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Abstract 

 

Recently self-compassion has become an important construct in psychology. This study 

furthers the cross-cultural understanding of self-compassion through sampling Turkish and 

United States (US) students. The participants were 386 university students (273 from Turkey 

and 113 from the US). The levels of total self-compassion and the sub-scales of the 

self-compassion measure were compared across the samples, along with self-compassion’s 

correlation with subjective well-being variables. Finally, self-acceptance and 

positive-relationships were examined as mediators of the correlation between self-compassion 

and the variables of life satisfaction, positive affect and negative affect for each country. 

While no statistical differences were found between the samples in levels of total 

self-compassion, the Turkish sample was significantly higher than the US on two sub-scales 

(self-kindness and over-identification). Mediation analyses using self-acceptance and positive 

interpersonal relationships as mediators revealed differences between the Turkish and US 

students when examining the relationships between self-compassion and the components of 

subjective well-being. The results are discussed in the context of individualist and collectivist 

cultures, and the need to re-consider Neff’s components of self-compassion for collectivist 

cultures. 
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The relationship between self-compassion and well-being: A comparison of Turkish and 

US university students  

 

1. Introduction 

University students can experience difficulties in their development of identity, independence and 

responsibility in order to become high functioning adults. Self-compassion, a relatively new construct, has been 

promoted as central to psychological well-being and life satisfaction of university students (Deniz, Kesici, & 

Sümer, 2008). While originating in the Western world by Neff (2003a) self-compassion has gained international 

attention and research support, especially in the field of positive psychology. With roots in Buddhist philosophy 

(Neff, 2003b), self-compassion’s definition comes directly from compassion. Self-compassion includes being 

aware of your own pain, mistakes, problems and suffering (Neff, 2004). And reacting to the issues with 

self-kindness, equanimity, and understanding that fallibility and pain is part of the universal human experience 

(Neff, 2008).  

Self-compassion does not include irresponsibility or egotism but facing and examining issues while 

engaging in self-kindness and understanding. Specifically, Neff (2003b, 2008, 2011, 2012) includes three 

elements in self-compassion; self-kindness, common humanity and mindfulness. Self-kindness includes 

self-understanding with a kind and affectionate attitude. Self-judgment is the opposite of self-kindness, occurring 

when a person engages in harsh self-judging and self-criticizing. The second element, common humanity means 

understanding that fallibility and pain in life are not unique to the person. All people go through similar 

experiences. When unaware of common humanity, isolation or withdrawing from others occurs. The third 

element of self-compassion is mindfulness. In self-compassion’s definition, mindfulness refers to the ability to 

face distress and accept the feelings or thoughts without being overly influenced by or dissociated from the 

experience. In the absence of mindfulness, a person may refuse to examine an experience or over-identify with 

the experience. Over-identification refers to becoming stuck in a problematic feeling or experiencing the feeling 

so intensely that a person becomes unable to become free of the negative influence. 

Self-compassion has been regarded as an emotional regulation strategy for feelings that accompany anxiety 

and depression in a mindset of self-kindness, curiosity, and with a sense of shared humanity instead of avoiding 

unpleasant feelings (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000). In facilitating a greater willingness to clearly examine issues 

accompanied by aversive feelings, self-compassion increases an individual’s ability to adapt or change, which 

enables the transformation of negative emotions into positive emotions (Isen, 2000; Neff, Hsieh, & Dejitterat, 

2005). Therefore, self-compassion can protect individuals from the psychological toll of distress, and even 

facilitate the experience of positive feelings as life gets worse (Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007). 

Because of these benefits, finding interventions that increase the self-compassion levels has been regarded as one 

of the most important therapeutic goals in the psychological counseling field (Kirkpatrick, 2005). 

Many studies have demonstrated the predicted relationship of self-compassion with positive and negative 

psychological variables. For example self-compassion was found to have a positive relationship with self-control 

(Neff, 2003a), achievement objectives (Akın, 2008), psychological well-being (Sarıcaoğlu & Arslan, 2013), 

self-efficacy (İskender, 2009) academic success (Conway, 2007), forgiveness (Neff, & Pommier; 2013), social 

support (Akkaya, 2011; Akın, Kayış, & Satıcı, 2011), emotional intelligence (İkiz & Totan, 2012), social 

connectedness (Neff & McGehee, 2010), life satisfaction (Neff, 2003b; Tel & Sarı, 2016), curiosity, discovery, 

positive emotions (Neff, Rude, & Kirkpatrick, 2007), and psychological health generally (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & 

Rude, 2007). On the other hand, self-compassion was found to have a negative relationship with self-criticism, 

depression, anxiety, procrastination (Deniz & Sümer, 2010; Neff, 2003) cognitive distortions in interpersonal 

relationships (Akın, 2010a), loneliness (Akın, 2010b), internet addiction (Iskender & Akın, 2011), automatic 

thoughts (Akın, 2012), psychological vulnerability (Akın, 2014), and procrastination (Williams, Stark, & Foster, 
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2008). Similarly, self-compassion was found to be a significant predictor of psychological well-being of Turkish 

university students (Sarıcıoğlu, 2011). As a consequence of the research summarized above, self-compassion is 

widely regarded as a significant predictor of well-being and worthy of greater understanding. 

The most researched form of well-being has been subjective well-being (SWB). SWB is the level of 

well-being that a people report experiencing, their own subjective evaluation (Diener, Oishi & Ryan, 2013). 

SWB includes the both the cognitive and emotional self-evaluation (Diener, 2000). The cognitive dimension 

involves life satisfaction, that is, has life been as good as expected or desired. The emotional dimension involves 

positive and negative affect (Diener, 1984). Life satisfaction research found that psychological variables such as 

personal tendencies and close relationship are better predictors of life satisfaction than gender, race and income 

status (Myers & Diener, 1995). High levels of life satisfaction predict enjoying daily activities, feeling valuable 

as a person, and having an optimistic attitude toward life (Özer & Karabulut, 2003). 

The emotional self-evaluations of SWB include both positive and negative affect. Positive affect refers to 

feeling positive emotions such as willingness, energetic, cheerfulness, calmness, peacefulness, liveliness and 

gratefulness. On the other hand, negative affect refers to feeling negative emotions such as being bored, sad, 

anxious, worthless, angry and guilty. Intense positive affects involve individual's positive mood, positive 

attitudes towards other people and life events. Intense negative affects cause individual to perceive his/her life as 

bad (Diener, 2006). In this regard, individuals' feeling emotions that are more positive and less negative 

emotions may indicate that they have a high level of subjective well-being (Diener, 2000). 

In summary, there are three components of subjective well-being: life satisfaction, positive emotions and 

negative emotions. It is observed that some combinations have been explained among these three components. 

For example, according to Diener and Lucas (1999), if an individual express that he/she has a high level of 

pleasing or positive emotions and a low level of unpleasant or negative emotions, he/she can be defined as a 

happy individual; if an individual express that he/she has a high level of both positive and negative emotions, 

he/she can be defined as an overemotional individual. On the other hand, some individuals may have a higher 

level of life satisfaction despite their rare positive emotions and frequent negative emotions or some individuals 

may have a lower level of life satisfaction despite their frequent positive emotions and rare negative emotions 

(Arthaud-Day, Rode, Mooney, & Near, 2005). In this study, as a result of the existence of these different 

combinations, it was preferred to consider subjective well-being in terms of its components rather than the total 

subjective well-being score. We hoped to reach a more detailed understanding of the relationship between 

self-compassion and well-being across cultures. 

Another well-being concept, which is found to have a significant association with self-compassion is 

psychological well-being. According to Ryff (1989, 2008), who brought a comprehensive perspective on 

psychological well-being, it is necessary to be able to demonstrate the ability to perform some life functions for 

psychological well-being. Ryff (1989, 1995) proposed a model consisting of six elements/functionality domains: 

self-acceptance (individual's having a positive attitude towards himself/herself and his/her past life), 

positive-relationships (establishing warm and reliable relationships with others), autonomy (making his/her own 

decisions, independence, internal control focus), environmental domination (individual's capacity to create an 

environment suitable for his/her personal and spiritual conditions), individual development (individual's feeling 

that he/she is constantly developing and growing as an individual) and life purpose (individual's finding life as 

meaningful) (Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002). In summary, according to the 

psychological well-being concept, various life skills explained above enhance the development and functioning 

of an individual. In this this study we wanted to investigate the possible mediator roles of two domains of 

psychological well-being ‘self-acceptance’ and ‘positive relationships with others’ in the relationship of 

self-compassion with components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive-negative affect) across 

individualistic and collectivistic cultures. 

To summarize, the positive link between self-compassion and psychological well-being has already been 
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determined and self-compassion is found to be one of the significant determinants of both psychological and 

subjective well-being in studies conducted in various cultures and geographical regions to this date (Zessin, 

Dickhauser, & Garbade, 2015). For instance, statistically significant positive relationships have been found 

between self-compassion and well-being in America, Thailand and Taiwan cultures (Neff, Pisitsungkagarn, & 

Hsieh, 2008), American university students (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007; Neff, 2003), Japanese culture 

(Arimitsu, 2014), Iran culture (Ghorbani, Watson, Chen, & Norballa; 2012), Spanish culture (Campos et al., 

2016), and Turkish culture (Deniz, Kesici, & Sümer, 2008; Tel & Sarı, 2016). 

1.1 Self-compassion and culture 

A limited number of intercultural comparison studies have been conducted. For example, Neff, 

Pisitsungkagarn and Hsieh (2008), in their studies comparing the self-compassion levels of university students 

continuing their education in Thailand, Taiwan, and the US, determined that the self-compassion levels of 

Thailand sample were the highest, the self-compassion levels of Taiwan sample were the lowest and 

self-compassion levels of United States of America sample were between these two samples. According to these 

findings, it was concluded that self-compassion level depended on cultural items rather than East or West 

concepts and self-compassion levels in these three cultures were significantly associated with well-being. 

Similarly, Deniz, Arslan, Özyeşil, and İzmirli (2012) investigated the relationships between self-compassion, life 

satisfaction and positive-negative affect in Turkish university students and university students from other 

countries (England, Italy, Poland, Romania, Spain, and Ukrain) and made comparisons between these groups. 

According to their findings, it was determined that self-compassion levels of Turkish university students were 

higher than those of other countries. According to the results of the two studies described above, self-compassion 

levels can vary across cultures, however the relationship between self-compassion and well-being is found to be 

statistically significant in each culture. However, the studies conducted so far do not reveal the experiences and 

variables which bring about correlations between self-compassion and well-being in different cultures. Studies 

that are more detailed are required to determine greater understanding of self-compassion across cultures (Deniz, 

Arslan, Özyeşil, & İzmirli, 2012). 

Individualism-collectivism is a widely recognized dimension which is known to differentiate societies and 

accepted as significant concepts to be considered when making intercultural comparisons (Kağıtçıbaşı, 1999). In 

their well-known theory, Markus and Kitamaya (1991) state that the individuals in collectivist cultures have an 

interdependent sense of self and they pay attention to the relationships with others, caring about others and social 

approval, whereas in individualistic cultures, the individuals have an independent sense of self and they 

emphasize autonomy, individual independence and meeting individual needs. While the emphasis is on being an 

individual in individualistic culture, the society is in the forefront and social adaptation is important for 

individuals in collectivist cultures (Biswas-Diener, Diener, & Tamir, 2004). Similarly, according to the studies 

conducted on subjective well-being, interdependence and social relationships are more important for individuals 

to be satisfied with their lives and to feel positive emotions in collectivist cultures while personal achievements 

and self-confidence are more important for subjective well-being of individuals in individualistic cultures 

(Uchida, Kitayama, Mesquita, Reyes, & Morling, 2008; Uchida & Ogihara, 2012). The emotions are focused on 

ego in individualistic cultures while the emotions are focused on others in collectivist cultures (Markus & 

Kitamaya, 1991). In parallel with this, it is known that the individuals in an American culture, which is regarded 

as an individualistic culture, tend to place more importance on self-enhancement and positive self-regard 

(Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991). 

Although some of the Turkish people struggle for individualization, recent studies show that Turkish culture 

continues to be a collectivist culture (Göregenli, 1995, 1997; Hortaçsu, 1997; Kağıtçıbaşı, 2000). For example, 

in a study İmamoğlu and Yasak (1997) found that emotional dependence was maintained even if financial 

interdependence was supported in families with upper socio-economic levels. Similarly, in her study on the value 

of child, Kağıtçıbaşı (1987) concluded that the expectations of the majority of parents from their children was to 

'listen to what his/her parents say'. Dependence, obedience and respect are regarded as significant behaviors 
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expected from children in Turkish society (Tezcan, 1987). In parallel with this, there are some research findings 

and opinions suggesting that individuals tend to have a greater focus on external control in Turkish culture 

(Kuyumcu, & Güven, 2012; Mocan-Aydın, 2000). In conclusion, as in other collectivist cultures, 

positive-relationships may be very important for the individuals in Turkish culture. 

1.2 Aim of the study 

Self-compassion has been found to be consistently associated with well-being in both individualistic and 

collectivist cultures. Significant correlations between self-compassion and psychological and subjective 

well-being of Turkish (Deniz, Kesici, & Sümer, 2008) and American university students (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & 

Rude 2007; Neff, 2003) have been demonstrated. Despite recent attention on the cross cultural comparisons of 

the link between self-compassion and well-being, what is influential in the positive relationship between 

self-compassion and elements of subjective well-being has not been investigated. Different social and cultural 

variables may cause the predictive effect of self-compassion on well-being to occur through different mediators. 

In this age of immigration and multiculturalism, there could be a growing need for understanding the relationship 

of these concepts across cultures. 

To further the above-mentioned findings, positive-relationships, which is an important variable in 

collectivist cultures, may be serving as a mediator between the self-compassion and subjective well-being in the 

collectivist, Turkish culture. On the other hand, self-acceptance, which is an important psychological variable in 

individualistic cultures, may be serving as a mediator between the self-compassion and subjective well-being in 

individualistic American culture. In other words, self-compassion might increase subjective well-being through 

positive-relationships in collectivist Turkish culture, while self-compassion might increase subjective well-being 

through self-acceptance in individualistic American culture. Understanding the effect of the mediators in the 

relationship between the constructs of self-compassion with subjective well-being across cultures could provide 

insight into the similarities of what self-compassion means across cultures. From this point of view, the general 

aim of this study is to investigate the mediator roles of positive-relationships and self-acceptance in the 

relationship between self-compassion and components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive affect, 

negative affect) among Turkish and US university students. The following research questions were examined: 

1. Are there significant differences between the mean scores of the two countries in terms of 

self-compassion and the components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive affect, 

negative affect)? 

2. Does self-compassion predict the components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive 

affect, negative affect) in both the Turkey and US sample? 

3. Do positive-relations and self-acceptance mediate the relationship between self-compassion and the 

components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect) in Turkey and 

US sample? 

2. Method 

2.1 Participants 

Participants consisted of 273 Turkish (176 females and 96 male) and 113 US (17 females and 96 male) 

university students. Turkish participants were students from a large state university in Marmara region of Turkey 

and US participants were from a large state university in California province. Course credit was given in 

exchange for participating in the study. 
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2.2 Instruments 

Self-compassion - The Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003b) consists of 26 items and 6 sub-scales: 

Self-kindness (e.g., “I try to be understanding and patient toward aspects of my personality I don’t like”), 

Self-Judgment subscale (e.g., “I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies”), 

Common Humanity subscale (e.g., “I try to see my failings as part of the human condition”), Isolation subscale 

(e.g., “When I think about my inadequacies it tends to make me feel more separate and cut off from the rest of 

the world”), Mindfulness subscale (e.g., “When something painful happens I try to take a balanced view of the 

situation”), and Over-Identification subscale (e.g., “When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate on 

everything that’s wrong.”). The self-report measure uses a 5-point Likert-type scale. 

The Self-Compassion Scale’s validity was investigated by Akın, Akın, and Abacı (2007) in Turkey, and Neff 

(2003a) in the US. Both investigations found support for the measure via confirmatory factor analysis. 

Additionally, the whole scale internal consistency reliability coefficient for both countries was reported as .92. In 

the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .77 for the Turkish sample and .91 for the US sample. 

Life Satisfaction - The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWL; Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985) is a 

frequently used measure of global life satisfaction. Consisting of five items (e.g., “My life is close to ideal, in 

most ways”). The self-report measure uses a 7-point Likert-type scale. 

The SWL has been found to correlate strongly with other measures of well-being but is reported as 

independent from related constructs such as positive affect and loneliness (Diener et. al 1985). The scale was 

adapted to Turkish by Köker (1991) with equivalent test-retest reliability coefficients (r = .85). In the current 

study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .82 for the Turkish sample and .88 for the USA sample.  

Positive and Negative Emotions - The Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson, Clark & 

Tellegen, 1988) consists of two 10-item sub-scales: Positive Emotion (e.g., happy, enthusiastic) and Negative 

Emotion (e.g., angry, disappointed). The self-report measure uses a 5-point Likert-type scale. The scale was 

adapted to Turkish by Gençöz (2000) with similar internal consistency of US scale. The Turkish PANAS 

demonstrated alpha at .83 and .86 respectively for positive and negative emotions and the US PANAS’s alpha 

(Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) was .87 for both positive and negative. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient was .76 for the positive emotions and .72 for the negative emotions in the Turkish sample, and .90 for 

the positive affect and .72 for the negative affect in the US sample.  

Positive-Relationships and Self-Acceptance - The Psychological Well-Being Scale-short form (PWB; Ryff, 

1989) was used to obtain measures of Positive-Relationships and Self-Acceptance, which are two of the 

sub-scales. Each sub-scale consists of 7 self-report items using a 6-point Likert-type scale. The PWB short form 

was adapted to Turkish by Akın, Demirci, Yıldız, Gediksiz, and Eroglu (2012) who found that the factor analyses 

supported the scale’s validity as did the internal consistency coefficients. The Turkish scale study yielded an 

internal consistency coefficient for the sub-scales between .87 and .96 and test-retest reliability coefficients were 

found to be between .78 and .97. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was found .70 for 

positive-relationships and .75 for self-acceptance in the Turkish sample, and .71 for positive-relationships 

and .88 for self-acceptance in the US sample. 

2.3 Process 

After receiving institutional, instructor, and participant permission the measures were completed. 

2.4 Data analysis 

The data were analyzed using t-test to examine the first question that explored mean differences between 

countries. The second question about relationships between self-compassion and the components of subjective 
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well-being were analyzed using Pearson product moment correlations. The final question examining mediators 

was analyzed using multiple mediation analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Self-acceptance and 

positive-relationships were examined as mediators for the relationship between self-compassion and the 

components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive affect and negative affect) as pictured in Figure 1. 

Data were analyzed using the SPSS 16.00. Preacher and Hayes (2008) SPSS Macro for Multiple Mediation was 

used to do the mediation analyses. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Graphic representation of the tested 
mediation model between self-compassion and the 

three dependent variables (life satisfaction, positive 
affect & negative affect) with the two hypothesized 

mediators, positive-relationships and self-acceptance 

3. Results 

The first question examined the possible differences between the two countries’ samples in terms of 

self-compassion and the components of subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive and negative affect). The 

means and the standard deviations for the self-compassion, life satisfaction, positive affect and negative affect 

are shown in Table 1. Significant differences were observed on life satisfaction (d = 0.36), positive affect (d = 

2.79) and negative affect (d = 2.89) but not for the total self-compassion score. The positive and negative affect 

means of the Turkish sample were significantly higher than the US sample, whereas the US mean score for life 

satisfaction was significantly higher than the Turkey sample’s mean. The subscales of SCS were also examined 

to determine if any components of SC differed by culture. Significant differences were observed on self-kindness 

(d = 0.36) and over-identification (d = 2.49) subscales. The Turkish sample reported significantly higher levels 

of self-kindness and over-identification than the US sample. 

Table 1  

Means, SD, and effect sizes (d) for comparisons of self-compassion and components of SWB 

Variable Sample M SD t d 

Self-Compassion total-score Turkey 
US 

3.10 
3.24 

.50 

.68 
-1.84 0.29 

Self-Kindness Turkey 
US 

3.18 
2.99 

.55 

.84 
2.24* 0.36 

Self-Judgment Turkey 
US 

3.07 
3.18 

.79 

.90 
-.10 0.16 

Common-Humanity Turkey 
US 

3.31 
3.14 

.68 

.89 
1.81 0.28 

Isolation Turkey 
US 

3.11 
3.09 

.76 

.96 
.22 0.03 

Mindfulness Turkey 
US 

3.41 
3.22 

.80 

.83 
2.01 0.28 

Over-Identification Turkey 
US 

3.23 
1.67 

.83 

.48 
23.01* 2.49 

Life Satisfaction Turkey 
US 

4.60 
4.94 

1.17 
1.18 

-2.59*** 0.36 

Positive Affect Turkey 
US 

5.39 
3.38 

.92 

.74 
22.54*** 2.79 

Negative Affect Turkey 
US 

3.90 
1.76 

1.01 
.57 

26.21*** 2.80 

Note. Turkish (n = 273) and US (n = 113). Name of the sample with significantly higher means are bolded. 
*p < .05.  ***p < .001. 
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The correlations between self-compassion and components of subjective well-being are shown in Table 2. 

The correlation results showed significant relationships between self-compassion and life satisfaction, as well as 

positive affect and negative affect among the Turkish sample and the US sample. In Table 2 the bold type 

denotes the magnitude of the correlations of self-compassion with life satisfaction, positive affect and negative 

affect. The correlations were similar but stronger for the US sample than the Turkish sample. 

Table 2 

Correlations between the different factors between Turkish and US samples 

Turkish sample (↓) 
US sample (→) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
1. Self-compassion  .90** -.84** .77** -.85** .87** -.76** .33** .61** .44** .32** -.44** 
2. Self-kindness .51**  -.74** .65** -.67** .79** -.64** .26** .57** .36** .34** -.39** 
3. Self-judgment -.072 -.11  -.47** .72** -.57** .65** -.28** -.51** -.34** -.16 .43** 
4. Common humanity .56** .57** -.14*  -.50** .73** -.42** .16 .40** .29** .33** -.26** 
5. Isolation -.63** -.03 .60** .01  -.63** .65** -.37** -.57** -.43** -.23* .38** 
6. Mindfulness .63** .49** -.20** .50** -.11  -.60** .25** .52** .41** .31** -.32** 
7. Over-identification -.66** .02 .55** -.03 .61** -.16**  -.33** -.48** -.35** -.18 .46** 
8. Positive relationships .37** .12* -.35** .23** -.25** .16** -.22**  .48** .34** .37** -.45** 
9. Self-acceptance .27** .08 -.22** .23** .07 .19** -.10 .39**  .75** .52** -.51** 
10. Life satisfaction .22** .13* -.22** .16** .12 .18** -.03 .25** .34**  .49** -.44** 
11. Positive affect .15* .20** -03 .21** .11 .21** .01 .33** .38** .35**  -.15 
12. Negative affect -.40** .08 .34** -.14** .29** -.21** .34** -.21** -.15* -.13* .04  
Note. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 

Correlations for the Turkish sample are below the diagonal, and for the US sample are above the diagonal. 

Significant correlations between independent variables and dependent variables are highlighted in bold. 

Following Cohen’s (1992) formulation, correlations below .30 reflect a small effect size, above .30 represent a 

moderate effect size, and above .50 represent a large effect size. 

The results of final question regarding mediation are presented in Table 3. In the analysis, the dependent 

variables were life satisfaction, positive affect and negative affect, which were predicted by the independent 

variable, self-compassion. Positive-relationships and self-acceptance were the potential mediators. 

Self-compassion was significantly associated with all of components of subjective well-being (c) and the 

mediators (a) in both Turkish and US samples. Positive-relationships with others was significantly associated 

with positive affect and negative affect in Turkish sample, but only with negative affect (b) in US sample. 

Self-acceptance was significantly associated life satisfaction and positive affect in Turkish sample and life 

satisfaction, positive affect and negative affect (b) in US sample. The direct effect of self-compassion on life 

satisfaction and positive affect (c’) was not significant after entering the mediators into the model in the Turkish 

sample. In the US sample, the direct effect of self-compassion on life satisfaction, positive affect and negative 

affect (c’) was not significant after the mediators entered the model. 

Based on these results, in the Turkish sample, self-acceptance but not positive-relationships mediated the 

relationship between life satisfaction and self-compassion. Both self-acceptance and positive-relationships 

mediated the relationship between positive affect and self-compassion. Finally, neither self-acceptance nor 

positive-relationships mediated the relationship between negative affect and self-compassion. 

In the US sample, neither self-acceptance nor positive-relationships mediated the relationship between life 

satisfaction and self-compassion. Self-acceptance but not positive-relationships mediated the relationship 

between positive affect and self-compassion. Finally, both self-acceptance and positive-relationships mediated 

the relationship between negative affect and self-compassion. 

4. Discussion 

The overall results provide information that reveals similarities and differences in understanding Neff’s 

(2003a) self-compassion construct in the Turkey and US sample. The results indicated no difference between 

Turkish and US students on the total self-compassion scores. However, differences occurred within the 
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self-compassion sub-scales. Turkish students had significantly higher scores on the self-kindness and 

over-identification sub-scales of self-compassion when compared to the US students. Similarities between 

cultures were generally supported by the similarity of correlations between the constructs of subjective 

well-being and self-compassion as predicted by self-compassion theory. The greatest differences were revealed 

by the mediation analyses. The mediation variables of self-acceptance and positive-relationships were mixed in 

explaining the relationship between self-compassion and the subjective well-being variables. However, the 

mediators’ mixed results provided valuable information about cultural differences in self-compassion for Turkey 

and US. 

Table 3 

Summary of mediation results for study: Regression coefficients 

Sample 
Dependent 

Variable (DV) 
Independent 
Variable (IV) 

Mediator (M) 
Effect of IV 

on M (a) 
Effect of M 
on DV (b) 

Total effects 
(c) 

Direct 
effects (c’) 

Turkey 
sample 

Life 
Satisfaction 

Self-Compassion Positive-relationships 
Self-acceptance 

.47*** 

.42*** 
.19 
.40*** 

.53*** .26 

Positive Affect  Positive-relationships 
Self-acceptance 

.47*** 

.42*** 
.31** 
.35*** 

.28* -.02 

Negative 
Affect 

 Positive-relationships 
Self-acceptance 

.47*** 

.42*** 
-.09 
-.03 

-.81*** -.75* 

US 
sample 

Life 
Satisfaction 

 Positive-relationships 
Self-acceptance 

.34** 

.83*** 
-.04 
1.00*** 

.75*** -.06 

Positive Affect  Positive-relationships 
Self-acceptance 

.34** 

.83*** 
.17 
.35*** 

.34** -.01 

Negative 
Affect 

 Positive-relationships 
Self-acceptance 

.34** 

.83*** 
-.20** 
-.17** 

-.37*** -.15 

Note. *p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001. 
 

The first results discussed are the comparisons of self-compassion means of the Turkish and US samples. 

The total self-compassion scores were not statistically different between the Turkish and US students. The 

similarity of self-compassion means was important initial step in support of similarities between cultures. 

However, a deeper examination comparing the sub-scales of the total self-compassion scores revealed 

differences that suggest differences in self-compassion across cultures. The Turkish students were significantly 

higher on the self-kindness and over-identification sub-scales of self-compassion scores when compared to the 

US students. While the two subscales are higher in the Turkey sample, the total self-compassion score includes 

adding self-kindness sub-scale and subtracting the over-identification sub-scale. The two higher sub-scales 

cancel each other out in the total self-compassion score. Neff (2003) considers the over-identification sub-scale a 

negative dimension of self-compassion because over-identification is the tendency to ruminate on negative 

feelings and thoughts thereby allowing the negativity to have inordinate influence. The Turkish students 

ruminated with negative feelings towards their problems (i.e. over-identification), while having a kind and gentle 

attitude towards themselves (i.e. self-kindness). Culture provides explanations for the differences in 

self-compassion sub-scales. The US students’ lower self-kindness scores may occur due to the higher value on 

competition and individual achievement in the US’s individualistic culture (Diener & Diener, 1995). Therefore, 

US students may regard problems as personal failures resulting in self-condemnation that lowers self-kindness. 

The Turkish students’ lower competitive attitude may allow freedom from this source of self-condemnation and 

increase their self-kindness scores. 

This study is not the first to find culture interacting with the sub-scales of the larger construct of 

self-compassion. In the East Asian culture of Japan, Kitayama and Karasawa (1997) found their sample was high 

in both positive emotions towards themselves and were self-judgmental. Heine, Lehman, Markus and Kitamaya 

(1999) argued that self-judgment, which is described as a negative sub-scale of self-compassion (Neff, 2003), 

may not constitute a problem for the individuals of some collectivist cultures. 

The second results discussed are the significant correlations between self-compassion and the constructs 

making up subjective well-being for both the Turkey and US sample. The results support self-compassion 

operating similarly in both cultures because all of the correlations were significant as predicted by 
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self-compassion theory. Interestingly, the correlations between self-compassion and the subjective well-being 

constructs of the US sample were consistently stronger than the Turkish sample. The stronger relationship 

between self-compassions constructs and the subjective well-being constructs for the US students suggests that 

increasing self-compassion to influence subjective well-being could be more effective for US students than 

Turkish students. These results are in line with the previous research of Neff, Pisitsungkagarn, and Hsieh (2008) 

that found self-compassion a better predictor of life satisfaction in America than Thailand. Self-compassion may 

be more strongly associated with subjective well-being in individualistic cultures than in collectivist cultures. 

The other results discussed are the mediation models. The construct self-compassion correlates with SWB 

across cultures. However, the mediators that explain why the correlations occur are not found to be the same. 

Out of the six comparisons, only three were cross-culturally consistent. That is, there were differences in the 

mediators explaining how self-compassion was related to the variables of subjective well-being between Turkey 

and US in half the comparisons. 

Specifically, for both Turkey and US self-acceptance mediated the relationship between self-compassion and 

both positive affect and life satisfaction. That is, self-acceptance explained why self-compassion correlates with 

positive affect and life satisfaction for students in both Turkey and the US. However, only in the US sample did 

self-acceptance mediate or explain the relationship between self-compassion and negative affect. The dynamics 

of self-compassion influencing negative affect was different for the two samples. Two of the three comparisons 

using the mediator of self-acceptance were similar. 

The second mediator examined was positive-relationships. Positive-relationships revealed even greater 

cross-cultural differences than self-acceptance. Positive-relationships mediated or explained the relationship 

between self-compassion and positive affect in the Turkish but not the US sample. And positive-relationships 

mediated the relationship between self-compassion and negative affect in the US but not the Turkish sample. 

Positive-relationships did not mediate the relationship between self-compassion and life satisfaction for either 

country. The dynamics of self-compassion influencing negative affect and positive affect was different for the 

two samples. Only one of the three comparisons using the mediator of positive-relationships was similar. 

Positive-relationships with others have important roles, but they operate differently in these two cultures. 

The finding that positive-relationships lead to an increase in positive emotions in Turkish sample can be 

explained by considering Turkey a collectivist culture. Studying the effects of culture and self-construal on 

cognition and emotion, Markus and Kitayama (1991) determined that the individuals from collectivist cultures 

such as Asia, Latin America, and Africa had an interdependent-relational self-construal that places a great deal of 

importance on interpersonal relationships, other individuals and social approval. Emotional support from others 

was found to be more important in collectivist Asian cultures in terms of subjective well-being compared to 

individualistic US culture (Uchida, Kitamaya, Mesqiata, Reyes, & Morling, 2008). Therefore, the creation of 

positive-relationships by self-compassion should increase positive emotions more in a collectivist culture. 

There are limitations in this study that could inform future studies. First, the sample groups were obtained 

from specific regions in both countries. US and Turkish cultures consist of various lifestyles and sub-cultures 

depending on their geographical location. Therefore, it is necessary to be cautious when generalizing from one 

specific study. Future studies should include strategically different sample groups. Future cross-cultural 

comparison studies could use mixed models in addition to the present research model to possibly add greater 

understanding about the statistical relationships. Future studies should investigate the role of these mediator 

variables plus additional ones. Finally, future studies could directly measure self-construal and relevant 

demographic variables such as socio-economic status. 

In conclusion, the findings of this study provide new perspectives of self-compassion in different cultures. 

While the total self-compassion scores were similar when comparing Turkey and US samples, the 

self-compassion sub-scales of self-kindness and over-identification were significantly different between cultures. 

Future research should further examine the differential functioning of the sub-scales of self-compassion 
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cross-culturally. The correlations between self-compassion and subjective well-being suggest that 

self-compassion functions as predicted in both cultures. However, when examining why self-compassion 

correlates with subjective well-being variables the theory is not supported. That is, the reason self-compassion is 

correlated to subjective well-being has differences between the Turkey and US samples. Future research should 

replicate this finding. 

The mediators suggested that self-compassion functions differently in the two countries. The universal 

mediator across cultures was self-acceptance. Self-acceptance explained why self-compassion and subjective 

well-being are associated for both Turkey and US. The only exception is that self-acceptance did not explain the 

relationship between self-compassion and negative affect in the Turkey sample. Positive-relationships was the 

mediator that revealed the largest differences across cultures. Positive-relationships mediated the relationship 

between self-compassion and positive affect in the Turkish but not the US sample. Positive-relationships 

mediated the relationship between self-compassion and negative affect in the US but not the Turkish sample. 

However, positive-relationships did not mediate the relationship between self-compassion and life satisfaction 

for either country. Future research should search for a mediator for explaining the relationship between 

self-compassion and life satisfaction especially for Turkey. The differences between Turkey and US in relation to 

the mediator of positive-relationships are not surprising because of the differences in self-construal in the two 

countries. In conclusion, this research revealed that generally self-compassion is similar in Turkey and the US; 

however, the manner in which self-compassion influences the major mental health goals has differences. 

Interventions involving self-compassion should be alert to cultural differences. 

Mediator results reveal that self-acceptance has a universal mediator role in the relationship between 

self-compassion and life satisfaction, whereas positive-relationships with others have a mediator role in the 

relationship of self-compassion with positive emotions in Turkish culture, and in the relationship between 

self-compassion with negative emotions in US culture, and therefore, they are important factors in terms of 

subjective well-being in both cultures. Student personality services should be rendered in order to increase the 

life satisfaction levels of university students who pass through a stressful period. In this regard, the findings of 

this study can be utilized in training and counseling studies carried out for the students. In addition, the findings 

of this study may provide ideas to the researchers who will conduct studies on both Turkish and US culture in 

future. No comparison study has been conducted on self-compassion in Turkish and US samples so far. Results 

indicate that while self-compassion is differently emphasized by cultures, its beneficial implications for 

well-being can be universal. In this regard, it is believed that this study could make significant contributions to 

the intercultural studies. 
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