
 

Background
Self-compassion has been defined as being mindful, feeling a sense of common 
humanity, and acting with self-kindness (Neff, 2003a). The construct tends to 
correlate positively with well-being measures and negatively with mental health 
symptom severity (e.g. Barnard & Curry, 2011; Neff et al., 2007; Macbeth & 
Gumley, 2012; Muris & Petrocchi, 2016). 

Despite this tripartite definition, little is known about any single component 
(Barnard & Curry, 2011). Common humanity involves adherence to the view that 
suffering is a shared experience of all humankind (Neff, 2003a). Previous studies 
have suggested that this requires perspective-taking (Neff & Pommier, 2013; Neff 
& Tirch, 2013).  

RFT’s analysis of perspective-taking (McHugh, 2015) may be sufficiently developed 
to permit the development and testing of brief interventions (e.g. Hooper et al., 
2015). To our knowledge, no published studies have involved the experimental 
manipulation of perspective-taking in order to influence self-compassion.

Based on this analysis, we developed a brief perspective-taking task specifically 
designed to increase one’s sense of shared humanity. The task involved the 
projection of a self-referential negative thought (SRNT) onto other people for 
whom, it was assumed, the participant would be likely to feel a sense of 
compassion. Thus, we hoped to increase self-compassion by increasing a sense of 
shared humanity (because it might be believable that others have similar SRNT’s to 
oneself) and through transformation of stimulus function (I am like that person; I 
feel compassion toward that person).  

We hypothesised that the brief perspective-taking intervention would: 

i. Increase state self-compassion more than a control condition, 
ii. Reduce the believability of a SRNT more than a control condition,  
iii. Reduce distress experienced towards a SRNT more than a control condition 
iv. Increase willingness to think about a SRNT more than a control condition. 
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Method
Four 2-way ANOVA’s were run. Pilllai’s Trace statistics are reported due to violation 
of the sphericity assumption. Those who completed a brief perspective-taking 
intervention had both significantly increased levels of state self-compassion 
[F(1,33)=7.765, p=0.009, ηp2=0.19, Figure 1], and significantly reduced ratings of 
distress towards a SRNT [F(1,33)=16.690, p<0.001, ηp2=0.34, Figure 2] 
immediately after intervention, compared with those in the control condition. No 
comparable effect was demonstrated for believability of the thought 
[F(1,33)=1.627, p=.211, ηp2=.05] or willingness [F(1,33)=3.069, p=.089, ηp2=.09]. 

Thirty-one female and nine male university students were recruited in response to 
an offer of non-academic participation credits and via social media. Ethical 
approval was obtained from the institutional committee. Five participants were 
excluded as SRNT’s were rated as not being self-referential, or were simply 
withheld by participants. 

Results

Conclusions

A modified perspective-taking task appears to be effective in increasing state self-compassion and reducing distress towards SRNTs. It would be useful to replicate this 
work with a clinical sample, and to see whether extended use of such an intervention can affect trait measures of self-compassion.

Can we improve self-compassion with a brief 
perspective-taking intervention?

Participants	completed	the	state	SCS	and	rated	the	SRNT	on:	willingness	to	think	
about	the	thought,	distress,	and	believability		

The	control	group	took	part	in	a	memory	
task	based	on	a	story	that	was	an	

extension	of	vignette	ii 
(N=17)	

The	computerized	perspective-taking	
intervention	involved	imagining,	i)	

someone	they	care	deeply	about,	ii)	a	
young	child,	and	iii)	themselves	as	a	

young	child,	who	refer	to	themselves	as	
the	same	SRNT	and	type	comforting	

words	
(N=18)

Participants	(N=40,	but	5	excluded)	completed	the:	 
✴ Self-compassion	 scale	 (SCS;	 Neff,	 2003b)	 to	 gain	 a	 global	 score	 of	 trait	 self-

compassion,	and	
✴ Revised	self-compassion	scale	to	gain	a	global	score	of	state	self-compassion

Participants	gave	a	self-referential 
negative	thought	(SRNT) 

and	rated	it	on	a	scale	of	1-10	for:	
willingness	to	think	about	the	thought,	

distress,	and	believability

We would like to thank all colleagues in our lab for their support with designing the intervention.
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