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Introduction

Parenting is without doubt a highly demanding
role in one’s life. It is, on one hand, connected with
happiness and a sense of fulfillment, but it is also true
that each parent experiences numerous difficulties in
various daily tasks, from strictly parenting-related to
those that combine realization of other obligations,
such as integrating the family and the professional
life. Difficulties and challenges experienced by the
parent can unfortunately have negative impact on the
quality of their parenting and unfavourably influence
the functioning of the child, their caretakers, and their
relationship (Chaplin et al., 2021). This context gives
validity to the researchers’ interest in the resources
which might support parents in fulfilling their role.

According to the concept developed by Hobfoll
(1989), an individual’s resources are used to facilitate
their survival and obtaining new resources, which
are needed to build psychological resilience that
helps the person cope with difficult experiences and
their outcomes, and to continue their activities de-

spite the encountered stressors (Jazukiewicz, 2021).

Undoubtedly, the role of the parent is accompanied
by a number of various challenges. Maintaining the
parent’s involvement in spite of the effects of these
challenges is crucial not only in the process of raising
children and building the parent-child bond, but also
in supporting the mental wellbeing of the parents.
It is with increasing frequency that researchers
indicate self-compassion as a psychological variable
that might favourably affect parental influence on
the children and play the role of a resource of the
parents wellbeing and their ability to cope (Gouveia,
Carona, Canavarro, Moreira, 2016). The goal of this
article is to present self-compassion as a significant

resource in parenting.

1. The concept of self-compassion
and its components

The concept of self-compassion was created by Kristin
Neff (2003), who describes it as “being open and
sensitive to one’s own suﬂ%ring, at the same time

showing oneself kindness, adopting the attitude of
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understanding and non-judgment towards one’s
own inadequacies and failures, becoming aware that
one’s own experience is part of shared human experi-
ence” (ibid., 224). Individuals with the capacity for
self-compassion display a lower tendency to compare
themselves with other and be critical towards their
own feelings, thoughts, or behaviours, which enables
them to more accurately attribute their own and
other people’s actions and increases their tolerance
(Leary, Tate, Adams, Batts Allen, Hancock, 2007).
Self-compassion is defined as a state or a trait (Neff,
2003; Leary et al., 2007). It is manifested in one’s
ability to care for oneself and a healthy attitude
towards oneself (Dzwonkowska, 2013).

Neff (2003) emphasizes that in order to examine
one’s self-compassion, we need to begin with the
concept of suffering — the unwanted experience that
causes us pain, physical or emotional. It is worth
stressing that denial and avoidance of suffering in-
creases its level (Neff, Germer, 2022). Self-compas-
sion is a factor that enables the individual to accept
suffering the way it is and thus, helps them cope
with it (ibid.).

Individuals characterized by self-compassion
display less self-criticism, lower tendency towards
self-judgment, and less frequently compare them-
selves to others (Neff, 2003). A significant character-
istic found in those people is the capacity to accept
their thoughts and emotions as they are — without
judgment or denial. This ability allows them to
gain distance and increases their self-awareness
(Dzwonkowska, 2013).

Neff (2003, 2011) defines three dimensions of
self-compassion: self-kindness, mindfulness, and
common humanity. Each of these dimensions is
described as a spectrum existing between high and
low levels of a specific category.

The first category, the dimension of self-kind-
ness, is connected with specific personality traits.
According to K. Neff (2003), the self-kindness factor
is related to one’s sympathy towards oneself, which
is significant in situations when the individual, in
their own view, does not meet their own or others’
requirements, which generates the feeling of frustra-
tion. Georgakaki and Karakasidou (2017) describe

this dimension as self-oriented good will related to

self-understanding, supporting oneself, and treating
oneself as a friend. Showing oneself understanding
involves offering oneself kindness and accepting
oneself and the mistakes one makes. In the face of
the latter, it is important to comfort and support
oneself — just like one would a friend (Neff, Germer,
2022, p. 20-21). The opposite of self-compassion is
self-criticism, harsh judgment, noticing only one’s
mistakes and shortcomings, and absorption in the
feeling of shame and embarassment (Neff, 2011;
Yarnell, Neff, 2013).

The next component of self-compassion is mind-
fulness, which refers to the ability to be aware of one’s
feelings and accept them as they are (Dzwonkowska,
2013, p. 303-304; Neff, 2003). It is manifested in
focusing one’s attention on feelings, but refraining
from judgment, and to becoming aware of one’s
emotions without suppressing or controlling them
(Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Mindfulness is a broad concept,
relevant to the entirety of the human experience (Neff,
Germer, 2013, p. 2), but in self-compassion, it is
understood in a more narrow sense, in which it refers
to gaining awareness of one’s negative thoughts and
emotions regarding personal suffering. Neff (2003)
claims that this aspect of mindfulness is the first
step and a necessary condition for self-compassion,
since, in order to offer it to oneself, one must begin
by recognizing and accepting the fact that one is
experiencing suffering. Additionally, mindfulness
facilitates the identification of one’s needs which
must be fulfilled so as to not cause us pain (Neff,
Germer, 2022). Recognizing one’s own needs allows
the individual to know themselves better and builds
self-acceptance, which are necessary for self-compas-
sion (Hanson, 2020). The opposite of mindfulness
is excessive identification with the experienced emo-
tions, absorption with one’s thoughts, and negative
judgment of those thoughts, combined with guilt
(Neff, 2003).

The final category of self-compassion is common
humanity, which refers to the ability to perceive one’s
own experiences (including suffering) as an element
of the general human experience. This component
allows the individual reduce the sense that nobody
else makes the kind of mistakes that they make, has as

many shortcomings, or experiences as many failures.
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The context in which this aspect gains particular sig-
nificance is the one of the human inclination towards
comparing oneself with others, which, in the modern
day, is additionally encouraged by social media.
People frequently feel inferior and lonely with their
problems, assuming that others are better equipped
to cope with them. Neff and Germer (2022) stress
that when we experience many difficult emotions,
we tend to focus on ourselves and our own suffering
and think less rationally, which leads to the sense
of being alone with our problems and experiences.
The dimension of common humanity refers to the
conviction that all people experience difficulties
and suffering, and many problems that we face are
identical to those of others. The opposite of the sense
of shared experience with other people is the sense
of loneliness and isolation from others who, in our
view, are more successful, more skilled, and better
at coping with difficulties (Neff, Kirkpatrick, Rude,
2007, p. 140).

These components of self-compassion remain
in the relationship of mutual dependencies. Mind-
fulness equips the individual with the capacity to
gain distance from their own experiences, which
facilitates increased sympathy towards oneself; as
well as the sense of sharing their experience with
the rest of humanity (Neff, 2003). Increased sym-
pathy towards oneself supports mindfulness and
accepting experiences as they are, which, in turn,
has positive impact on the sense of community with
other people and treating one’s suffering as a normal
human experience. The sense of shared experience
facilitates the ability to accept and understand oneself
(Dzwonkowska, 2013).

In order to better understand the significance of
self-compassion in parenting, it is necessary to refer
its particular dimensions to parenting and analyzing

them in its context.

2. Self-compassion in parenting

Self-compassion is relevant in difficult situations in
which an individual experiences unpleasant emotions,
problems, and failures. The experience of parenting is

frequently involves mistakes and is connected with the

Self-compassion as a resource in the parenting role

sense of having failed (one’s own and other people’s)
expectations. In the context of the fact that family
and children are one of the most important values
for a human being, failures in this dimension of life
may be particularly painful, which has influence on
the person’s mental well-being and their sense of
satisfaction with life. In this context, the dimension
of self-compassion is of particular importance.

The mental state of the parents and their well-be-
ingare crucial factors in the development and mental
health of their children, as evidenced by numerous
studies (e.g. Beatson, Taryan, 2003; Pine et al., 2005;
Zimmermann, Stansbury, 2004).

Self-compassion directed towards oneself allows
the individual treat themselves with kindness, look
after themselves, and forgive themselves their mis-
takes. Self-directed empathy facilitates self-kindness
(Neff, 2003). Individuals who display sympathy and
empathy towards themselves tend to also offer it
to others and more frequently feel comfortable in
interpersonal relationships (Neft, 2011). Thanks
to self-compassion, the parent is more open and
empathetic towards the emotions and behaviours
of their child, which undoubtedly facilitates the
formation of a healthy relationship between them.
Research shows that individuals with a higher level of
self-compassion more often experience positive affect
and they are characterized by increased acceptance
of other people (ibid.)

Self-compassion (combined with the ability to
distance oneself from one’s thoughts or emotions)
constitutes an important factor supporting human
self-regulation (Neff, Vonk, 2009). Excessive criticism
of oneself, however, may trigger mechanisms which
limit one’s ability to reflect on one’s emotions, ac-
tions, and situations in which one finds themselves,
as a result negatively affecting the person’s capacity
for self-regulation (Leary et al., 2007). According to
the study on self-regulation conducted by Edler and
Valentino (2024), it is a trait with a decisive impact on
the parent’s behaviour towards the child and a positive
influence on the effects of parenting. Self-compassion
and self-kindness decrease the frustration generated
by fulfilling the role of the parent. What is more,
a higher level of self-directed sympathy is related to

alower level of stress and self-criticism (Neff, Germer,
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2022). Lunkeheimer, Sturge-Apple, and Kelm (2023)
have conducted a review of studies which show that
parental self-regulation is a significant factor also in
the development of the child’s skills in the same area.

Psychogiou et al. (2016) have proven that parents
with a highly developed self-compassion are less criti-
cal towards their children and better equipped to cope
with their emotions. It is likely to be connected with
the positive interdependence between self-compas-
sion and emotional intelligence (Heffernan, Quinn
Griflin, McNulty, Fitzpatrick, 2010). Emotional
intelligence facilitates appropriate attitudes in the
parents, in particular positive communication with
the child (Belean, Nistasi, 2017).

Sirois, Bogels and Emerson (2019) have con-
ducted studies on parents of children aged up to 12
in which they were requested to recall a situation in
their life as parents in which they felt guilt or shame.
The group of parents who received a piece of advice
that could encourage self-compassion experienced,
during the experiment, less guilt and shame in com-
parison with the control group, which indicates that
self-compassion plays a significant role in alleviating
the effects of difficult emotions.

Leary et al. (2007) have conducted a series of
interesting studies in which they indicated that
self-compassion is a significant factor in the pro-
cess of coping with difficult situations in life, with
memories of those situations, as well as with negative
feedback. The research showed that self-compas-
sion decreases the intensity of emotions of negative
valence, protects the individual from the sense of
being burdened with unpleasant affect, and facili-
tates self-appreciation. Interestingly, the impact of
self-compassion was particularly visible in individuals
with a low self-esteem who it allowed to experience
difficult emotions less intensely. Coping with negative
affect and negative feedback is highly significant in
the context of parenting, in which the individual is
frequently judged by other people and experiences
numerous unpleasant emotions, a sense of being
overwhelmed and inadequate (Crowe et al., 2011;
Rojewska, 2023). The researchers (Leary et al., 2007)
stress that self-compassion may be a better method of
protecting the individual from the impact of negative

experiences than self-esteem.

To summarize, self-compassion decreases the
level of self-criticism not only in the parents towards
themselves, but also their criticism towards their
children (Psychogiou et al., 2016). (Lunkenheimer,
Sturge-Apple, Kelm, 2023). Moreover, sympathy and
kindness towards oneself alleviates negative affect

and helps cope with it (Leary et al., 2007)

3. Mindful parenting

Self-reflection, or mindfulness, is a particularly signif-
icant component of self-compassion. The interest in
parental mindfulness begun with Jon and Myla Ka-
bat-Zinn’s (1997, as cited in Wegner, Wojciechowska,
2016) postulate the inclusion of mindfulness in the
category of parental practices. In recent years, research-
ers have paid increased attention to this concept (e.g.
Bogels, Lehtonen, Restifo, 2010; Duncan, Coatsworth,
Greenberg, 2009; Gouveia et al., 2016; Moreira et al,,
2016). Parental mindfulness is defined as a parenting
style based on the parent’s complete presence in their
interactions with the child, adopting an attitude of
non-judgment, complete acceptance of the child, and
sympathy both for the child and for oneself (Morei-
ra, Gouveia, Canavarro, 2018). According to the
researchers (e.g. Duncan et al., 2009), mindfulness
can be considered one of the basic parenting skills.

Duncan et al. (2009, p. 258) have created the
model of mindful parenting which divides it into
5 dimensions: attentive listening, the attitude of
acceptance without judgment towards the child
and oneself, awareness of one’s own emotions and
of those of the child, development of self-regulation
(particularly in the role of the parent), and sympathy
towards oneself and the child. The latter is defined by
the author as “empathetic concern and willingness
to alleviate suffering” (ibid., p. 260). The fact that
mindfulness equips the parent with a higher tendency
to offer support and fulfill their own and the child’s
needs is of particular importance.

Mindful parenting supports positive, safe rela-
tionships between parents and children (Medeiros,
Gouveia, Canavarro, 2016) and is connected with the
parents’ ability to more efficiently cope with the chal-

lenges they encounter in their role (Sirois et al., 2019).
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Mindfulness has impact on the reduction of stress
in the parent (Gouveia et al., 2016). Research shows
that parental mindfulness plays a role in decreasing
the symptoms of depression and the level of anxiety
in the parents, and in overall improvement of their
health (Alexander, 2018). Other research (Felder,
Lemon, Shea, Kripke, Dimidjian, 2016), conducted
on women during pregnancy and after giving birth,
have shown that a higher level of self-compassion
coincided with a lower level of anxiety, fear, and
symptoms of depression in the perinatal period.
The results of studies conducted by Lippold,
Duncan, Coatsworth, Nix i Greenberg (2015) suggest
that mindful parenting has positive impact on the
communication between the mother and an adoles-
cent child; it decreases the parents’ tendency towards
negative reactions as well as the perceived parental
control. It also improves the affective quality of the
relationship between the mother and the adolescent.
The results of the studies which indicate that
mindful parenting has positive influence on the
symptoms of depression and anxiety in adolescents
(Geurtzen, Scholte, Engels, Tak, van Zundert, 2015),
and on improved mood in children and youth (Me-
deiros et al., 2016) are of particular importance.
Moreover, Turpyn and Chaplin (2016) have proven
that mindful parenting and positive interactions
with the parents determined a lower likelihood of
abuse of psychoactive substances by adolescents.
Studies conducted by Calvete, Gémez-Odriozola
oraz Orue (2021) have indicated the existence of
a positive correlation between mindful parentingand
the children’s well-being. They have also concluded
that mindfulness is particularly important in the
context of parental impact on the children with
alower level of dispositional mindfulness.
Research conducted on parents of children at
different ages (Gouveia et al., 2016) has shown that
the higher the level of mindfulness in parenting
and self-compassion in the parents, the lower was
the displayed level of authoritarian and permissive
parenting style. In their review of studies on mindful
parenting, Bogels et al. (2010) emphasize its capacity
for significantly increasing the degree of the attention
that one pays both to oneself and one’s child, which

has positive impact on the child’s development.

Self-compassion as a resource in the parenting role

4. The sense of shared experience
with other parents

Various difficulties connected with fulfilling the
role of the parent can generate unpleasant emotions,
including frustration, helplessness, or even blaming
oneself for being a bad parent (Crowe et al., 2011).
Making mistakes and emotional reactions to difhcult
situations are not always consistent with the parent’s
expectations of themselves and the way they perform
their role as a parent; the social pressure, judgment
by others, certain trends that appear in social media
that can influence one’s perception of how they
should conduct or how other people live can all
make parenting increasingly difficult.

The sense of common human experience allows
the parent to not feel isolated in their problems; they
know that they share their experience with others.
This perspective encourages more acceptance and
openness towards one’s own experiences — which
one perceives as more real — which helps one apply
various active coping strategies and seek support
(Neff, Germer, 2022).

Studies by Neff (2011) have shown that self-com-
passion decreases the tendency to compare oneself
with others and increases the individual’s stability,
which appears particularly significant in the context
of parental roles, which expose the parent to the risk
of being compared with other parents. The same
studies have proven that the higher self-compassion,
the lower the tendency towards cognitive closure
(that facilitates superficial analysis of information).
Parenting is connected with the necessity to react in
flexible ways, adapt to different situations, and seck
solutions and causes of problems (such as the causes of
specific behaviour in the child). The lower tendency
towards cognitive closure may, therefore, facilitate
the parent’s flexibility and cognitive openness.

The sense of common humanity helps the par-
ent perceive their own action from a less critical
perspective and offer oneself more sympathy; it is
particularly important in the context of frequently
high expectations that parents have of themselves
and their effort, and their tendency to compare
themselves with others (often without being aware

of the entire context of the situation and the other
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parents’ behaviour). The sense that one’s experiences
are part of the general human experience, connected
with self-directed sympathy allows one consider
a higher number of factor that play a role in a specific
situation and avoid judging oneself in the context of
failur (Neff, 2003). This makes is possible to renew
one’s investment in their role as a parent, as no energy
is lost on negative rumination and processing the neg-
ative affect caused by blaming oneself for the failure.
The parent’s energy may be applied to actions which
realize their role as a parent and uphold their values
(cf. Harris, 2022). Moreover, the sense of common
humanity shared with other parents may decrease the
fear of judgment that is often experienced by parents
in the context of perception of their parental practices
by others. The sense of community with others in
one’s experiences facilitates the development of the
belief that difficulties, problems, and failures are
a natural part of a parent’s life, which decreases the

tendency to self-judgment (Dzwonkowska, 2013).

5. Self-compassion in parents of
children with special needs

Parents whose children struggle with illnesses, de-
velopmental disorders, or behavioural issues may
experience particular challenges connected with
caring for and raising their children. A number
of studies have been conducted on parental stress
(e.g. Kochanova, Pittman, McNeela, 2022; Pisula,
Noiniska, 2011) that is commonly experienced by
those parents. The researchers were interested also
in protective factors which might support parents
in coping with their everyday challenges connected
with caring for children with special needs.
Studies (Shenaar-Golan, Wald, Yatzkar, 2021)
conducted on parents of children with mental health
issues have shown that a higher level of self-compassion
in the parents co-occurs with more frequently experi-
encing emotions of positive valence and less frequently
unpleasant ones. They also display an overall higher
level of mental well-being. Authors (ibid.) suggest
that self-compassion may act as a protective factor be-
tween the child’s illness and the parent’s psychological

well-being. Similar conclusions were also reached by

Neftand Faso (2015) in studies on parents of autistic
children. The studies indicated that, in those parents,
a higher level of self-compassion co-occurred with
a higher level of hope and a higher satisfaction with
life. The same study has shown that a negative rela-
tionship exists between self-compassion and parental
stress and depression. Interestingly, self-compassion
determined the parents’ mental well-being to a higher
degree that the exacerbation of the symptoms of the
child’s disorder. It is particularly significant in the
context of parents of children diagnosed with autism,
as this group of parents experiences more intense
stress in comparison with the parents of children with
different types of health or developmental disorders
(Pisula, 2007). Studies by Pisula and Noiriska (2011)
have indicated that a higher level of one’s positive
perception of their experiences as a parent correlates
to a lower level of stress.

Other studies conducted on parents of children
with autism (Beer, Ward, Moar, 2013) have shown
that a more mindful parenting correlates with de-
creased symptoms of depression and a lower level of
experiences stress. Interestingly, a lower self-compas-
sion in the parents was connected with a higher level
of behavioural problems in their children. Wong,
Mak, and Yu-Hsin Liao (2016) have also conducted
studies on parents of children on the autism spec-
trum, in which they controlled the received social
support and positive orientation of the parents.
The research has shown that self-compassion was
a significant factor protecting the studied parents
from psychological distress.

Parents with children who struggle with physical
or mental health issues frequently blame themselves
for the development of those issues (e.g. Crowe et al,,
2011; McDonald, O’Brien, Jackson, 2007). In the
light of the fact that many parents occasionally ex-
perience guilt in the context of their own behaviour
towards their child, a self-compassionate attitude
towards oneself is a significant factor which may
protect one from excessively blaming oneself. It is
worth noting that such components of self-compas-
sion as mindfulness or kindness towards oneself are
particularly helpful in coping with these experiences.
Thanks to mindful and compassionate approach to

one’s own experiences and feelings, the individual
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becomes more aware of both their own experiences
and the sources of their emotions, which allows to

cope with them more effectively.

Conclusions

Self-compassion is a universal resource. It improves
one’s mood and well-being (Miller, Lee, Niu,
Grise-Owens, Bode, 2019; Moreira, Carona, Silva,
Nunes, Canavarro, 2016), and constitutes an impor-
tant predictor or the sense of happiness and positive
affect (Neff, Vonk, 2009).

Researchers (e.g. Duncan et al., 2009; Psycho-
giou et al. 2016) claim that the development of
self-compassion by parents has positive impact on
the quality of their parenting. The present study cites
numerous studies which show the beneficial influence
of self-compassion on self-regulation, coping, and
realizing one’s role as a parent.

Parental self-compassion benefits their role as
parents in two ways: it has positive impact on the
parent’s well-being and their ability to cope with
difficulties; simultaneously, it helps the parent offer
better support to their child, build a deeper relation-
ship between them, and teach them how to regulate
their emotions or build relationships with other
people (cf. Belean, Nistasi, 2017).

Self-compassion determines the parent’s psycho-
logical well-being and has favourable influence on
their mental state (e.g. Gouveia et al. 2016); it also
decreases the parental stress (e.g. Neff, Faso, 2015).
The caretaker’s well-being and their coping skills are
of considerable importance in the process of build-
ing their relationship with the child, the impact of
their parenting practices, and their support for the
child’s development, among others in the context
of self-regulation. This occurs due to the fact that
self-compassion facilitates accepting one’s emotions,
openness to different experiences, including difficult
ones, and coping with negative affect (e.g. Gouveia et
al., 2016). Importantly, self-compassion encourages
one to be more accepting of the feelings of others,
which is particularly important in one’s relationship
with a child who is still learning to regulate their

own emotions.

Self-compassion as a resource in the parenting role

Studies to date (Ewert, Gaube, Geisler, 2018;
Sirois, Molnar, Hirsch, 2015) confirm the dependen-
cies between self-compassion and coping strategies
in difficult situations. A positive correlation has
been found between self-compassion and coping
mechanisms in stressful situations connected with
active coping in onesrole asa parent (Sirois etal.,
2019). The higher the self-compassion an individ-
ual offers oneself, the less frequently they apply
avoidant strategies and the more efficiently they
adapt to challenging situations (Chishima, Mizuno,
Sugawara, Miyagawa, 2018). There is no doubt that
problem solving is an important parenting skill
which allows one to better cope with difficulties
and maintain their psychological well-being. It is
through modelling their own behaviour that the par-
ent teaches the child adaptational coping strategies.
The parents’ ability to show oneself compassion has
positive impact on their children. Too quote Hanson
(2020, p. 19), “being kind to oneself is being kind to
others”. Other studies (Moreira, Gouveia, Carona,
Silva, Canavarro, 2014), conducted on mothers of
children within the age range of 8 to 18 confirm
that a higher level of self-compassion in the mother
correlates to not only a lower parental stress level in
her, but also to a higher quality of the child’s life.

Numerous studies indicate that self-compassion
may be formed through practical exercises, such as
mindfulness training (Neff, 2011). Studies show
that the practice of mindfulness may additionally
increase other factors of self-compassion (Birnie,
Speca, Carlson, 2010), whose development is pos-
sible also due to the practice of compassionate
reappraisal (see Nefl, Germer 2013) or even only
a short meditation session (Boellinghaus, Jones,
Hutton, 2014; Albertson, Neff, Dill-Shackleford,
2015). Studies by Neff and Germer (2013), who
verified the effectivenss of the eight-week self-com-
passion training, have indicated that participation
in the training significantly increases the level of
mindfulness and general self-compassion. Interesting
research has been conducted by Georgakaki and
Karakasidou (2017), who experimentally confirmed
that positive internal dialogue has influence on the
increase of the level of self-compassion as well as

reduction of anxiety.
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The concept of self-compassion as a factor sup-
porting the functioning of an individual in the face
of various challenges and obstacles requires further
research. The issues of the determinants of self-com-
passion and the capacity for its development in an
individual are both significant. Modern parents must

cope not only with the necessity to combine various
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