general psychological 
literature suggesting parental warmth, harmonious 
 family functioning, and secure attachment are associ-
ated with high self‐compassion (Neff & McGehee, 2010; 
Pepping, Davis, O’Donovan, & Pal, 2015). Thus, Ingstrup 
and colleagues (2017) recommend engaging in support-
ive parenting, encouraging a secure attachment type, 
and fostering an adaptive family dynamic to facilitate 
development of self‐compassion to support the naviga-
tion of demands and challenges inherent in sport.

The influence of others in self‐compassion develop-
ment was not limited to parents. Peers, siblings, coaches, 
and sport psychologists were also seen to play an impor-
tant role through both modeling and encouraging self‐
compassionate responses, particularly during negative 
events (Ingstrup et al., 2017). Mosewich and colleagues 
(2014) also highlighted the importance of social support 
for women athletes managing setbacks, with support 
coming from an individual who had gone through a similar 
experience being seen as especially influential. The 
importance of social support in fostering self‐compassion 
was also supported by Jeon et al. (2016), backed by the 
finding that self‐compassion was found to partially medi-
ate the relation between social support and subjective 
well‐being in a group of high school and university 
 student‐athletes. In the exercise domain, women exercis-
ers reported that social support, as well as becoming 
aware that others shared similar body‐related concerns, 
assisted in enabling an ability to undertake a more self‐
compassionate approach toward their body (Berry et al., 
2010). Collectively, in addition to illustrating the element 
of common humanity, this speaks to the importance of 
considering the environment, the impact of others, and 
social networks when attempting to foster self‐compassion 
in athletes. However, although others can help to develop 
and promote self‐compassion, it should be noted that 
they can also potentially thwart development through 
modeling of self‐critical behaviors or promotion of 
norms that do not align with self‐compassion. Factors 
that contribute to environments that promote, as well as 
hinder, self‐compassion development is an avenue for 
continued study (Ingstrup et al., 2017).

Internally driven processes such as reflection and self‐
awareness were also identified by women athletes as 

important in the development of self‐compassion 
(Ingstrup et al., 2017). Athletes refined their self‐awareness 
by reflecting on past adverse experiences. Athletes not 
only became more self‐aware and self‐compassionate by 
reflecting on negative experiences in sport, but by being 
self‐aware and self‐compassionate they were able to 
avoid excessive self‐criticism following negative experi-
ences (Ingstrup et  al., 2017). Helping athletes to con-
structively reflect on the past as they move forward is of 
relevant emphasis when fostering self‐compassion.

Collectively, the development of self‐compassion 
appears to require individual effort and the support of 
others. While considerable direction has been estab-
lished by Ingstrup and colleagues (2017), future research 
needs to explore how other populations, including men 
and boys, become self‐compassionate, and also consider 
development of self‐compassion within exercise con-
texts. Some shared processes may be at play, but explor-
ing different contexts and populations may identify 
additional or unique avenues of development.

Self‐Compassion Intervention

The preceding discussion focused on self‐compassion 
development through an organic progression (i.e., no 
formal intervention), alongside other learning and devel-
opment as an individual progresses through the forma-
tive years. A collection of skills can be amassed and 
forms a foundation for how an athlete approaches a situ-
ation, leading to traitlike expression of self‐compassion 
where one automatically engages in self‐compassion, as 
if by default. As alluded to earlier in the chapter, there is 
also evidence to suggest that self‐compassion can be 
prompted (in terms of a frame of mind or attitude) or 
applied (as a strategy or skill) in the case where an indi-
vidual does not have a tendency to automatically respond 
to or approach a situation with self‐compassion.

An evidence base for fostering self‐compassion 
through intervention efforts has begun to emerge. 
Extending beyond sport and exercise and considering 
the field of psychology in general, there are examples of a 
variety of intervention strategies with evidence of effec-
tiveness including compassionate imagery (Gilbert & 
Irons, 2004), compassionate writing (Leary et al., 2007; 
Shapira & Mongrain, 2010), and psychoeducation 
(Adams & Leary, 2007). Many interventions employ a 
multimodal design. For example, Gilbert and Proctor 
(2006) addressed shame and self‐criticism using com-
passionate imagery and writing, along with therapeutic 
guidance. A smoking cessation program designed by 
Kelly and colleagues (2010) utilized compassionate 
imagery, writing, and psychoeducation. Neff and 
Germer’s (2013) Mindful Self‐Compassion program 
consists of educational and discussion‐based group 
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 sessions, applied skills, and meditation to enhance 
 self‐compassion. Building on successful intervention 
efforts in other contexts, intervention efforts tailored to 
athletes have been developed and empirically evaluated 
and will be the focus of this section. To date, intervention 
efforts have targeted women athletes. While self‐ 
compassion and the concerns targeted through self‐
compassion intervention have applicability to men, as 
well as with an exercise context, these areas have yet to 
be explored.

Mosewich and colleagues (2013) developed a sport‐
specific self‐compassion intervention that consisted 
of an in‐person psychoeducation session and self‐
directed writing exercises with the aim to increase 
levels of self‐compassion and decrease levels of self‐
criticism, rumination, and excessive concern over 
mistakes in relation to sport setbacks identified as 
personally significant to the athlete. Women athletes 
involved in varsity sport who identified as being self‐
critical in a way they perceived to be less than con-
structive were recruited to participate. The target 
variables had been previously identified as common 
obstacles that women athletes have acknowledged as 
difficult to manage, despite their current resources 
(Mosewich et al., 2014). This effort by Mosewich and 
colleagues (2013) represents the first empirically 
evaluated self‐compassion intervention in sport.

The psychoeducation component formed the first 
phase of the intervention and began with a 10‐minute 
presentation that briefly overviewed basic tenets of 
stress and coping in sport (Mosewich et al., 2013). The 
premise of self‐compassion was also explained, and rel-
evant empirical work was highlighted, along with an 
explanation of why adoption of a self‐compassionate 
approach might be effective in managing sport‐related 
demands. To address possible concerns about self‐ 
compassion leading to complacency, evidence was pro-
vided that self‐compassion does not promote passivity, 
and that self‐compassion is an adaptive approach to 
 navigate challenges and promote goal progress with an 
effective, attuned focus to sport‐specific tasks. Such 
 justification was seen as critical, as Gilbert (2009) has 
suggested that individuals who have high expectations of 
themselves and have an emphasis on performance may 
fear that self‐compassion may limit their goal progression 
and prevent goal attainment. Fear of self‐compassion has 
also been voiced by athletes, many of whom are particu-
larly reluctant to relinquish the self‐critical engagement 
within their sport pursuits, seeing it as integral for 
 performance (Ferguson et  al., 2014; Sutherland et  al., 
2014). This  barrier will be further explored later in this 
chapter.

Following the presentation in the psychoeducation ses-
sion, the athletes participated in an applied example of 

self‐compassionate writing (Mosewich et al., 2013). The 
task required reflection on a difficult sport experience, 
which Ingstrup and colleagues (2017) suggest is an impor-
tant element in the promotion of self‐compassion. 
Athletes were instructed to: “Think about a negative 
event in sport that occurred over the past week that was 
personally demanding” and were asked to provide a writ-
ten description of the event, including what happened 
leading up to the event, who was there, what happened, 
and thoughts and actions that happened during the event 
(Mosewich et al., 2013). Athletes then responded in writ-
ing to three prompts designed to promote thinking about 
the event in a self‐compassionate way, the structure of 
which was based on a previous self‐compassion writing 
induction by Leary and colleagues (2007). To evoke com-
mon humanity, athletes were asked to “list ways in which 
other people experience similar events” (to the one they 
just described). Self‐kindness was prompted through 
having athletes “write a paragraph expressing under-
standing, kindness, and concern to yourself.” They were 
instructed to “write as if you are communicating to a 
close friend in the same situation.” It was explained that 
often people are much harder on themselves than they 
would be to others in the same situation, and taking the 
perspective of a friend often makes it easier to give advice 
and see the issue in a more objective and balanced 
 manner. The mindfulness prompt requested athletes to 
“describe the event in an objective and unemotional man-
ner,” requiring acknowledgment and a view not clouded 
by overidentification. After completing the applied task, 
each athlete was provided with a booklet containing 
modules of writing exercises to be completed over the 
course of the next 7 days. Each module was some varia-
tion of the applied writing task from the  psychoeducation 
session. Modules involved detailing a negative event that 
was personally meaningful and demanding, thinking 
about others who experience similar events, expressing 
kindness and support to oneself, promotion of an objec-
tive perspective, and integration of skills.

The 7‐day self‐compassion psychoeducation and writ-
ing intervention was effective, with women athletes in 
the intervention group reporting higher levels of self‐
compassion and lower levels of state self‐criticism, state 
rumination, and concern over mistakes compared with 
an attention control group 1 week following completion 
of the intervention (Mosewich et al., 2013). These find-
ings were maintained 1 month later. In addition to the 
significant results on all variables of interest, moderate 
to strong effect sizes were reported. This study provides 
further support for the relevance of self‐compassion and 
also confirms it can be promoted among women ath-
letes, highlighting the potential of this self‐compassion 
intervention strategy in sport. Such results are promis-
ing, especially when combined with considerations 
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regarding the length (shorter in duration than many 
other self‐compassion interventions outside of the sport 
domain; e.g., Gilbert & Irons, 2004; Gilbert & Proctor, 
2006; Kelly et  al., 2010; Neff & Germer, 2013) and the 
commendable adherence and engagement with inter-
vention protocol reported by athletes. Examination of 
the use of self‐compassion skills at the 1‐month follow‐
up indicated many athletes continued to engage in self‐
compassionate approaches and use resources beyond the 
structured 7‐day intervention, suggesting that such an 
intervention structure bodes well in terms of successful 
integration into existing approaches and routines.

Despite the promising results of this intervention, a 
number of issues must be addressed prior to widespread 
dissemination, including those pertaining to replication, 
intervention fidelity, context, and delivery (Mosewich 
et al., 2013). Self‐critical women athletes were targeted, 
which may affect the generalizability of the intervention 
to other populations. While shorter than many self‐
compassion interventions, the length of time required 
(i.e., 7 days) may still present a barrier. As Reis and 
 colleagues (2015) point out, a brief self‐compassion 
induction (e.g., less than 30 minutes) could offer a more 
practical strategy for athletes and provide a feasible 
method for researchers conducting experimental 
studies.

Reis and colleagues (2015) explored the effectiveness 
of a brief self‐compassion induction in changing athletes’ 
reactions, thoughts, and emotions in comparison to self‐
esteem induction and writing control groups. Athletes in 
the self‐compassion induction group responded to the 
three self‐compassion prompts developed by Leary et al. 
(2007) in response to a hypothetical scenario (i.e., being 
responsible for losing a competition for their team). 
Athletes listed ways in which other people also experi-
ence similar events; wrote a paragraph expressing under-
standing, kindness, and concern to themselves in the 
same way that they might express concern to a friend in 
a similar situation; and wrote about the event objectively 
and unemotionally. While it was expected that the self‐
compassion induction would result in more adaptive 
reactions and thoughts (i.e., behavioral equanimity) and 
less maladaptive thoughts (i.e., catastrophizing and per-
sonalizing) and emotions (i.e., negative affect) compared 
to the self‐esteem and writing control groups, no sup-
port was found. Although there has been support for the 
effectiveness of brief self‐compassion inductions outside 
of the sport and exercise context (e.g., Adams & Leary, 
2007; Breines & Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007) and for 
self‐compassion as an important predictor of women 
athletes’ reactions, thoughts, and emotions in response 
to emotionally difficult sport scenarios (e.g., Ferguson 
et al., 2014, 2015; Mosewich et al., 2011; Reis et al., 2015), 
it may be difficult to induce self‐compassion in women 

athletes relying solely on a brief induction procedure 
(Reis et al., 2015). However, factors related to the athlete 
(e.g., competitive level, age, mental skill experience and 
aptitude) warrant further examination as certain factors 
might necessitate different approaches. Additionally, 
athlete characteristics such as initial levels of self‐criticism 
or self‐compassion may impact intervention effective-
ness (Mosewich et  al., 2013; Reis et  al., 2015). The 
 athletes in the Mosewich et al. (2013) intervention iden-
tified as being self‐critical in a less than constructive way 
and targeted events that athletes disclosed as being per-
sonally demanding, while the athletes participating in 
the Reis et  al. (2015) induction were recruited more 
broadly and responded to a hypothetical situation that 
may or may not have held direct relevance to them. 
Targets and context are worthy of further examination.

Those in applied practitioner roles have also shared their 
experiences with promoting and integrating self‐compas-
sion into sport and exercise contexts. Self‐compassion 
intervention with a group of gymnasts involved a variety of 
activities tailored for relevance for the sport context includ-
ing (1) a writing task that highlighted discrepancies 
between how one would treat a teammate and how one 
would treat oneself, (2) creation of “self‐compassion cues,” 
(3) generation of kind and supportive “motivators” to 
replace self‐critical ones, (4) a bead transfer exercise to 
increase awareness and identification of constructive ver-
sus negative self‐talk (reinforcing the goal of being mindful 
about one’s thinking), (5) provision of sport‐specific physi-
cal examples to counter the notion that self‐compassion is 
self‐coddling, and (6) engaging in proactive behavior by 
identifying prevention strategies for adverse outcomes 
(Rodriguez & Ebbeck, 2015). Baltzell (2016) acknowledged 
that in regard to application and integration into the sport 
context, “we are just at the beginning of bringing self‐ 
compassion directly into the training of athletes” (p. 64). 
Baltzell (2016) shares that in her experience as a sport psy-
chologist, harsh self‐criticism among athletes appears to be 
increasing, and suggests compassionate attention, com-
passionate reasoning, compassionate behavior, compas-
sionate imagery, and compassionate scripting are practical 
ways in which athletes can self‐support and find a sense of 
balance to pursue optimal performance. Ebbeck and 
Austin (2018) have advanced recommendations for use of 
self‐compassion in the  exercise domain, suggesting per-
sonal trainers can employ self‐compassion as a framework 
to facilitate a supportive and accepting environment, both 
for themselves and for their clients, that is health‐focused 
as opposed to concentrated on appearance. They suggest 
personal trainers use self‐compassion to address their own 
perceived physical inadequacies, as well as to mitigate fat 
bias toward their clients. More applied examples and best 
practice guidelines are likely to emerge in sport and exer-
cise, and empirically informed practice must be the aim.
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Self‐compassion intervention in sport and exercise is 
still in its infancy, and further research is needed to 
understand the best approaches to self‐compassion 
development, both in terms of promotion and inter-
vention. More thorough establishment of efficacy and 
 effectiveness can be supported though replication and 
inclusion of assessment of maintenance of change over 
extended periods of time (e.g., at least 6 months; Flay 
et al., 2005; Mosewich et al., 2013). To support evalua-
tion of treatment/intervention fidelity, assessment of 
adherence and engagement should be incorporated into 
study design. Additionally, modality (e.g., in‐person ver-
sus self‐directed; writing, psychoeducation, or other 
strategy), accessibility (e.g., online platform), length of 
intervention and intervention activities, timing of execu-
tion, athlete characteristics (e.g., initial levels of self‐ 
criticism or self‐compassion [Mosewich et al., 2013; Reis 
et al., 2015], past experience with mental skills, competi-
tive level, age), and included content all warrant consid-
eration and stand to better inform program 
differentiation, or essential features of an intervention. 
Self‐reflection exercises, modeling, compassionate 
imagery, cues, affectionate breathing, group‐based exer-
cises, and proactive planning through creation of pre-
vention strategies have been offered as possible options 
for inclusion in future intervention attempts (Baltzell, 
2016; Ebbeck & Austin, 2018; Ingstrup et  al., 2017; 
Rodriguez & Ebbeck, 2015). There are numerous activi-
ties and modality options that could be included in inter-
vention protocols. Researchers and applied practitioners 
are encouraged to use ingenuity in developing strategies 
and protocol that stand to be feasibly incorporated into 
sport and exercise contexts. Currently, relatively little is 
known about how athletes and exercisers practically exe-
cute self‐compassion both inside and outside of the sport 
and exercise context, but is worthy of exploration, as this 
can further inform development and integration efforts. 
In addition to considerations around integration, means 
of effective dissemination to athletes, exercisers, and 
those working with them also warrants attention. With 
vast options to explore, the development, promotion, 
and application of self‐ compassion represent an exciting 
area of study.

Fear of Self‐Compassion and the Reluctance 
to Abandon Self‐Criticism

Despite the potential benefits of self‐compassion, some 
athletes have voiced hesitancy toward adoption of the 
approach. There are athletes who feel they require some 
level of self‐criticism in order to achieve optimal perfor-
mance (Ferguson et  al., 2014; Mosewich et  al., 2014; 
Sutherland et  al., 2014) and express concern that self‐
compassion might generate passivity and acceptance of 

mediocrity in sport (Ferguson et  al., 2014; Sutherland 
et  al., 2014). Such disinclination is not limited to the 
sport context. Older physically active women have 
described self‐compassion as idealistic and challenging 
to adopt in relation to their own age‐related changes, 
with some expressing outright reluctance to this concep-
tualization rooted in “new age bullshit” (Bennett et al., 
2017, p. 77). As such, fear of self‐compassion (Gilbert, 
McEwan, Matos, & Rivis, 2011) is a relevant considera-
tion when promoting self‐compassionate approaches to 
athletes (Ferguson et  al., 2014, 2015; Reis et  al., 2015; 
Sutherland et  al., 2014) and exercisers, and should 
remain at the forefront as the field continues to refine 
intervention and promotion efforts. Any advantages of a 
self‐compassionate approach are void if athletes or exer-
cisers are reluctant or refuse to adopt the approach due 
to a default to a more favored endorsement of self‐ 
criticism (Ferguson et al., 2014). Understanding athletes’ 
and exercisers’ fear of self‐compassion is one avenue to 
increase our understanding, and ability to address, 
 athletes’ and exercisers’ reliance on and attraction to 
 self‐criticism as well as their apprehension with extend-
ing compassion toward the self (Ferguson et al., 2014).

This is not to say that such concerns about self‐ 
compassion are universal. The women athletes high in 
self‐compassion who were involved in the research by 
Ingstrup and colleagues (2017) did not share concerns 
about being too compassionate or understanding toward 
oneself. Rather than exuding a wariness of self‐compas-
sion, these athletes embraced self‐kindness, common 
humanity, and mindfulness (Ingstrup et al., 2017). Thus, 
such concerns may be most relevant when attempting to 
intervene or promote self‐compassion with athletes or 
exercisers who are low in self‐compassion. Indeed, indi-
viduals low in self‐compassion tend to report the highest 
fear of self‐compassion (Gilbert et al., 2011; Kelly, Carter, 
Zuroff, & Borairi, 2013).

The fear that complacency might accompany self‐ 
compassion was addressed by Neff (2003b) when she first 
introduced the construct. She contended that self‐ 
compassion does not result in passivity, and conversely, it 
is individuals high in self‐criticism who are likely to avoid 
dealing with problems or painful feelings. There is 
 evidence to support such a claim. For example, self‐ 
compassionate people are more likely to accept responsi-
bility for mistakes and failure (Leary et al., 2007) and are 
less likely to procrastinate (Sirois, 2014) than those low in 
self‐compassion. Self‐compassion is also positively 
related to mastery goal orientations (a positive approach 
to achievement striving that emphasizes proficiency), as 
well as viewing failure as a learning opportunity (Neff 
et al., 2005). Findings from the sport context can also be 
taken as further evidence. The positive relation between 
self‐compassion and shame‐free guilt proneness in young 
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women athletes suggests that while self‐compassion leads 
to an absence of harsh self‐ criticism for failing to reach a 
desired standard, it does not mean failures or shortcom-
ings are not acknowledged or addressed (Mosewich et al., 
2011). Self‐compassion has also been shown to be nega-
tively related to passivity and positively related to initia-
tive and responsibility in women athletes (Ferguson et al., 
2014, 2015). Additionally, men and women athletes 
higher in self‐compassion engage in less avoidance cop-
ing (Huysmans & Clement, 2017). Perhaps even more 
convincing, fear of self‐compassion—not self‐compas-
sion—was positivity associated with ruminative, passive, 
and self‐critical reactions and negatively related to posi-
tive, perseverant, and responsible reactions in women 
athletes (Ferguson et al., 2015). Thus, a considerable body 
of evidence is beginning to accrue to counter concerns 
that self‐compassion might lead to complacency. The key, 
however, will be for athletes and exercisers to truly “buy 
in” to the approach and internalize the evidence. Assisting 
athletes and exercisers in establishing the difference 
between “constructive” and “excessive” when it comes to 
engaging in what they view as “self‐criticism” may also 
help to address and combat the hesitancy toward a focus 
on self‐compassion over self‐criticism.

Continuing to build the case that self‐compassion can 
be beneficial to sport and exercise performance may help 
to further mitigate fear of self‐compassion among 
 athletes and exercisers. Self‐compassion is related to 
cognitions, behaviors, and emotions that are thought to 
be beneficial to sport and exercise performance (e.g., 
Ferguson et al., 2014, 2015; Huysmans & Clement, 2017; 
Mosewich et al., 2011, 2013; Reis et al., 2015). However, a 
major void in addressing potential concerns over self‐
compassion is the lack of empirical evidence examining 
the association been self‐compassion and objective 
physical performance. While there is evidence to suggest 
that self‐compassion and high performance can co‐exist, 
as illustrated by the highly self‐compassionate athletes 
competing in varsity level sport (Ingstrup et  al., 2017), 
causality cannot be inferred. Examination of the effects 
of self‐compassion on objective physical performance 
will endow researchers with another avenue to address 
the concerns raised by athletes, as well as further under-
stand the role of self‐compassion in pursuit of perfor-
mance potential.

 Future Directions and 
Considerations

While the tenets underpinning self‐compassion have 
always been viable, the construct represents a new 
approach for many athletes and exercisers. Numerous 
questions remain as we seek to fully understand and 

actualize the role of self‐compassion in sport and exer-
cise, with several already identified in the preceding 
 sections of this chapter. This final section will briefly 
highlight four areas with potential to advance significant 
contributions to the literature surrounding self‐compassion 
in sport and exercise.

Mechanisms of Self‐Compassion

Researchers should continue to pursue examination of 
the mechanisms of self‐compassion to further our under-
standing of exactly what self‐compassion is and how it 
functions in sport and exercise. Examination of self‐
compassion as an antecedent as well as considering  self‐
compassion as an outcome serves to enhance our 
knowledge around the processes of self‐compassion, fur-
ther inform our conceptualization of self‐compassion, 
and better direct applied efforts. Researchers have 
pointed to the challenges that arise with interpretation 
when self‐compassion could be the antecedent or the 
outcome (Huysmans & Clement, 2017; Lizmore et  al., 
2017); therefore, experimental designs with the ability to 
examine causation should be considered. Models of 
mediation and/or moderation, as well as other concep-
tual frameworks, need to be empirically tested. Given 
recent research findings with older physically active 
women that suggest self‐compassion is contextual, 
changes over time, and is as impacted by age, experience, 
and social, cultural, and historical factors (Bennett et al., 
2017), identification of personal (e.g., age, skill level, 
experience, personality traits, gender) and environmen-
tal predictors (e.g., motivational climate, sport type and 
level, coaches, peers, parents, group norms) will also 
help with both conceptualization and more specifically 
targeted and tailored intervention efforts. Research 
employing longitudinal designs that allow for examina-
tion of stability and lability over time is also necessary. 
Collectively, these efforts will help to inform conceptual-
ization and create frameworks that will provide a solid 
foundation for research and application.

Addressing Semantic Barriers to  
Self‐Compassion

The language associated with self‐compassion has been 
identified as potentially difficult and esoteric (Ingstrup 
et  al., 2017), presenting what could be considered an 
abstract concept (Berry et al., 2010) that is currently not 
familiar to many individuals involved in Westernized 
sport and exercise culture. Additionally, the definition 
and description of self‐compassion presented by Neff 
(2003b) and subsequently adopted by researchers in 
sport and exercise psychology is not entirely reflective of 
the terms or references typically used by those involved 
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in sport and exercise. Addressing semantic barriers that 
accompany self‐compassion will promote more effective 
research and application in sport and exercise. The novel 
nature of the construct stands to present issues in recall 
of experience by producing challenges in ascertaining 
whether one has or has not experienced self‐compas-
sion, and if there was awareness of it, and that, along with 
unrelatable language, can pose an obstacle to effective 
discussions around the topic (Berry et al., 2010). Future 
research needs to translate self‐compassion into “lan-
guage” that is more consistent with sport and exercise, 
and familiar, relatable, and accessible to athletes and 
exercisers.

Establishment of a more conducive language sur-
rounding self‐compassion in sport and exercise will also 
stand to improve measurement of the construct. While 
there is some psychometric support for both the SCS 
and the SCS‐SF in sport and exercise contexts (Magnus 
et al., 2010; Mosewich et al., 2011, 2013; Tarasoff et al., 
2017), issues with the factor structure of the SCS in a 
sample of athletes have been reported (Fontana et  al., 
2017). This finding led Fontana and colleagues (2017) to 
suggest that items on the SCS may not pertain well 
enough to sport, and the wording of the items might lack 
relatability to athletes. Lizmore and colleagues (2017), 
who modified the SCS‐SF to assess self‐compassion in a 
sport context, found removal of an item to be necessary 
to support model fit when examining the factor structure 
of their sport‐modified SCS‐SF, which could possibly be 
due to the wording (“I see my failings as part of the over-
all human condition.”). While the potential causes of 
these measurement issues may encompass a variety of 
factors, item wording may be a contributor and warrants 
consideration.

While some researchers have shown proactive engage-
ment in addressing issues surrounding the language used 
in the items and their relatability and relevance to the 
sport and exercise population by making modifications 
to existing self‐compassion scales, there is a need for 
 systematic development and validation of sport‐ and 
exercise‐specific measurement instruments. Best prac-
tice of examining and reporting evidence for score valid-
ity and reliability should also be adopted in future 
research pursuits. Such process will help to evaluate the 
quality of the sport‐ and exercise‐specific instruments, 
subsequently providing evidence for their use or guiding 
necessary modifications. Creation of a standard instru-
ment, or set of instruments, that could be employed 
across the majority of future research studies will also 
assist in comparing scores across samples, a task that is 
difficult to do at present due to the common, but not 
standardized, practice of scale modification in sport and 
exercise psychology research. Establishment of best 
practice for measurement will also support effective 

monitoring of self‐compassion levels over time, which 
will be of considerable interest in tracking and interven-
tion studies, as well as in applied efforts.

Understanding Self‐Compassion in Men 
Athletes and Exercisers

Of considerable note in the preceding sections is the 
emphasis on women athletes in past research. While 
there has been some exploration of self‐compassion 
among women exercisers (e.g., Bennett et  al., 2017; 
Berry et al., 2010; Magnus et al., 2010), and men ath-
letes included in mixed‐gender samples (e.g., Fontana 
et  al., 2017; Huysmans & Clement, 2017; Jeon et  al., 
2016; Lizmore et al., 2017), only one study in sport has 
placed specific emphasis on examination of self‐ 
compassion in men (Wasylkiw & Clairo, 2016). In 
exercise, self‐compassion emerged as a finding relat-
ing to motivation for physical activity among former 
men athletes who had sustained a spinal cord injury, 
but the focus of the study was not on self‐compassion. 
Although Huysmans and Clement (2017) reported no 
significant difference in self‐compassion between the 
men and women athletes in their sample, it cannot be 
concluded that experiences, meaning, antecedents, 
and outcomes are equivalent. Self‐compassion holds 
relevance for men’s experiences in sport and exercise 
as they also must navigate evaluation and expecta-
tions, manage setbacks, and strive for their potential. 
Further attention to the role of self‐compassion in 
men’s sport and exercise experiences would address a 
current gap in the literature.

The Appropriateness of Self‐Compassion 
Promotion and Intervention

Finally, further examination of when and for whom self‐
compassion might be relevant, useful, and effective is 
warranted. Exploration of potential drawbacks of self‐
compassion should not be ignored in this process. It 
should not be assumed that self‐compassion is an adap-
tive approach for all individuals, across all contexts. 
Research must address the issue of promotion versus 
intervention, and establish where and when each are 
appropriate. Whether self‐compassion is a construct that 
should be widely and universally promoted to all athletes 
and exercisers, or targeted through intervention when 
necessary and appropriate, has yet to be established. 
When promoting, it will be important to consider what 
will be the most accessible and effective methods, and 
care must be taken to avoid pitfalls of promotion efforts 
(known or yet to be identified) through appropriate mon-
itoring. For intervention, it will be necessary to address 
questions such as who should be targeted (and how they 
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will be identified), when intervention should commence, 
how to tailor efforts, and how to monitor progress. 
Promotion and intervention need to be systematic, stra-
tegic, and—above all—empirically informed.

 Conclusion

As we look to support those in sport and exercise in striv-
ing to reach their potential, we cannot lose sight that 
quality of experience and well‐being are of importance, 
and the pursuit of high performance does not come with-
out challenge. Self‐compassion offers an approach where 
individuals in sport and exercise can pursue optimal per-
formance while not compromising health and well‐being. 
There is still much to understand about self‐compassion. 
However, there has been a substantial growth of research 

in the area, and that trend stands to continue. As our evi-
dence base increases, we need to effectively disseminate 
and translate knowledge to enable empirically supported 
and systematic application of self‐compassion in the field. 
At the same time, we must keep on top of new research 
findings and developments to ensure we are pursuing 
pertinent research questions that will further advance 
knowledge. Research findings can inform application, 
and efforts in application can inform future research 
direction. The progression of self‐compassion research is 
positioned to be interesting and fast paced, and has 
potential to address current gaps in skills and resources 
and contribute to the promotion of adaptive, positive, and 
successful experiences in sport and exercise. Self‐com-
passion represents an exciting area of research, with 
many key contributions integral to the understanding and 
application of the construct likely still to come.

 References

Adachi, P. J., & Willoughby, T. (2013). It’s not how much 
you play, but how much you enjoy the game: The 
longitudinal associations between adolescents’ self‐
esteem and the frequency versus enjoyment of 
involvement in sports. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 
43, 137–145. doi:10.1007/s10964‐013‐9988‐3

Adams, C. E., & Leary, M. R. (2007). Promoting self‐
compassionate attitudes toward eating among restrictive 
and guilty eaters. Journal of Social and Clinical 
Psychology, 26, 1120–1144. doi:10.1521/
jscp.2007.26.10.1120

Allen, A. B., & Leary, M. R. (2010). Self‐compassion, stress, 
and coping. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 
4, 107–118. doi:10.1111/j.1751‐9004.2009.00246.x

Altman, J. K., Linfield, K., Salmon, P. G., & Beacham, A. O., 
(2017). The body compassion scale: Development and 
initial validation. Journal of Health Psychology. Advance 
online publication. doi:10.1177/1359105317718924

Baltzell, A. (2016). Self‐compassion, distress tolerance, and 
mindfulness in performance. In A. Baltzell (Ed.), 
Mindfulness and performance: Current perspectives in 
social and behavioral sciences (pp. 53–77). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. doi:10.1017/
CBO9781139871310.004

Barnard, L. K., & Curry, J. F. (2011). Self‐compassion: 
Conceptualizations, correlates, and interventions. 
Review of General Psychology, 15, 289–303. doi:10.1037/
a0025754

Bennett, E. V., Hurd Clarke, L., Kowalski, K. C., & Crocker, 
P. R. (2017). “I’ll do anything to maintain my health”: 
How women aged 65–94 perceive, experience, and cope 
with their aging bodies. Body Image, 21, 71–80. 
doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2017.03.002

Berry, K. A., Kowalski, K. C., Ferguson, L. J., & McHugh, 
T.‐ L. F. (2010). An empirical phenomenology of young 
adult women exercisers’ body self‐compassion. 
Qualitative Research in Sport and Exercise, 2, 293–312. 
doi:10.1080/19398441.2010.517035

Breines, J. G., & Chen, S. (2012). Self‐compassion 
increases self‐improvement motivation. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 38, 1133–1143. doi: 
10.1177/0146167212445599

Cash, T. F. (2015). Multidimensional Body–Self Relations 
Questionnaire (MBSRQ). In T. Wade (Ed.), Encyclopedia 
of feeding and eating disorders (pp. 551–555). Singapore: 
Springer. doi:10.1007/978‐981‐287‐087‐2_3‐1

Ebbeck, V., & Austin, S. (2018). Burning off the fat oppression: 
Self‐compassion exercises for personal trainers. Fat Studies, 
7, 81–92, doi:10.1080/21604851.2017.1360670

Ferguson, L. J., Kowalski, K. C., Mack, D. E., & Sabiston, 
C. M. (2014). Exploring self‐compassion and eudaimonic 
well‐being in young women athletes. Journal of Sport & 
Exercise Psychology, 36, 203–216. doi:10.1123/
jsep.2013‐0096

Ferguson, L. J., Kowalski, K. C., Mack, D. E., & Sabiston, C. 
M. (2015). Self‐compassion and eudaimonic well‐being 
during emotionally difficult times in sport. Journal of 
Happiness Studies, 16, 1263–1280. doi:10.1007/
s10902‐014‐9558‐8

Flay, B. R., Biglan, A., Boruch, R. F., Gonzales Castro, F., 
Gottfredson, D., Kellam, S., Moscicki, E. K., … Ji, P. 
(2005). Standards of evidence: Criteria for efficacy, 
effectiveness, and dissemination. Prevention Science, 6, 
151–175. doi:10.1007/s11121‐005‐5553‐y

Fontana, M. S., Fry, M. D., & Cramer, E. (2017). Exploring 
the relationship between athletes’ perceptions of the 



Amber D. Mosewich174

motivational climate to their compassion, self‐
compassion, shame, and pride in adult recreational 
sport. Measurement in Physical Education and Exercise 
Science, 21, 101–111. doi:10.1080/10913
67X.2017.1278698

Galli, N., & Reel, J. J. (2009). Adonis or Hephaestus? 
Exploring body image in male athletes. Psychology of 
Men & Masculinity, 10, 95–108. doi:10.1037/a0014005

Gilbert, P. (2009). The compassionate mind: A new 
approach to life’s challenges. Oakland, CA: New 
Harbinger.

Gilbert, P., & Irons, C. (2004). A pilot exploration of the 
use of compassionate images in a group of self‐critical 
people. Memory, 12, 507–516. doi:10.1080/09658210 
444000115

Gilbert, P., McEwan, K., Matos, M., & Rivis, A. (2011). 
Fears of compassion: Development of three self‐report 
measures. Psychology and Psychotherapy, 84, 239–255. 
doi:10.1348/147608310X526511

Gilbert, P., & Proctor, S. (2006). Compassionate mind 
training for people with high shame and self‐criticism: 
Overview and pilot study of a group therapy approach. 
Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, 13, 353–379. 
doi:10.1002/cpp.507

Gotwals, J. K., Stoeber, J., Dunn, J. G. H., & Stoll, O. (2012). 
Are perfectionistic strivings in sport adaptive? A 
systematic review of confirmatory, contradictory, and 
mixed evidence. Canadian Psychology, 53, 263–279. 
doi:10.1037/a0030288

Huysmans, Z., & Clement, D. (2017). A preliminary 
exploration of the application of self‐compassion within 
the context of sport injury. Journal of Sport & Exercise 
Psychology, 39, 56–66. doi:10.1123/jsep.2016‐0144

Ingstrup, M. S., Mosewich, A. D., & Holt, N. (2017). The 
development of self‐compassion among women varsity 
athletes. The Sport Psychologist, 31, 317–331. 
doi:10.1123/tsp.2016‐0147

James, W. (1890). The principles of psychology. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Jeon, H., Lee, K., & Kwon, S. (2016). Investigation of the 
structural relationships between social support, self‐
compassion, and subjective well‐being in Korean elite 
student athletes. Psychological Reports, 119, 39–54. 
doi:10.1177/0033294116658226

Kelly, A. C., Carter, J. C., Zuroff, D. C., & Borairi, S. (2013). 
Self‐compassion and fear of self‐compassion interact to 
predict response to eating disorders treatment: A 
preliminary investigation, Psychotherapy Research, 23, 
252–264, doi:10.1080/10503307.2012.717310

Kelly, A. C., Zuroff, D. C., Foa, C. L., & Gilbert, P. (2010). 
Who benefits from training in self‐compassionate self‐
regulation? A study of smoking reduction. Journal of 
Social and Clinical Psychology, 29, 727–755. 
doi:10.1521/jscp.2010.29.7.727

Krane, V., Choi, P. Y. L., Baird, S. M., Aimar, C. M., & 
Kauer, K. J. (2004). Living the paradox: Female athletes 
negotiate femininity and muscularity. Sex Roles, 50, 
315–329. doi:10.1023/B:SERS.0000018888.48437.4f

Krane, V., Stiles‐Shipley, J. A., Waldron, J., & Michalenok, 
J. (2001). Relationships among body satisfaction, social 
physique anxiety, and eating behaviors in female athletes 
and exercisers. Journal of Sport Behavior, 24, 247–264.

Leary, M. R., Tate, E. B., Adams, C. E., Allen, A. B., & 
Hancock, J. (2007). Self‐compassion and reactions to 
unpleasant self‐relevant events: The implications of 
treating oneself kindly. Personality and Individual 
Processes, 92, 887–904. doi:10.1037.0022‐3514.92.5.887

Lizmore, M. R., Dunn, J. G., & Causgrove Dunn, J. (2017). 
Perfectionistic strivings, perfectionistic concerns, and 
reactions to poor personal performances among 
intercollegiate athletes. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 
33, 75–84. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.07.010

López, A., Sanderman, R., Smink, A., Zhang, Y., van 
Sonderen, E., Ranchor, A., & Schroevers, M. J. (2015). 
A reconsideration of the Self‐Compassion Scale’s total 
score: Self‐compassion versus self‐criticism. PLoS ONE, 
10(7), 1–12. doi:10.1371/journal. pone.0132940

Magnus, C. M. R., Kowalski, K. C., & McHugh, T.‐ L. F. 
(2010). The role of self‐compassion in women’s self‐
determined motives to exercise and exercise‐related 
outcomes. Self and Identity, 9, 363–382. 
doi:10.1080/15298860903135073

Mosewich, A. D., Crocker, P. R. E., & Kowalski, K. C. 
(2014). Managing injury and other setbacks in sport: 
Experiences of (and resources for) high‐performance 
women athletes. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise, 
and Health, 6, 182–204. doi:10.1080/21596
76X.2013.766810

Mosewich, A. D., Crocker, P. R. E., Kowalski, K. C., & 
DeLongis, A. (2013). Applying self‐compassion in sport: 
An intervention with women athletes. Journal of Sport & 
Exercise Psychology, 35, 514–524. doi:10.1123/
jsep.35.5.514

Mosewich, A. D., Kowalski, K. C., Sabiston, C. M., 
Sedgwick, W. A., & Tracy, J. L. (2011). Self‐compassion: 
A potential resource for young women athletes. Journal 
of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 33, 103–123. doi:10.1123/
jsep.33.1.103

Mosewich, A. D., Vangool, A. B., Kowalski, K. C., & 
McHugh, T. F. (2009). Exploring women track and field 
athletes’ meanings of muscularity. Journal of Applied 
Sport Psychology, 21, 99–115. doi:10.1080/ 
10413200802575742

Muris, P. (2016). A protective factor against mental 
health problems in youths? A critical note on the 
assessment of self‐compassion. Journal of Child and 
Family Studies, 25, 1461–1465. doi:10.1007/
s10826‐015‐0315‐3



Self-Compassion 175

Muris, P., Otgaar, H., & Petrocchi, N. (2016). Protection as 
the mirror image of psychopathology: Further critical 
notes on the self‐compassion scale. Mindfulness, 7, 
787–790. doi:10.1007/s12671‐016‐0509‐9

Muris, P., & Petrocchi, N. (2017). Protection or 
vulnerability? A meta‐analysis of the relations 
between the positive and negative components of 
self‐compassion and psychopathology. Clinical 
Psychology & Psychotherapy, 24, 373–383. 
doi:10.1002/cpp.2005.

Neff, K. (2003a). The development and validation of a scale 
to measure self‐compassion. Self and Identity, 2, 
223–250. doi:10.1080/15298860390209035

Neff, K. (2003b). Self‐compassion: An alternative 
conceptualization of a healthy attitude toward oneself. 
Self and Identity, 2, 85–101. 
doi:10.1080/15298860390129863

Neff, K. D. (2004). Self‐compassion and psychological 
well‐being. Constructivism in the Human Sciences, 9, 
27–37.

Neff, K. D. (2008). Self‐compassion: Moving beyond the 
pitfalls of a separate self‐concept. In J. Bauer & H. A. 
Wayment (Eds.), Transcending self‐interest: Psychological 
explorations of the quiet ego (pp. 95–106). Washington, 
DC: APA Books.

Neff, K. D. (2009a). Self‐compassion. In M. R. Leary & R. 
H. Hoyle (Eds.), Handbook of individual differences in 
social behavior (pp. 561–573). New York, NY: Guilford 
Press.

Neff, K. D. (2009b). The role of self‐compassion in 
development: A healthier way to relate to oneself. Human 
Development, 52, 211–214. doi:10.1159/000215071

Neff, K. D. (2016a). Does self‐compassion entail reduced 
self‐judgment, isolation, and over‐identification? A 
response to Muris, Otgaar, and Petrocchi (2016). 
Mindfulness, 7, 791–797. doi:10.1007/s12671‐016‐ 0531‐y

Neff, K. D. (2016b). The Self‐Compassion Scale is a valid 
and theoretically coherent measure of self‐compassion. 
Mindfulness, 7, 264–274. doi:10.1007/s12671‐015‐0479‐3

Neff, K. D., & Beretvas, S. N. (2012). The role of self‐
compassion in romantic relationships. Self and Identity, 
12, 78–98. doi:10.1080/15298868.2011.639548

Neff, K. D., & Germer, G. K. (2013). A pilot study and 
randomized control trial of the Mindful Self‐
Compassion Program. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 
69, 28–44. doi:10.1002/jclp.21923

Neff, K. D., Hseih, Y., & Dejitthirat, K. (2005). Self‐
compassion, achievement goals, and coping with 
academic failure. Self and Identity, 4, 263–287. 
doi:10.1080/13576500444000317

Neff, K. D., Kirkpatrick, K., & Rude, S. S. (2007). Self‐
compassion and its link to adaptive psychological 
functioning. Journal of Research in Personality, 41, 
139–154. doi:10.1016/j.jrp.2006.03.004

Neff, K. D., & McGehee, P. (2010). Self‐compassion and 
psychological resilience among adolescents and young 
adults. Self and Identity, 9, 225–240. 
doi:10.1080/15298860902979307

Neff, K. D., & Vonk, R. (2009). Self‐compassion versus 
global self‐esteem: Two different ways of relating to 
oneself. Journal of Personality, 77, 23–50. doi:10.1111/ 
j.1467‐6494.2008.00537.x

Neff, K. D., Whittaker, T. A., & Karl, A. (2017). Examining 
the factor structure of the Self‐Compassion Scale in four 
distinct populations: Is the use of a total self‐compassion 
score justified? Journal of Personality Assessment, 99, 
596–607. doi:10.1080/00223891.2016.1269334

Pepping, C. A., Davis, P. J., O’Donovan, A., & Pal, J. (2015). 
Individual differences in self‐compassion: The role of 
attachment and experiences of parenting in childhood. 
Self and Identity, 14, 104–117. doi:10.1080/15298868.20
14.955050

Pyszczynski, T., Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., Arndt, J., & 
Schimel, J. (2004). Why do people need self‐esteem? A 
theoretical and empirical review. Psychological Bulletin, 
130, 435–468. doi:10.1037/0033‐2909.130.3.435

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 & 
Psychotherapy, 18, 250–255. doi:10.1002/cpp.702

Reis, N. A., Kowalski, K. C., Ferguson, L. J., Sabiston, C. 
M., Sedgwick, W. A., & Crocker, P. R. E. (2015). Self‐
compassion and women athletes’ responses to 
emotionally difficult sport situations: An evaluation of a 
brief induction. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 16, 
18–25. doi:10.1016/j.psychsport.2014.08.011

Rodriguez, M., & Ebbeck, V. (2015). Implementing self‐
compassion strategies with female college gymnasts, 
Journal of Sport Psychology in Action, 6, 44–53. doi:10.10
80/21520704.2014.991052

Ryff, C. D. (1995). Psychological well‐being in adult life. 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 4, 99–104. 
doi:10.1111/1467‐8721.ep10772395.

Sabiston, C. M., Brunet, J., Kowalski, K. C., Wilson, P. M., 
Mack, D. E., & Crocker, P. R. E. (2010). The role of 
body‐related self‐conscious emotions in motivating 
women’s physical activity. Journal of Sport & Exercise 
Psychology, 32, 417–437. doi:10.1123/jsep.32.4.417

Seligman, M. E. (1995). The optimistic child. Boston, MA: 
Houghton Mifflin.

Shapira, L. B., & Mongrain, M. (2010). The benefits of self‐
compassion and optimism exercises for individuals 
vulnerable to depression. The Journal of Positive 
Psychology, 5, 377–389. doi:10.1080/17439760. 
2010.516763

Sirois, F. M. (2014). Procrastination and stress: Exploring 
the role of self‐compassion. Self and Identity, 13, 
128–145. doi:10.1080/15298868.2013.763404



Amber D. Mosewich176

Smith, B. (2013). Disability, sport and men’s narratives of 
health: A qualitative study. Health Psychology, 32, 
110–119. doi:10.1037/a0029187

Sutherland, L. M., Kowalski, K. C., Ferguson, L. J., 
Sabiston, C. M., Sedgwick, W. A., & Crocker, P. R. E. 
(2014). Narratives of young women athletes’ experiences 
of emotional pain and self‐compassion. Qualitative 
Research in Sport, Exercise, and Health, 6, 499–516.  
doi:10.1080/2159676X.2014.888587

Tangney, J. P. (2003). Self‐relevant emotions. In M. R. 
Leary & J. P. Tangney (Eds.), Handbook of self and 
identity (pp. 382–401). New York, NY: Guilford.

Tarasoff, L., Ferguson, L. J., & Kowalski, K. C. (2017). Self‐
compassion in an evaluative dance environment. University 
of Saskatchewan Undergraduate Journal, 3, 1–11.

Tracy, J. L., & Robins, R. W. (2007). The psychological 
structure of pride: A tale of two facets. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 506–525. 
doi:10.1037/0022‐3514.92.3.506

Wasylkiw, L., & Clairo, J. (2016). Help seeking in men: 
When masculinity and self‐compassion collide. 
Psychology of Men & Masculinity. Advance online 
publication. doi:10.1037/men0000086

Whitehead, J. R., & Corbin, C. B. (1997). Self‐esteem in 
children and youth: The role of sport and physical 
activity. In K. R. Fox (Ed.), The physical self: From 
motivation to well‐being (pp. 175–203). Champaign, IL: 
Human Kinetics.


