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Responding to personal suffering, inadequacies, and failures with care, kindness, and understanding 

is a hallmark of self-compassion (Gilbert, 2009a; Neff, 2003b).  According to Neff (2003b), self-

compassion involves treating ourselves with self-kindness rather than self-judgement, experiencing 

suffering as a common human experience that fosters connection with others rather than isolation, 

and holding negative thoughts and emotions in mindful awareness rather than overidentifying with 

them.  Over the past 15 years, researchers have unveiled an abundance of benefits associated with 

self-compassion.  It has been strongly associated with many aspects of positive subjective well-being 

(for reviews, see Barnard & Curry, 2011; MacBeth & Gumley, 2012; Zessin, Dickhäuser, & 

Garbade, 2015), and with diverse positive outcomes, such as health-promoting behaviours (Magnus, 

Kowalski, & McHugh, 2010) and satisfying interpersonal relationships (Neff & Beretvas, 2012).   

A heightened ability to manage negative life events, mistakes, or personal weaknesses is one 

important benefit of self-compassion.  Several experimental studies have shown that induced state 

self-compassion alleviates maladaptive responses to difficult past or present life experiences 

(Breines & Chen, 2012; Johnson & O'Brien, 2013; Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007; 

Shapira & Mongrain, 2010).  For example, Johnson and O'Brien (2013) asked student participants 

to recall an experience of shame before completing a writing task.  Compared to an expressive 

writing control group, participants who wrote about the experience from a self-compassionate 

perspective experienced less shame and negative affect afterwards.  Further, Breines and Chen 

(2012) showed that participants induced to feel self-compassion for their weaknesses, failures, and 

transgressions exhibited greater motivation to try harder to learn, make amends for past harms, and 

avoid repeating past mistakes.  Correlational studies have also found relationships between self-

compassion and abilities to negotiate past and present adversity, such as readily engaging with new 

goals, feeling little fear, using adaptive emotion-focused coping strategies, displaying intrinsic 

motivation, and adopting mastery goals (Neely, Schallert, Mohammed, Roberts, & Chen, 2009; Neff, 

Hsieh, & Dejitterat, 2005).   

Many of these findings not only show adaptive responses to past or present adversity, but also 

suggest that self-compassion promotes abilities that may help individuals to negotiate difficult 

situations in the future.  Thus, self-compassion may also influence an individual’s future-outlook.  

Future-outlook may be defined as cognitions about future events, that reflect an assessment of the 

likelihood and consequences of potential future outcomes (Baumeister, Vohs, & Oettingen, 2016).  

This assessment process involves creating mental representations of possible futures; considering 

actions required to attain a desired future and avoid an undesired future (i.e., pragmatic prospection, 

Baumeister et al., 2016); and identifying obstacles and ways to overcome them. These activities 

logically entail drawing upon previous experiences.  Indeed, envisaging the future and remembering 

the past involve common brain regions and cognitive processes (Addis, Wong, & Schacter, 2007; 

Klein, 2013).  If past experiences lead an individual to view future obstacles as formidable, they may 

disengage from their desired future (Oettingen, 2012).  Self-compassion may minimise such 

disengagement by fostering acceptance of past suffering and skills to overcome future obstacles.  Yet 

surprisingly few studies to date have examined a possible association between self-compassion and 

future-outlook.  This study addresses this gap in the literature.  



 

Optimism is the only indicator of future-outlook that has previously been investigated in relation to 

self-compassion.  Optimism involves having positive expectations about future events and 

experiences (Malouff & Schutte, 2017).  By fostering contentment, self-efficacy, and adaptive 

coping strategies (Neff et al., 2005; Smeets, Neff, Alberts, & Peters, 2014), self-compassion may 

help people to form beliefs about their ability to craft desirable future outcomes.  Accordingly, Neff, 

Rude, and Kirkpatrick (2007) found a large positive correlation between self-compassion and 

optimism in a sample of undergraduates, that remained after controlling for the effect of self-esteem 

(Neff & Vonk, 2009).  Furthermore, participation in a three-week self-compassion intervention led 

female students to experience significantly greater increases in optimism compared to participants 

in a time-management control condition (Smeets et al., 2014).  Thus, preliminary evidence indicates 

that self-compassion is not only associated with an optimistic future-outlook but may also play a 

causal role in its development.  One aim of the current study is to replicate this finding. 

The ability to derive pleasure from anticipating future positive events may also be influenced by self-

compassion.  Known as savouring-anticipating, this ability is commonly assessed alongside 

savouring present moments and savouring reminiscing about the past (Bryant, 2003).  One study 

found a large positive correlation between self-compassion and overall savouring, but a relationship 

with the savouring-anticipating sub-type was not assessed (Ford, Klibert, Tarantino, & Lamis, 2017).  

Highly self-compassionate individuals tend to experience high levels of pleasant or positive 

emotions (Zessin et al., 2015).  Gilbert (2009a) has proposed that self-compassion conveys its effects 

by deactivating the neurological threat-defence system and activating the social-safeness system, 

which generates feelings of contentment and signals safety to explore the environment.  Research 

supporting the Broaden-and-Build theory (Fredrickson, 2004) has shown that positive emotions 

(including love and contentment) facilitate the building of further positive emotions and 

psychological resources, and prompt individuals to explore, savour, and engage with new 

experiences.  In this way, self-compassion may boost savouring-anticipating.   

Self-compassion may also change the way we approach the future by altering the relative emphasis 

we place on the past, present, and future.  Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) identified five temporal 

dimensions:  past-negative (aversive view of the past); past-positive (warm, sentimental attitude 

toward the past); present-hedonistic (risk-taking and pleasure seeking); present-fatalistic (belief that 

external forces control our lives); and future (striving toward future goals and rewards).  A balanced 

time perspective is an optimal profile in which past, present, and future perspectives flexibly engage, 

allowing an individual to operate in a temporal mode that meets current demands.  It is thought to 

comprise high levels of past-positive, moderately high levels of future and present-hedonistic, and 

low levels of past-negative and present-fatalistic time perspectives (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). 

Deviation from the balanced time perspective (DBTP; Stolarski, Bitner, & Zimbardo, 2011) 

indicates ill-balance in a time perspective profile, where lower scores indicate superior balance.   
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Although future time perspective may appear to represent an ideal indicator of future-outlook, 

balanced time perspective is a stronger predictor of current and future subjective wellbeing, 

including optimism (Stolarski, Matthews, Postek, Zimbardo, & Bitner, 2014; Zhang, Howell, & 

Stolarski, 2013), and is associated with brain regions involved in episodic memory, self-related 

processing, theory of mind, and imagining the future (Guo, Chen, & Feng, 2017). These neural 

regions are highly relevant to the conceptualisation of future-outlook as cognitions about future 

events (Baumeister et al., 2016) that are intimately associated with remembering the past (Addis et 

al., 2007; Klein, 2013).   

No previous studies have examined the relationship between self-compassion and a balanced time 

perspective.  However, Stolarski, Vowinckel, Jankowski, and Zajenkowski (2016) found that high 

levels of mindfulness were associated with low DBTP.  They reasoned that a balanced time 

perspective may be facilitated by mindful attention because it can be directed toward objects in the 

past, present, or future (Dreyfus, 2011) and is associated with attention self-regulation (Bishop et al., 

2004), including psychological flexibility (Fledderus, Bohlmeijer, Smit, & Westerhof, 2010) and 

cognitive-control (Elkins-Brown, Teper, & Inzlicht, 2017).  Given that mindfulness is a dimension 

of self-compassion (Neff, 2003), a similar relationship may exist between self-compassion and 

balanced time perspective.   

Individuals’ own words may also provide a quantifiable indication of future-outlook.  Words reflect 

the focus of a person’s attention, their thoughts and feelings, and how they organise and analyse their 

worlds (Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2009).  Written passages can be analysed by the Linguistic Inquiry 

and Word Count (LIWC) text analysis program (Pennebaker, Boyd, Jordan, & Blackburn, 2015), 

which draws upon an internal dictionary of standardized linguistic categories (e.g., affective 

processes, time orientations).   

LIWC has accurately identified affective processes in language, with high frequencies of positive 

emotion words (e.g., love, nice, sweet) used in writing about a positive event, and high proportions 

of negative emotion words (e.g., hurt, ugly, nasty) used in writing about a negative event (Kahn, 

Tobin, Massey, & Anderson, 2007).  A few studies have evaluated the use of emotion words in 

relation to self-compassion (Baum & Rude, 2013; Imrie & Troop, 2012; Sbarra, Smith, & Mehl, 

2012; Troop, Chilcot, Hutchings, & Varnaite, 2013; Zhang & Chen, 2016).  One key finding is a 

negative association between self-compassion and the use of negative emotion words in descriptions 

of difficult events (Sbarra et al., 2012; Zhang & Chen, 2016).  The results of experimental studies 

have been less clear, with no difference found between experimental and control groups following a 

self-compassion exercise (Imrie & Troop, 2012; Troop et al., 2013).  No prior study has investigated 

the relationship between self-compassion and use of time orientation words. 

Nevertheless, use of emotion and time orientation words has been linked to mindfulness.  

Teachers who completed a mindfulness and loving-kindness program used more positive emotion 

words than teachers in a wait-list control group when describing their most challenging student’s 

behaviour (Haimovitze et al., 2011); substance abusers used fewer negative emotion words following 

a mindfulness-based stress reduction program (Liehr et al., 2010); and greater use of future-tense 



 

words has been longitudinally associated with mindful awareness (Moore & Brody, 2009).  As self-

compassion includes mindfulness, it may similarly increase the use of words that reflect positive 

affective processes (high use of positive emotion words and low use of negative emotion words) and 

a future time orientation (high use of future focussed words and low use of past focussed words). 

Having a positive future-outlook has important health implications. Indeed, all indicators of future-

outlook assessed in this study have been strongly associated with many positive physical and 

psychological health outcomes (Bouchard, Carver, Mens, & Scheier, 2018; Bryant, 2003; Drake, 

Duncan, Sutherland, Abernethy, & Henry, 2008; Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2009).  If self-compassion 

increases positive future-outlook, this may offer another mechanism through which self-compassion 

conveys its positive effects. 

The first aim of this study was to determine whether self-compassion influences five indicators 

of positive future-outlook.  I induced self-compassion in a subset of participants by asking them to 

write about a negative life event from a self-compassionate perspective (Breines & Chen, 2012; 

Johnson & O'Brien, 2013; Leary et al., 2007).  I hypothesised that, compared to participants who 

completed a control writing condition, participants who completed the self-compassion condition 

would report more optimism and savouring-anticipating, exhibit lower DBTP, and use more words 

that reflect positive affective processes and a future time orientation when describing their 

anticipated response to a similar negative event in the future.  

This study’s second aim was to determine whether the effect of induced state self-compassion on 

future-outlook may be stronger for individuals who are low on trait self-compassion.  This enquiry 

follows findings that brief interventions are most effective for individuals who have a weakness in 

the trait or ability that is the target of the intervention (Baum & Rude, 2013; Johnson & O'Brien, 

2013; Leary et al., 2007; Sergeant & Mongrain, 2015).  For instance, Leary et al. (2007) found that 

participants who were initially low in trait self-compassion reported the greatest increases in 

perceptions of similarity with others after completing a self-compassionate writing exercise.  These 

results may reflect the fact that individuals with high levels of a specific trait/ability may not have 

much room for improvement, whereas those who are low on that trait/ability have considerable scope 

for improvement.  Based on previous research, I hypothesised that participation in the self-

compassionate induction (compared to the control condition) would interact with baseline levels of 

trait self-compassion to predict the five future-outlook variables.  Specifically, I expected the self-

compassionate induction to predict lower DBTP, and greater optimism, savouring-anticipating, and 

use of words that indicated a positive affective orientation and a future time orientation in 

participants who were low on self-compassion.  
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Predominantly mature-aged undergraduate students at an Australian university took part in return 

for course credits and an opportunity to enter a raffle to win an AUD50 store voucher.  Following 

the data screening procedure described in the results section, 52 respondents were excluded from the 

dataset.  The final sample comprised 336 participants (82.7% female) aged between 18 and 68 years 

(M = 34.83, SD = 10.12, Median = 34.00).  Experimental and control groups comprised 169 and 167 

participants, respectively.  

 Levels of trait self-compassion were measured by the 12-item Self-Compassion 

Scale–Short Form (SCS-SF; Raes, Pommier, Neff, & Van Gucht, 2011), which presents statements 

that describe self-compassionate responses to difficult experiences (e.g., “When something upsets 

me I try to keep my emotions in balance”).  Participants indicated how often they behave in the stated 

manner on a scale from 1) almost never to 5) almost always.  Total scores were calculated by 

averaging all items after reverse-scoring negative items.  In the current study, the SCS-SF exhibited 

high internal consistency (α = .89). 

 The 16-item state self-compassion scale (SCS-SF; Breines & Chen, 2013) 

measured current levels of self-compassion.  Participants indicated their agreement with statements 

regarding the negative experience they had previously described.  For example, “Right now … I’m 

being understanding towards myself”.  Respondents rated each statement from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 7 (strongly agree).  Internal consistency was high in the current dataset (α = .88). 

 Deviation from the Balanced Time Perspective (DBTP; Stolarski et 

al., 2011) indicated balanced time perspective (Zhang et al., 2013), where lower scores indicate 

greater balance.  DBTP was calculated from past-positive (PP), past-negative (PN), present-

hedonistic (PH), present-fatalistic (PF), and future positive (FU) items of the short form Zimbardo 

Time Perspective Inventory (ZPTI-Short; Košťál, Klicperová-Baker, Lukavská, & Lukavský, 2015). 

Participants rated “How true is this of me?” in response to items (e.g., “It gives me pleasure to think 

about my past”) on a scale from 1) very untrue to 5) very true.  Stolarski et al.’s (2011) DBTP formula 

was used:   

. 

The formula refers to optimal scores on a dimension (e.g., oPN) and empirically determined scores 

on a dimension (e.g., ePN).  As per previous research, the following optimal scores were applied: 

PP (4.60), PH (3.90), FU (4.00), PN (1.95), and PF (1.50), (Stolarski et al., 2011; Stolarski et al., 

2016; Zhang et al., 2013).  DBTP has previously demonstrated high construct validity (Zhang et al., 

2013).   

 The Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R; Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994) 

comprises 10 statements that assess expectations of favourable future outcomes (e.g., “I’m always 



 

optimistic about my future”).  Participants indicated their agreement with each statement on a scale 

from 0) strongly disagree to 4) strongly agree.  Total scores were calculated by averaging all items 

after reverse-scoring negatively-worded items.  The LOT-R exhibited sound psychometric properties 

in the current dataset (α = .81). 

 The 8 item Anticipating subscale of the Savouring Beliefs Inventory 

(SAV-ANT; Bryant, 2003) presents statements about pleasure from anticipating future life 

experiences (e.g., “I get pleasure from looking forward”). Participants indicated how well each 

statement describes them on a scale ranging from 1) strongly disagree to 7) strongly agree.  Total 

scores were calculated by averaging item scores after reverse-scoring negatively worded items.  The 

scale demonstrated high internal consistency (α = .89). 

  Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC; Pennebaker et al., 2015) software 

was used to analyses participants’ final writing task, in which they described how they would 

respond if a similar negative experience happened in the future.  LIWC calculated percentages of 

words that expressed affective processes (positive emotions and negative emotions) and time 

orientation (future focus and past focus).  The resulting four word-frequency items loaded on two 

factors in an exploratory principal components analysis which explained 57.1% of the total variance. 

After applying Direct Oblimin rotation, positive emotion words loaded positively (.74) and negative 

emotion words loaded negatively (-.77) on factor 1; and future focus words loaded positively (.67) 

and past focus words loaded negatively (-.75) on factor 2.  No items cross-loaded above .20. 

Regression scores for the resulting factors were generated to create two LIWC variables.  High scores 

on LIWC-Affect indicated greater use of positive emotion words and low scores indicated greater 

use of negative emotion words.  High scores on LIWC-Time indicated greater use of future focused 

words and low scores indicated greater use of words that focused on the past.   

Data were collected via a QualtricsTM (2017) survey.  A link to the survey was provided on 

psychology learning platforms.  After indicating informed consent, participants answered 

demographics questions; indicated how sad, angry, humiliated, anxious, and happy they were feeling 

right now on four scales ranging from 0) not at all to 9) extremely; and completed the SCS-SF.  

Based on Leary et al. (2007), participants were then asked to “Think of a recent negative event or 

experience that made you feel badly about yourself—something that involved failure, humiliation, 

or rejection.  Please write about the experience in detail for 5 minutes in the box below.”  They were 

asked to “include details, such as what happened leading up to the experience, who was there, what 

happened, what you were thinking, and how you felt and behaved during the experience.” An 

onscreen timer helped participants keep track of time, but there was no forced time limit on writing.  

Participants then rated their perceptions of the badness, importance, and own responsibility for the 

recalled negative experience/event on 5-point scales ranging from 1) not at all to 5) extremely before 

being randomly assigned to either an experimental condition or a control condition.  

Participants in the experimental condition were asked to complete an 

exercise designed to induce self-compassion.  First, they viewed a 3-minute video featuring Dr 

Kristin Neff describing the nature and value of self-compassion1, which aimed to ensure that 
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participants understood the concept.  They were subsequently asked to write for 3 minutes (using 

online textboxes) in response to each of three prompts (9 minutes in total) that were based on Leary 

et al. (2007).   

     The first prompt addressed the common humanity component of self-compassion.  It began by 

stating that “people often feel like they are the only person who is going through a difficult time, 

when suffering is really something that we all share” and then asked participants to list ways in which 

other people may experience similar negative events.  The second prompt focussed on the self-

kindness component of self-compassion.  It opened by stating that “often people treat themselves 

more harshly than they treat others in the same situation, when they really need and deserve the same 

amount of kindness”, and subsequently asked participants to write a paragraph expressing 

understanding, kindness, and concern to themselves in the same way that they would express concern 

to a close friend in a similar situation.   Finally, the third prompt addressed the mindfulness 

component of self-compassion.  It began by noting “we must be aware of our negative experiences 

to be able to move forward.  But people often find it difficult to be aware of their negative experiences 

in a balanced way that neither ignores, avoids, nor amplifies painful thoughts and emotions.”  

Participants were then instructed to describe their feelings about the experience/event in an objective 

and unemotional fashion. 

  Participants allocated to the control condition were asked to write about the 

room in which they were currently seated (e.g., the colours, patterns and furnishings) after watching 

a 2.5-minute video of someone-else describing their room2.  Describing a room is a neutral and trivial 

topic that has been used as a control task in previous writing studies (e.g., Burton & King, 2004).  

Participants were asked to write for around 10 minutes.  

 After completing the control or experimental condition, all participants 

completed the SCS-ST, followed by the future outcome variable measures presented in randomised 

order.  These included the ZPTI-Short, LOT-R, SAV-ANT, and a writing task from which the LIWC 

variables were calculated.  This question asked participants to “think back to the negative event or 

experience that you described earlier and imagine that a similar event or experience happened to you 

again in the future.  In the box below, please write for around 3 minutes about the future negative 

event or experience that you are envisaging.”  Participants were prompted to describe their feelings 

and thoughts/self-talk about the experience, whether it was expected/unexpected, actions taken to 

address the situation, and the imagined outcome of those actions.   

     Finally, participants were asked to report how many weeks ago their recalled negative experience 

last occurred, from 1) less than 1 week to 6) more than 12 weeks.  Participants who wished to enter 

the prize draw were directed to a separate survey to record their email address. 

Fifty-two respondents were excluded because; they did not write about a recent negative experience 

(4 cases); did not complete the dependent variable measures (1); did not complete the experimental 

or control writing task (6); wrote for less than two minutes in their designated writing task (3); were 

response-time outliers who took longer than the median time to complete the survey plus 1.5 times 



 

the interquartile range (37) (Höhne & Schlosser, 2018); or represented a multivariate outlier in the 

dataset (1).  The minimum writing time was informed by a literature search which indicated that two 

minutes is the shortest time that a writing task may produce positive effects (Burton & King, 2008).  

Long response-time outliers were excluded because they may indicate interruptions or multitasking 

(Höhne & Schlosser, 2018), which could have had unknown, unquantifiable, and unpredictable 

impacts on the experimental manipulation (Craik, 2014).  There were no short response-time outliers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One missing value on DBTP was imputed by expectation maximisation.  Eleven participants who 

did not respond to the final writing task were excluded from the linguistic text analysis.  One low 

scoring univariate outlier on SCS-ST and two high-scoring outliers on SAV-ANT were recoded to 

one point beyond the next score on the distribution (Field, 2013).  Logarithmic transformations were 

applied to the LIWC variables to improve normality of the regression residuals.  All other 

assumptions of ANCOVA and multiple regression were met.   

Moderate levels of baseline self-compassion (SCS-SF) were reported by the sample (M = 2.95, SD 

= 0.66), which is consistent with previously observed means in undergraduate samples (Neff, 2003a).  

Before recalling the negative experience, control and experimental groups did not differ on age, 

gender breakdown, SCS-SF, sadness, anger, humiliation, anxiety, or happiness (ps = .14 to .75).  The 

groups also did not differ on time to complete the survey (MSelf-Comp = 32m 6s, MControl = 31m 42s, d 

= .05, p = .65; Range = 14m 48s to 49m 41s), time spent writing about the negative experience (MSelf-

Comp = 6m 25s, MControl = 6m 17s, d = .09, p = .66), or on the writing exercises (MSelf-Comp = 8m 49s, 

MControl = 9m 2s, d = .05, p = .41).  Means, standard deviations, and correlations are presented in 

Table 1.  



 Journal of Positive Psychology and Wellbeing  

 

A manipulation check confirmed that the self-compassion induction was successful.  After the self-

compassionate writing task, the experimental group (M = 4.98, SD = 0.89) scored significantly higher 

on state self-compassion than the control group (M = 4.77, SD = 0.85), t(1,334) = 2.30, d = .25, p = 

.02. 

ANCOVAs were then conducted in SPSS 24 to evaluate the hypothesis that the self-

compassionate writing exercise would decrease levels of DBTP and increase levels of LOT-R, SAV-

ANT, LIWC-Affect, and LIWC-Time.  The potential confounding effects of age, perceived badness 

of the negative experience, and weeks since the experience were partialled out of the analyses.  As 

shown in Table 2, participants in the self-compassionate writing condition reported higher levels of 

SAV-ANT and LIWC-Time than the control group.  Experimental and control participants did not 

differ on DBTP, LOT-R, and LIWC-Affect. 

Using PROCESS (Hayes, 2016), a series of moderated linear regressions were conducted to 

determine whether the effects of the self-compassionate writing induction on the five future outcome 

variables varied as a function of baseline trait self-compassion.  Each model assessed the prediction 

of a future outcome variable (DBTP, LOT-R, SAV-ANT, LIWC-Time, or LIWC-Affect) from group 

membership (Group), trait self-compassion (SCS-SF), and the interaction between them 

(Group*SCS-SF).  In all models, age, perceived badness of the negative experience, and weeks since 

the negative experience were entered as covariates.  PROCESS was instructed to enter Group as a 

categorical variable and to centre SCS-SF prior to calculating the interaction term.  Results are 

presented in Table 3. 
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The first model explained 29.5% of the total variance in DBTP, R2 = .30, F(6,329) = 22.95, p < .001. 

The main effects of SCS-SF and Group were qualified by a significant interaction.  As displayed in 

Figure 1a, among individuals with low levels of SCS-SF (1 SD below the mean), experimental group 

members reported lower levels of DBTP than control participants, B = -0.28, p =.02.  In contrast, 

among those with high SCS-SF (1 SD above the mean), participants in the experimental condition 

reported higher DBTP than control participants, B = 0.27, p =.03.  

The next model accounted for 55.9% of the total variance in LOT-R, R2 = .56, F(6,329) = 69.58, 

p < .001.  SCS-SF was positively associated with LOT-R, but group membership and the interaction 

term were not significant predictors.   

The SAV-ANT model accounted for 6.3% of the total variance, R2 = .06, F(6,329) = 3.66, p = .002.  

The main effects of SCS-SF and group were qualified by a significant interaction.  As shown in Figure 

1b, among participants with high SCS-SF, members of the experimental group reported higher levels 

of SAV-ANT than the control group, B = 0.20, p =.002, but no group difference on SAV-ANT was 

evident among participants with low SCS-SF, B = -0.01, p =.80.  

The LIWC-Affect model explained 4.0% of the variance in the dataset, R2 = .04, F(6,318) = 2.27, 

p = .04.  Observed main effects were qualified by a significant interaction.  Figure 1c shows that, 

among individuals with low levels of SCS-SF, participants in the experimental group used more 

positively oriented affective words than control participants, B = 0.43, p =.006.  However, among 

high SCS-SF participants, control and experimental groups used similar percentages of positive and 

negative emotion words, B = -0.07, p =.65. 

The model predicting LIWC-Time accounted for 5.4% of the total variance, R2 = .05, F(6,318) = 

3.00, p = .007.  SCS-SF and Group exhibited significant main effects.  Although the interaction term 

did not contribute significantly to the model (p = .06), significantly different relationships were 

observed for low and high SCS-SF participants.  As shown in Figure 1d, amongst participants with 

low SCS-SF, the experimental group used more future oriented words than the control group, B = 

0.47, p =.002, but no difference was observed between experimental and control groups amongst 

those high on SCS-SF, B = 0.04, p =.78.   

Moderated linear regressions explored the unexpected increase in DBTP in individuals with high 

trait self-compassion.  The models assessed SCS-SF, Group, and Group*SCS-SF as predictors of 

each component of DBTP (PN, PP, PH, PF, and FU) extracted from the DBTP formula, e.g., (oPN 

– ePN)2, after controlling for the three covariates.  Significant interactions in the PN and PP deviation 

models showed that, compared to control participants, experimental participants with low self-

compassion reported smaller deviations from the optimal PN and PP scores than those with high 

self-compassion. Two subsequent moderation analyses with PN and PP mean scores as dependent 



 

variables determined that high self-compassion participants failed to report the increases in PP and 

decreases in PN that were reported by low self-compassion participants. 
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Previous research has shown that self-compassion helps individuals to negotiate current and past 

adverse experiences.  This study aimed to determine whether self-compassion also influences how 

individuals view the future.  While less than straightforward, the results indicate that self-compassion 

can, indeed, change our future vision.  As hypothesised, participants whose state self-compassion 

was increased by writing self-compassionately about a recent negative life event tended to report a 

more positive vision of the future than participants assigned to a control writing task, but responses 

varied according to baseline levels of trait self-compassion. Specifically, trait self-compassion 

moderated post-induction levels of DBTP, savouring-anticipating, and the use of positively oriented 

affective words and future oriented words.  Overall, induced increases in state self-compassion led 

participants with low trait self-compassion to report a brighter future-outlook on three of the five 

assessed indicators (DBTP, positively oriented affective words, and future oriented words).  

However, individuals with high trait self-compassion reported improvement only on savouring-

anticipating, and experienced greater ill-balance in their time perspective. 

The prevailing finding that self-compassion has the capacity to improve one’s future-outlook is 

consistent with previous findings linking self-compassion with various abilities – such as intrinsic 

motivation, personal initiative, goal-reengagement, and adaptive coping strategies – that assist 

individuals to negotiate current and past adverse experiences (Barnard & Curry, 2011; Breines & 

Chen, 2012; Leary et al., 2007; Neely et al., 2009; Neff et al., 2005; Neff et al., 2007).  This enhanced 

repertoire of adaptive skills, along with increased positive affect (Zessin et al., 2015), higher self-

efficacy (Smeets et al., 2014), and lower fear (Neff et al., 2005), is likely to open the way for a 

brighter view of the future. 

Two significant main effects showed that the self-compassionate writing exercise generally 

increased levels of savouring-anticipating and the use of future oriented words across all members 

of the experimental group, which is consistent with previous findings (Ford et al., 2017; Haimovitze 

et al., 2011).  However, these main effects were qualified by interactions in the moderation analyses 

— as were the effects on DBTP and the use of positively oriented affective words.  These interactions 

reveal that the influence of the self-compassion induction on these four indicators of future-outlook 

varied according to existing levels of trait self-compassion. 

As hypothesised, engaging in self-compassionate writing about a recent negative life event led 

individuals with low trait self-compassion to experience greater balance in their time perspective 

profile (lower DBTP), and to express a more positive affective orientation and stronger future time 

orientation in their choice of words.  These interactions are consistent with the results of several 

studies that have observed greater effectiveness of brief interventions for individuals who have a 

deficit in the target area of the intervention (Baum & Rude, 2013; Johnson & O'Brien, 2013; Leary 

et al., 2007; Sergeant & Mongrain, 2015).  For example, Sergeant and Mongrain (2015) found that 

individuals who were distressed prior to completing online positive psychology exercises reported 

greater decreases in depressive symptoms and increases in life satisfaction than participants who 

were initially non-distressed.  One logical explanation for this response pattern is that people have 



 

considerable room for improvement if they are low on a trait or ability that an intervention targets, 

whereas those who are already high on that trait or ability do not.   

Affective processes in the language of low-self-compassion participants indicated that the 

experimental group described possible future events that were more positive than events described 

by the control group (Kahn et al., 2007); despite all participants being asked to imagine a future 

negative event that was like the one they had recalled earlier.  This result conflicts with previous 

findings of no change in the use of emotion words post self-compassion induction (Imrie & Troop, 

2012; Troop et al., 2013).  However, these studies did not assess whether effects varied according to 

initial levels of trait self-compassion, so similar effects may have remained undetected.  The current 

study’s writing task essentially asked participants to draw from an actual past event to envisage a 

possible future event, thereby incorporating both past and future time perspectives.  Greater use of 

future oriented words amongst low self-compassion participants following the self-compassion 

induction indicates that increased state self-compassion helped them to let go of the past and focus 

on the future.   

Predicted decreases in DBTP amongst low self-compassion individuals in the self-compassionate 

writing condition are likely to reflect a synergy of several effects of the self-compassion induction, 

such as acquiring a broader perspective on their recalled negative experiences, a greater capacity to 

accept responsibility for the experiences, and lower negative affect (Leary et al., 2007).  The 

mindfulness component of self-compassion may play a leading role in improving balanced time 

perspective due to its association with attention self-regulation (Bishop et al., 2004).  Although 

narrower in scope than mindfulness generally, when combined with self-kindness, it enables a 

present or past experience to be accepted along with a desire to be free from suffering in the future 

(Neff & Dahm, 2015).  In line with contemporary conceptualisations of future-outlook (Baumeister 

et al., 2016), improvements in past time perspectives are likely to provide positive resources to draw 

upon when imagining and assessing the viability of possible positive futures.   

Surprisingly, the interaction also revealed that highly self-compassionate participants reported a 

more ill-balanced time perspective following the self-compassion induction, which was due to a 

failure to exhibit improvements in past time perspectives that were experienced by low self-

compassion participants.  Yet even with impaired DBTP, high self-compassion participants 

displayed greater balance than low self-compassion participants in both experimental and control 

conditions.  This raises the possibility that directing their attention to a negative past experience may 

have upset a typically finely-balanced time perspective.  This explanation draws upon the notion of 

person-activity misfit (Fritz & Lyubomirsky, 2018), which may occur when a positive activity 

coincidentally elicits negative emotions and thoughts (e.g., Layous et al., 2017).  In this way, for 

highly self-compassionate participants, recounting a negative experience may have had detrimental 

effects on their past time perspectives that were greater in magnitude than the beneficial effects of 

the self-compassion induction.  Relatedly, several studies have found that increases in well-being 

are smaller when an individual’s goal and the goal of the activity are mismatched (e.g., Brunstein, 

Schultheiss, & Grassmann, 1998). 

Also contrary to hypothesis, compared to control participants, experimental participants with high 

trait self-compassion reported enhanced levels of savouring-anticipating but those with low trait self-
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compassion did not.  Further research is needed to investigate this interaction.  One avenue of 

investigation may involve determining whether relatively high baseline levels of positive affect 

(including contentment and safeness) are required to initiate an expansion into the arena of 

anticipatory positive affect.  This idea is generally consistent with Fredrickson’s (2004) Broaden-

and-Build theory, which proposes that positive emotions are a resource that may be accessed in 

stressful situations to facilitate movement toward new activities which, in turn, promote further 

positive emotions.   

One aim of the current study was to replicate Smeets and colleagues’ (2014) finding of increased 

optimism in female undergraduates following a brief self-compassion intervention.  However, the 

current self-compassion induction failed to increase optimism.  This result is surprising given the 

strong bivariate relationship between self-compassion and optimism observed in the current dataset 

and other samples (Neff et al., 2007; Neff & Vonk, 2009) and may be a product of research 

methodology.  A recent meta-analysis of the effects of various interventions on optimism determined 

that higher effect sizes were found when studies used an intervention in which participants imagined 

a positive future, assessed current levels of optimism, and were conducted in-person (Malouff & 

Schutte, 2017).  Thus, the fact that the current study asked participants to review a negative past 

event, assessed typical levels of optimism, and was conducted on-line may have contributed to the 

non-significant effect.  Future research is needed to closely replicate Smeets and colleagues’ 

methodology with the aim of replicating their finding, and then to investigate why their methodology 

revealed a possible causal association and the current study’s methodology did not. 

Several limitations should be kept in mind when interpreting this study’s results.  First, the use of a 

predominantly female undergraduate sample means that its findings may not necessarily generalize 

to other populations.  Second, collecting data via an online survey prevented me from controlling 

aspects of participants’ environments that may have influenced their responses.  I addressed this 

potential problem by screening written passages and excluding participants who did not respond 

appropriately or in a reasonable amount of time.  Nevertheless, task reliability may have been higher 

in a controlled experimental setting, and the number of cases excluded due to presumed interruptions 

or multitasking may have been lower.    

Third, the self-compassion induction was, on average, under 9 minutes in duration.  It is not 

known if the observed effects of self-compassion on future-outlook are transient or enduring.  Other 

research has found that positive psychology inductions are most effective when they are practiced 

over longer periods of time (Khoury et al., 2013).  Further research is needed to determine if a similar 

experimental design using a more comprehensive self-compassion training program (e.g., 

Compassion-Focused Therapy, Gilbert, 2009b; Mindful Self-Compassion, Neff & Germer, 2013) 

produces similar effects on future-outlook over an extended period.  Similarly, future researchers 

may investigate whether similar effects are found when control participants write about the self from 

a different perspective, rather than about their environments. 

It should also be noted that effect sizes observed in the current study were small.  While this is 

not surprising given the brevity of the induction exercise, it will be of interest to determine whether 



 

longer self-compassion interventions result in larger improvements in future-outlook.  Finally, this 

study examined only five indicators of future-outlook, and patterns of responses differed across these 

indicators.  Therefore, the generally positive effects of self-compassion on future-outlook observed 

in this study may not extend to other indicators of future vision. 

The current study is among the first to demonstrate that self-compassion can influence positive 

future-outlook. State self-compassion induced by a self-compassionate writing exercise elicited 

more savouring-anticipating, a more balanced time perspective, and greater use of words that 

expressed positive affective processes and a future time orientation when anticipating a future 

negative event.  However, these positive influences on future-outlook were not experienced by all 

participants who completed the self-compassion induction.  Instead, the effects varied according to 

baseline levels of trait self-compassion, with individuals low in self-compassion experiencing 

enhanced future-outlook on three assessed indicators while those high in self-compassion 

experienced improvement on only one indicator and decrements on another.  Given that future-

outlook has been associated with many positive health outcomes (Bouchard et al., 2018; Bryant, 

2003; Drake et al., 2008; Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2009), the current findings raise the possibility 

that increases in positive future-outlook may represent another mechanism through which self-

compassion conveys its positive effects on well-being.  Overall, the current findings add to the ever-

increasing collection of rich and diverse benefits associated with self-compassion. 
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1Self-compassion video featuring Dr Kristin Neff: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tyl6YXp1Y6M. 
2Control video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hWWbWDnd9Xs (cued to start at 0:23) 
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