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Research on associations of the two fundamental dimensions of self-concept and 
positive attitudes toward one’s self has primarily focused on self-esteem which 
has been shown to be dominantly explained by agency and not communion. The 
present research included self-compassion as an alternative positive self-attitude 
construct, characterized by self-kindness rather than positive self-evaluations. Based 
on theoretical considerations and previous results, we expected self-compassion 
to be equally predicted by communion and by agency. Two studies came to very 
similar results: Self-compassion was strongly related to agency, especially to 
its facet assertiveness. In contrast, self-compassion was only weakly related to 
communion. On the level of self-compassion’s subcomponents, only self-kindness 
was related to communion, especially to its facet warmth. Self-esteem was most 
strongly predicted by agency, especially by its facet assertiveness; competence 
and warmth showed additional weaker predictive power. Thus, self-compassion 
seems to be an alternative, but no communal alternative to self-esteem.
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Self-compassion: a communal alternative to 
agentic self-esteem?

A positive attitude toward the self is important for psychological functioning. Research 
in this domain has primarily focused on self-esteem as a measure of psychological health. 
High self-esteem, for example, is related to happiness (Cheng and Furnham, 2004), higher 
positive and lower negative affect (Orth et al., 2012), lower rates of depression (Orth et al., 
2009) as well as academic self-concept and academic achievement (Trautwein et al., 2006). 
But what is our self-esteem, i.e., our evaluative self-perception, based on? Partially on our 
self-concept, i.e., our descriptive self-perception on the level of traits. The self-concept is often 
described using the two fundamental dimensions of social cognition, agency and communion 
(Abele and Wojciszke, 2014). Agency focusses on the own person and the achievement of 
personal goals. Typical agentic traits are intelligent, competent, and assertive. Communion 
focusses on the integration of an individual into a larger social entity and on social 
interactions with typical traits being friendly, caring, and honest. Research has shown that 
general self-esteem is dominantly explained by agency (e.g., Abele et al., 2016; Wojciszke 
et al., 2011), while only special components of self-esteem – like relational self-esteem – are 
related to communion (Hauke and Abele, 2020). However, communal aspects are usually 
higher and more pronounced than agentic aspects of self-concepts (for an overview see 
Hauke and Abele, 2019). Why is this the case? Are we only communal because other people 
value our communal qualities (Abele and Wojciszke, 2014; Hauke and Abele, 2019), or is our 
communion also of major importance for feeling good about ourselves which is not depicted 
in self-esteem measures? To answer this question, the present research focuses on an 
alternative construct implying a positive, healthy attitude toward oneself: self-compassion. 
Self-compassion entails treating oneself with kindness and understanding, perceiving one’s 
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experiences as part of the larger human experience, and being 
mindful of negative experiences (Neff, 2003b). In the present study, 
we investigate self-compassion as a possible communal alternative to 
agentic self-esteem. Therefore, we will examine if self-compassion is 
a positive attitude toward ourselves that is strongly connected to our 
communal self-concept.

The agency-communion-framework

The content dimensions of agency and communion (the 
“fundamental dimensions” or “Big Two”) are basic to many 
psychological phenomena, among others, to the self-concept (for a 
review, see Abele and Wojciszke, 2014). Agency focuses on the 
individual person and the pursuit of personal goals. Themes of agency 
are self-realization, striving for power and status, and acting in one’s 
own interest (Bakan, 1966). Therefore, it is also called the dimension 
for “getting ahead” in life (Hogan, 1982). Communion focuses on 
community and social integration. Themes of communion are the 
formation and maintenance of social relationships, striving for 
harmony, and acting in the interest of others. Thus, it is the dimension 
for “getting along” (Hogan, 1982). Agency and communion reflect the 
two recurring challenges of human life: pursuing individual goals and 
belonging to social groups (Ybarra et al., 2008).

These twofold conceptualization of content can also be found in 
many other areas of psychology (for a review, see Abele and Wojciszke, 
2014). For example, there are the gender stereotypes of masculinity 
and femininity (Bem, 1974; Spence et al., 1974). Masculinity resembles 
the agency dimension, while femininity resembles the communion 
dimension. Another example is the cultural difference in self-construal 
(Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Many people in Western cultures 
construe themselves independently, i.e., they emphasize their 
separateness from others, their internal attributes, and their 
uniqueness. In contrast, many people in Asia or Latin America 
construe themselves interdependently, i.e., they stress their 
connectedness to others, their social context, and their relationships. 
Independence resembles the agency dimension, while 
interdependence resembles the communion dimension.

Recent research has moved ahead by distinguishing two facets 
within each “big dimension” (Abele et al., 2016). Agency comprises 
the facets agency-competence (AC) and agency-assertiveness (AA), as 
successful goal pursuit or “getting ahead” requires both skill 
(competence) and motivation/volition (assertiveness). Communion 
comprises the facets communion-warmth (CW) and communion-
morality (CM), as establishing and maintaining social relationships or 
“getting along” requires friendly (warmth) and trustworthy (morality) 
behavior.

Self-esteem

Self-esteem, defined as the feeling of self-worth (Rosenberg, 
1965), is a fundamental appraisal of the self and relates to the overall 
value a person places on the self. Research analyzing the relationship 
between self-concept and self-esteem has shown multiple times that 
self-esteem is dominated by agency (for a review, see Abele and 
Hauke, 2018). Regarding the facets, self-esteem is most strongly 
related to AA (Abele et al., 2016).

Previous research analyzing the relationship between agency, 
communion, and self-esteem has mainly focused on global self-esteem 
but the global evaluation of a person can be further differentiated. 
Within the Tripartite Model, three different dimensions of self-esteem 
are distinguished (Breckler and Greenwald, 1986): personal, relational, 
and collective self-esteem. Personal self-esteem is based on one’s 
individual attributes like competence and talents and is often 
measured with the classical Rosenberg scale (1965). Relational self-
esteem is based on relationships with significant others like family and 
best friends. Collective self-esteem is based on the value of one’s social 
group like nationality and ethnicity. In contrast to the results regarding 
personal self-esteem, relational self-esteem shows a strong association 
with communion in addition to its association with agency. 
Concerning the facets, AA, CW, and CM predict relational self-esteem 
(Hauke and Abele, 2020). Soral and Kofta (2020) found collective self-
esteem to be better predicted by CM than by AC and CW (however, 
this single research project testing the relationship between agency, 
communion, and collective self-esteem did not incorporate AA which 
seems to be the dominating facet for self-esteem).

Taken together, agency is important for most aspects of self-
esteem and dominates personal self-esteem, while communion only 
plays a role for special components of self-esteem like relational and 
collective self-esteem. Although all three selves are important and 
meaningful and are associated with psychological and physical health 
benefits, research has revealed that people personally value their 
personal self more than their relational self and their collective self (for 
a review see Sedikides et al., 2013). Thus, communion does not seem 
to play an important role for a positive attitude toward the own self if 
we only consider the research on self-esteem. But are we thinking too 
restricted by our narrow concentration on self-esteem? Is there an 
alternative conceptualization of a positive and healthy attitude 
toward ourselves?

Self-compassion

Self-compassion is a relatively young psychological concept but 
has a long history. While its origins lie in Buddhist philosophy going 
back centuries, self-compassion as a psychological construct was 
described by Kristin Neff in the early 2000s (Neff, 2003b) who also 
developed the associated Self-Compassion Scale (SCS, Neff, 2003a). 
From the beginning, self-compassion was conceptualized as an 
alternative to self-esteem by defining a different way of a healthy 
attitude toward oneself (Neff, 2011). While a person’s self-esteem 
stems from evaluating personal performances in comparison to others 
or to set standards, self-compassion does not involve such evaluations. 
In contrast, self-compassion builds on the idea that we should give 
ourselves the same kindness and care we give to good friends.

The concept of self-compassion consists of three basic components 
that are related to the way individuals react to personal failure or 
suffering – self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness (Neff, 
2003a, 2003b). Self-kindness is defined as treating oneself kind and 
understanding instead of harsh and judgmental, common humanity 
means viewing one’s experiences of failure as part of the human 
condition rather than feeling separated and isolated by them, and 
mindfulness implies being aware of painful thoughts and feelings 
instead of over-identifying with them and feeling overwhelmed. These 
components of self-compassion are distinct on a conceptual and 
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phenomenological level, but they are also interrelated and enhance 
each other (Neff, 2003b). Meta-analyses found self-compassion to 
have positive associations to cognitive, psychological, and affective 
well-being (Zessin et  al., 2015), emotional well-being (Bluth and 
Blanton, 2015), physical health and health behavior (Phillips and 
Hine, 2021), and self-efficacy (Liao et al., 2021), as well as negative 
associations to psychopathology (MacBeth and Gumley, 2012) and 
suicidal thoughts and behaviors and non-suicidal self-injury (Suh and 
Jeong, 2021). Moreover, self-compassion has a protecting moderating 
effect on the relationship between neuroticism and depression (Wang 
and Wu, 2024).

Similarities and differences between 
self-compassion and self-esteem

As already described, self-compassion is similar to self-esteem by 
representing a positive attitude toward the own self and both 
constructs have lots of positive psychological consequences for an 
individual’s self and identity. Barnes and Mongrain (2020) found the 
two constructs to be  significantly correlated (r = 0.45). Moreover, 
mindfulness which is an important facet of self-compassion has been 
found to positively predict self-esteem (Pepping et al., 2013). However, 
there are also crucial aspects in which the two constructs differ (Neff 
and Vonk, 2009). Self-esteem often depends on the successful 
attainment of goals or on appearing superior in social comparisons. 
Therefore, individuals motivated to maintain high self-esteem often 
engage in behaviors to defend their egos (for a review see Crocker and 
Park, 2004). That is why they reject true negative feedback and 
attribute own failures to external causes. They can also become angry 
and aggressive toward those who threaten their ego (Baumeister et al., 
1996). Self-compassion, in contrast, is a type of open-hearted 
awareness that can embrace all aspects of personal experience, 
including failures. This renders ego-defense unnecessary. Moreover, 
self-esteem is often defined by the feeling of being special and of 
standing out in the crowd. Conversely, self-compassion entails the 
feeling of shared human experiences and of being similar to others.

Another problematic feature of self-esteem is that while there are 
numerous interventions to boost self-esteem, their relative efficacy 
and the characteristics that moderate this efficacy remain unclear. In 
their meta-analysis of 119 studies, Niveau et al. (2021) found only 
small effects of interventions on adults’ global self-esteem, regardless 
of their format, the target population, and the length of the 
intervention. In contrast, a recent meta-analysis found that self-
compassion interventions for adults and adolescents have a moderate 
effect on improving self-compassion across 27 studies in different 
cultural contexts (Ferrari et  al., 2019). Research assessing both 
constructs has shown that self-compassion predicts unique variance 
in depression and anxiety when controlling for self-esteem (Neff, 
2003a). In contrast to self-esteem, self-compassion is not associated 
with narcissism (Neff, 2003a; Neff and Vonk, 2009). Self-compassion 
predicts more stable feelings of self-worth than self-esteem and is less 
contingent on particular life outcomes (Neff and Vonk, 2009). While 
self-esteem is related to well-being due to feelings of superiority and 
self-confidence, self-compassion’s relations to well-being stem from 
feeling safe and secure. In general, self-compassion seems to entail 
many of the psychological benefits associated with self-esteem but 
does not involve the tendencies toward self-centeredness critics 

associated with high self-esteem (Crocker and Park, 2004; McMillan 
et al., 1994). These results suggest that self-compassion may be a useful 
alternative to self-esteem for defining what makes up a positive and 
healthy attitude toward the own self, and that self-compassion might 
be  more related to communal aspects of the self-concept than 
self-esteem.

Present research and hypotheses

In the present research, we  want to empirically test if self-
compassion is a communal alternative to the agentic concept of self-
esteem. Therefore, we examined the association between the agentic 
and communal self-concept with self-compassion (Studies 1 and 2) 
and also with self-esteem (Study 2). Derived from theory, we had the 
initial hypotheses that self-esteem is strongly related to agency, 
whereas self-compassion is strongly related to communion. This idea 
was also already expressed by Neff and Vonk (2009, p. 28). Neff (2006) 
could already show that self-compassion is predictive of positive 
relationship behavior and attachment security. The prediction 
regarding self-compassion also becomes evident from the statement 
by Neff and McGehee (2010, p.226) that self-compassion is 
“compassion turned inward” combined with the fact that compassion 
and kindness are communal constructs.

According to our literature search, we are not aware of any studies 
that directly tested the association between agency, communion, and 
self-compassion. However, we  found a few studies analyzing the 
association between self-compassion and constructs akin to agency 
and communion. In the USA, i.e., an individualistic country (like 
Germany, where we collected our data), self-compassion was predicted 
by an independent self-construal (akin to agency), but not by an 
interdependent self-construal (akin to communion; Neff et al., 2008). 
Regarding gender role self-concept, both femininity (akin to 
communion) and masculinity (akin to agency) were found to 
be  significantly related to self-compassion, but masculinity was a 
stronger predictor for self-compassion than femininity (Patzak et al., 
2017; Tatum, 2012; Yarnell et al., 2019). Considering these empirical 
results showing a strong association between agentic constructs and 
self-compassion, we revised our theoretically derived hypothesis for 
self-compassion accordingly: We  expected self-compassion to 
be predicted by communion (based on theoretical considerations) as 
well as by agency (based on previous empirical results).

Our studies contribute to former research by presenting the first 
data on the relationship between agency, communion, and self-
compassion. By utilizing the constructs of agency and communion 
and measuring them with the Agency-Communion-Inventory 
(AC-IN; Abele et  al., 2016), we  used a more contemporary 
conceptualization of self-concept and a more modern measurement 
scale than the previous studies using gender roles measured via the 
Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI; Bem, 1974) and the Personal 
Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ; Spence et al., 1974; for criticism on 
these measures see also Hoffman and Borders, 2001; Yarnell et al., 
2019). Moreover, the use of the AC-IN also allowed us to test the 
association between self-compassion and the different facets of agency 
and communion, i.e., agency-competence and agency-assertiveness, as 
well as communion-warmth and communion-morality. Another 
strength of the present studies is that we also analyzed the association 
with self-compassion on the level of its six subscales. In addition, 
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we assessed personal and relational self-esteem in Study 2, so that 
we could compare the associations between self-concept and self-
compassion and between self-concept and self-esteem within one 
sample to rule out sample-specific effects when simply comparing our 
results regarding the associations with self-compassion to former 
research analyzing the associations with self-esteem using different 
samples.1

Transparency and openness

We report how we determined our sample sizes, all data exclusions 
(if any), and all measures in all studies. All power and sensitivity 
analyses were conducted with G*Power (Faul et al., 2007). The data 
and materials are available at https://osf.io/srjf3/?view_only=db89af1
0ddcb45859d71b14bb514d9a9.

Study 1

In Study 1, we  analyzed the relationship between agency, 
communion, and self-compassion. We expected that self-compassion 
will be predicted by communion as well as by agency. We analyzed the 
association on the level of agentic and communal facets and of self-
compassion subscales in an explorative way.

Method

Sample
To detect a medium effect size (f2 = 0.15) in linear multiple 

regression (fixed model, single regression coefficient) with four 
predictors (i.e., two agentic and two communal facets), α = 0.05, 
and a power of 0.95, the minimum sample size needed is 89. Since 
the magnitude of a correlation can be expected to be stable at a 
sample size approaching 250 participants (Schönbrodt and 
Perugini, 2013), we aimed for a sample of approximately this size. 
We distributed the invitation to the online study via emails and 
messaging apps using a snowball system, resulting in 263 
participants. One participant withdrew his data at the end of the 
study, leaving us with a final sample of 179 women and 83 men 
(Mage = 36.20 years, SD = 15.48, range: 18–76). Most participants 
were employed (48.1%) or students (35.9%). Participants were 
rewarded with course credit or could take part in a lottery of five 
vouchers of 10€ each for a wellness store. In a sample of this size, 
an effect size of f2 = 0.05 (small to medium) can be detected.

Procedure
The online study took about 10 min per participant. After 

informed consent, participants first rated their agency and 
communion and then their self-compassion. Finally, we  assessed 
sociodemographic information.

1  For economic reasons and because personal and relational selves are more 

important than the collective self (Sedikides et al., 2013; see Introduction), 

we focused on personal and relational self-esteem.

Measures
Agentic and Communal Traits. Agency (α = 0.84) and 

communion (α = 0.81) together with their two facets each were 
measured with the AC-IN (Abele et al., 2016). Participants were asked 
to indicate how much the respective traits apply to them. Each 
subscale comprised 5 items (sample items: “friendly” [CW; α = 0.82], 
“trustworthy” [CM; α = 0.62], “have leadership qualities” [AA; 
α = 0.75], “intelligent” [AC; α = 0.80]). The items were presented in a 
bipolar format with a 7-point Likert-scale (e.g., very unfriendly --- 
3-2-1-0-1-2-3 --- very friendly). The bipolar scales were later recoded 
to 1 to 7 with higher ratings representing the positive pole of the trait 
(i.e., “very friendly” in the example). Traits were presented in 
mixed order.

Self-Compassion. Self-compassion (α = 0.90) was measured 
with the 26 items of the Self-Compassion Scale of Neff (2003a) in 
the German version of Hupfeld and Ruffieux (2011). Participants 
were asked to indicate how often they acted in the manner stated in 
each of the items. The scale consists of six subscales (sample items 
in brackets): self-kindness (“I’m kind to myself when I’m 
experiencing suffering.,” 5 items; α = 0.78), self-judgment (“When 
I see aspects of myself that I do not like, I get down on myself.,” 5 
items; α = 0.78), common humanity (“I try to see my failings as part 
of human condition.,” 4 items; α = 0.67), isolation (“When I fail at 
something that’s important to me I tend to feel alone in my failure.,” 
4 items; α = 0.78), mindfulness (“When something upsets me I try 
to keep my emotions in balance.,” 4 items; α = 0.67), and over-
identification (“When something upsets me I get carried away with 
my feelings.,” 4 items; α = 0.69). The items were answered on a 
5-point Likert-scale from 1 = almost never to 5 = almost always. For 
calculating the overall self-compassion score, the items of the 
negative subscales (self-judgment, isolation, and over-
identification) were reverse coded. The items were presented in 
mixed order.

Results

Preliminary analyses
Table  1 shows the descriptive statistics of and Table  2 the 

correlations between the measured variables.

Hypothesis testing
We calculated linear regressions with (a) agency and communion 

and (b) their four facets as predictors for self-compassion and its six 
subscales. The results of these 14 regressions are shown in Table 3. As 
expected, agency significantly predicted self-compassion. However, in 
contrast to our hypothesis, communion was no significant predictor 
for self-compassion.

Explorative analyses regarding the facets and the 
subscales

Regarding the associations between the two basic dimensions and 
self-compassion on the level of subscales, agency was a significant 
positive predictor for the three positive subscales (self-kindness, 
common humanity, and mindfulness) and a significant negative 
predictor for the three negative subscales (self-judgement, isolation, 
and over-identification). Communion was a positive predictor only 
for self-kindness.
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Regarding the associations between the agentic and communal 
facets and self-compassion, AA was a significant predictor for self-
compassion on the overall level, a significant positive predictor for the 
three positive subscales, and a significant negative predictor for the 
three negative subscales. CW was a positive predictor only for self-
kindness. AC and CM showed no predictive power for self-
compassion at all.

Study 2

Since the pattern of results between agency and communion 
with self-compassion obtained in Study 1 were partly unexpected 
and partly explorative, we  wanted to replicate these in Study 2. 
Therefore, we extended our hypotheses to the facets of agency and 
communion and the subscales of self-compassion following the 
pattern of results from Study 1: We  expected agency to be  a 
significant positive predictor for the three positive subscales (self-
kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) and a significant 
negative predictor for the three negative subscales (self-judgement, 
isolation, and over-identification). We predicted communion to 
be  a positive predictor only for self-kindness. Moreover, 
we  hypothesized AA to be  a significant predictor for self-
compassion on the overall level, a significant positive predictor for 
the three positive subscales and a significant negative predictor for 
the three negative subscales. We  expected CW to be  a positive 
predictor only for self-kindness.

We additionally assessed personal and relational self-esteem. 
We expected AA to be the strongest predictor for personal self-esteem 
and that the other three facets only show additional weaker predictive 
power (replication of the results in the German sample of Abele et al., 
2016). We hypothesized that relational self-esteem is predicted by 
AA, CW, and CM (replication of the results of Hauke and Abele, 
2020). By additionally assessing personal and relational self-esteem 

we could compare the relationships between agency and communion 
and these three different constructs of positive self-attitude within 
one sample.

Method

Sample
Since we wanted to replicate the pattern of results from Study 1 in 

an even bigger sample, we aimed for approximately 400 participants. 
We again distributed the invitation to the online study via emails and 
messaging-apps using a snowball system (different contacts than in 
Study 1), resulting in 443 participants. Two participants withdrew their 
data at the end of the study and we  excluded additional seven 
participants because they commented at the end of the study that they 
had problems answering the questionnaire. This left us with a final 
sample of 282 women, 145 men, 2 non-binary people, and 5 people not 
stating their gender (Mage = 31.39 years, SD = 13.67, range: 18–74). Most 
participants were students (50.0%) or employed (37.4%). Participants 
were rewarded with course credit or could take part in a lottery of five 
monetary prizes of 10€ each. In a sample of this size, a small effect size 
of f2 = 0.03 can be detected.

Procedure
The online study took about 12 min per participant. After informed 

consent, participants first rated their agency and communion and then 
their self-compassion, personal self-esteem, and relational self-esteem. 
Finally, we assessed sociodemographic information.

Measures
Agentic and Communal Traits. Agency (α = 0.86, αAA = 0.79, 

αAC = 0.81) and communion (α = 0.85, αCW = 0.81, αCM = 0.74) were 
measured as in Study 1.

Self-Compassion. Self-compassion (α = 0.91) was measured as in 
Study 1. The reliabilities of the six subscales were as follows: self-
kindness α = 0.83, self-judgment α = 0.79, common humanity 
α = 0.72, isolation α = 0.78, mindfulness α = 0.69, and over-
identification α = 0.65.

Personal Self-Esteem. Personal self-esteem was measured with a 
German version (von Collani and Herzberg, 2003) of the classical 
Rosenberg (1965) Self-Esteem Scale consisting of 10 items (sample 
item “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself,” α = 0.90). Participants 
answered the items on a 5-point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 
5 = strongly agree.

Relational Self-Esteem. Relational self-esteem was measured with 
the scale by Du et al. (2012) consisting of 7 items (sample item: “I am a 
worthy member of my circle of friends,” α = 0.86). Participants 
answered the items on a 5-point Likert-scale from 1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree.

Results

Preliminary analyses
The descriptive statistics and the correlations are shown in 

Tables 1, 2, respectively. Self-compassion was highly correlated with 
personal self-esteem, r = 0.76, p < 0.001, and also with relational self-
esteem, r = 0.41, p < 0.001. The two components of self-esteem also 
showed a strong correlation to each other, r = 0.59, p < 0.001.

TABLE 1  Means and standard deviations of the measured variables.

Variables Study 1
(N = 262)

Study 2
(N = 434)

M SD M SD

Agency 5.23 0.78 5.15 0.86

  Agency-Assertiveness 4.94 0.97 4.78 1.07

  Agency-Competence 5.51 0.77 5.52 0.83

Communion 5.98 0.64 5.96 0.67

  Communion-Morality 6.10 0.61 6.08 0.66

  Communion-Warmth 5.87 0.84 5.85 0.84

Self-Compassion 3.21 0.56 3.07 0.60

  Self-Kindness 3.15 0.73 3.04 0.79

  Self-Judgment 2.84 0.77 3.00 0.80

  Common Humanity 3.05 0.78 2.93 0.80

  Isolation 2.49 0.90 2.69 0.91

  Mindfulness 3.28 0.68 3.17 0.73

  Over-Identification 2.89 0.82 3.02 0.76

Personal Self-Esteem 3.80 0.81

Relational Self-Esteem 4.00 0.71

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1645815
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


H
au

ke-Fo
rm

an
 an

d
 K

o
llm

ayer�
10

.3
3

8
9

/fp
syg

.2
0

2
5.16

4
58

15

Fro
n

tie
rs in

 P
sych

o
lo

g
y

0
6

fro
n

tie
rsin

.o
rg

TABLE 2  Correlations between the measured variables (Study 1 above and Study 2 below the diagonal).

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

1. Agency – 0.92*** 0.87*** 0.12 0.19** 0.04 −0.41*** −0.30*** −0.30*** −0.18*** −0.33*** −0.32*** −0.32***

  2. Agency-Assertiveness 0.93*** – 0.60*** 0.07 0.14* −0.01 −0.44*** −0.29*** −0.33*** −0.18*** −0.40*** −0.31*** −0.38***

  3. Agency-Competence 0.88*** 0.65*** – 0.15* 0.21*** 0.08 −0.26*** −0.23*** −0.19*** −0.13*** −0.17*** −0.27*** −0.16***

4. Communion 0.36*** 0.26*** 0.40*** – 0.81*** 0.91*** −0.11*** −0.18*** −0.06*** −0.12*** −0.04*** −0.10*** −0.01***

  5. Communion-Morality 0.38*** 0.29*** 0.43*** 0.86*** – 0.48*** 0.13*** 0.13*** −0.09*** 0.10*** −0.09*** 0.13*** −0.03***

  6. Communion-Warmth 0.27*** 0.20*** 0.31*** 0.92*** 0.59*** – −0.07*** −0.18*** −0.02*** −0.11*** −0.01*** −0.06*** −0.04***

7. Self-Compassion 0.49*** 0.48*** 0.40*** 0.25*** 0.25*** 0.21*** – 0.76*** −0.80*** 0.52*** −0.78*** 0.71*** −0.73***

  8. Self-Kindness 0.37*** 0.34*** 0.33*** 0.26*** 0.21*** 0.25*** 0.81*** – −0.55*** 0.47*** −0.41*** 0.52*** −0.30***

  9. Self-Judgment −0.38*** −0.39*** −0.29*** −0.21*** −0.20*** −0.18*** −0.78*** −0.60*** – −0.20** 0.64*** −0.36*** 0.57***

  10. Common Humanity 0.29*** 0.28*** 0.24*** 0.18*** 0.15** 0.16*** 0.67*** 0.59*** −0.35*** – −0.17** 0.37*** −0.13*

  11. Isolation −0.41*** −0.40*** −0.35*** −0.22*** −0.22*** −0.18*** −0.78*** −0.45*** 0.60*** −0.33*** – −0.46*** 0.65***

  12. Mindfulness 0.38*** 0.37*** 0.32*** 0.16*** 0.16*** 0.13** 0.72*** 0.60*** −0.36*** 0.45*** −0.43*** – −0.49***

  13. Over-Identification −0.37*** −0.39*** −0.26*** −0.11* −0.17*** −0.04 −0.75*** −0.42*** 0.57*** −0.32*** 0.62*** −0.48*** –

14. Personal Self-Esteem 0.70*** 0.66*** 0.60*** 0.36*** 0.35*** 0.31*** 0.76*** 0.59*** −0.68*** 0.41*** −0.67*** 0.50*** −0.55*** –

15. Relational Self-Esteem 0.50*** 0.45*** 0.46*** 0.37*** 0.32*** 0.33*** 0.41*** 0.36*** −0.31*** 0.30*** −0.38*** 0.27*** −0.23*** 0.59***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Hypothesis testing
We again calculated linear regressions with (a) agency and 

communion and (b) their four facets as predictors for self-compassion, 
its six subscales, and the two self-esteem components. The results of 
these 18 regressions are shown in Table 4.

Supporting our hypothesis, agency and communion significantly 
predicted self-compassion. However, the predictive power of agency was 
much stronger than the one of communion. Regarding the associations 
between the two basic dimensions and self-compassion on the level of 
subscales, agency was – as predicted – a significant positive predictor 
for the three positive subscales and a significant negative predictor for 
the three negative subscales. In accordance with the hypothesis, 
communion was a positive predictor only for self-kindness.

Concerning the associations between the agentic and communal 
facets and self-compassion, AA was – as expected – a significant predictor 
for self-compassion on the overall level, a significant positive predictor for 
the three positive subscales and a significant negative predictor for the 
three negative subscales. Also as predicted, CW was a positive predictor 
only for self-kindness. Additionally, and in contrast to the results of Study 
1, AC was a positive predictor for self-kindness and mindfulness and CM 
was a negative predictor for over-identification. The significant regression 
coefficient of CW for over-identification is a suppression effect (no 
significant corresponding correlation, see Table 2) and should therefore 
not be interpreted content-relatedly.

In line with our hypothesis, AA was the strongest predictor for 
personal self-esteem and AC and CW showed additional weaker 
predictive power. However, against predictions, CM was no significant 
predictor of personal self-esteem. As expected, relational self-esteem 
was predicted by AA and CW. But against predictions, CM did not 
predict relational self-esteem whereas AC did.

General discussion

The present research analyzed the relationship between self-
compassion and the agentic and communal self-concept. 

We  expected self-compassion to be  predicted by communion 
(based on theoretical considerations) as well as by agency (based 
on previous empirical results). In two online studies, we found very 
similar results: Self-compassion was strongly related to agency. 
This applied to all six components of self-compassion. In contrast, 
self-compassion was barely related to communion (no significant 
predictor in Study 1 and weak predictor in Study 2). Only the self-
compassion component self-kindness was significantly related to 
communion. Regarding the facets of agency and communion, self-
compassion overall and also its six components were strongly 
related to AA. Self-kindness was also additionally related to CW.2 
Concerning self-esteem (Study 2), our results mirrored prior 
research: Personal self-esteem was dominated by agency, especially 
by AA (Abele et al., 2016). Relational self-esteem was predicted by 
agency and communion (Hauke and Abele, 2020).

Theoretical implications

Overall, the associations between agency, communion and self-
compassion match those between the basic dimensions and self-
esteem, not only compared to previous research but also within the 
same sample (Study 2): Agency, especially AA, is crucial for a positive 
attitude regarding the self. The pattern of results also is consistent with 
studies analyzing the association between constructs akin to agency 
and communion which have already shown that, in individualistic 
countries, self-compassion is more strongly related to independence 
and masculinity than to interdependence and femininity (Neff et al., 
2008; Patzak et al., 2017; Tatum, 2012; Yarnell et al., 2019).

2  Moreover, in Study 2, self-kindness was also related to AC, mindfulness to 

AC, and over-identification negatively to CM. Since these three last results 

were not found in Study 1, we think that they should be replicated first before 

interpreting them.

TABLE 3  Self-compassion regressed on agency/communion and the four facets (study 1).

Predictors Self-
Compassion

Self-
Kindness

Self-
Judgment

Common 
Humanity

Isolation Mindfulness Over-
Identification

Agency/communion

F 26.21*** 16.00*** 12.91*** 5.63** 16.28*** 15.81*** 14.95***

R2 corr. 0.16 0.10 0.08 0.03 0.11 0.10 0.10

A 0.40*** 0.28*** −0.30*** 0.17** −0.33** 0.32*** −0.32***

C 0.07 0.15* −0.02 0.10 −0.01 0.06 0.05

Facets

F 16.22*** 8.79*** 8.03*** 3.09* 13.52*** 8.00*** 11.79***

R2 corr. 0.20 0.11 0.10 0.03 0.16 0.10 0.16

AA 0.44*** 0.25** −0.33*** 0.17* −0.47*** 0.23** −0.44***

AC −0.02 0.07 0.02 0.02 0.12 0.12 0.01

CM 0.05 −0.01 −0.05 0.03 −0.06 0.07 −0.01

CW 0.05 0.18** 0.01 0.09 0.02 0.02 0.03

Displayed are the standardized regression coefficients of linear regressions.
A = agency, C = communion, AA = agency-assertiveness, AC = agency-competence, CM = communion-morality, CW = communion-warmth.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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TABLE 4  Self-compassion and self-esteem regressed on agency/communion and the four facets (study 2).

Predictors Self-Compassion Self-Kindness Self-Judgment Common 
Humanity

Isolation Mindfulness Over-
Identification

Self-Esteem 
personal

Self-Esteem 
relational

Agency/communion

F 70.22*** 40.07*** 38.05*** 20.95*** 45.93*** 36.75*** 33.69*** 213.89*** 88.41***

R2 corr. 0.24 0.15 0.15 0.08 0.17 0.14 0.13 0.50 0.29

A 0.46*** 0.32*** −0.35*** 0.26*** −0.38*** 0.37*** −0.38*** 0.65*** 0.42***

C 0.09* 0.14** −0.09 0.08 −0.08 0.03 0.03 0.13*** 0.22***

Facets

F 36.43*** 20.96*** 20.77*** 10.92*** 23.32*** 18.49*** 21.24*** 108.33*** 44.59***

R2 corr. 0.25 0.16 0.15 0.08 0.17 0.14 0.16 0.50 0.29

AA 0.38*** 0.22*** −0.34*** 0.22*** −0.30*** 0.27*** −0.38*** 0.47*** 0.28***

AC 0.11 0.15* −0.03 0.07 −0.12 0.13* 0.01 0.24*** 0.20***

CM 0.05 −0.02 −0.05 0.01 −0.05 0.02 −0.13* 0.04 0.05

CW 0.07 0.17** −0.07 0.10 −0.06 0.03 [0.12*] 0.12** 0.19***

Displayed are the standardized regression coefficients of linear regressions, significant β-values in brackets are suppressor effects (no significant corresponding correlations) and not to be interpreted content-relatedly.
A = agency, C = communion, AA = agency-assertiveness, AC = agency-competence, CM = communion-morality, CW = communion-warmth.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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A possible explanation for the strong association of agency and 
self-compassion could be that the self is important to individuals high 
in agency. Therefore, the person does their utmost to feel good which 
corresponds to high self-compassion. Self-compassion is not only an 
attitude but rather a practice toward one’s self. Because AA is the 
motivational facet of agency, this facet is especially important because 
it constitutes the drive for feeling well and taking care of one’s needs. 
However, these explanations are post-hoc and examining the 
mechanisms between the association behind agency and self-
compassion is an interesting open question for further research.

The most surprising result of our study was that communion has no 
strong predictive value for self-compassion. This finding contradicts our 
theoretical considerations and also those by Neff and Vonk (2009) and 
Neff and McGehee (2010). While compassion (for others) is clearly 
related to a communal self-concept, self-compassion is not. This shows 
that communion might not be associated with the aspect of caring in 
general but with caring for others, which is in line with the definition of 
communion as the dimension for “getting along” (Hogan, 1982) and 
acting in the interest of others. In addition, our results indicate that self-
compassion is not simply an intrapersonal version of the interpersonal 
construct of compassion (Neff and McGehee, 2010).

In a nutshell, self-compassion might be an alternative positive 
attitude toward the self, but no communal alternative to self-esteem. 
This conclusion is also underlined by our preliminary analyses in 
Study 2 showing that the correlation of self-compassion with personal 
self-esteem (a rather agentic construct) is even stronger than the one 
with relational self-esteem (a rather communal construct). Our 
current interpretation of this finding is that also concerning self-
compassion the perspective (self vs. others) is more important than 
the content (compassionate, i.e., communal, practice) and for the self, 
agency is of utmost importance (Abele and Wojciszke, 2014). But the 
relationship between self-compassion and different aspects of self-
esteem itself could also be an interesting field for future research.

Practical implications

As already outlined in the theoretical introduction, self-
compassion has many positive consequences for psychological 
functioning and health. Therefore, people strive for increasing their 
self-compassion. In addition to programs directly addressing self-
compassion (e.g., Al-Refae et al., 2021; Arimitsu, 2016; Bluth et al., 
2016; Finlay-Jones et al., 2017; Neff and Germer, 2013), the present 
results suggest that interventions could also aim at improving the 
agentic self-concept, especially AA, to increase self-compassion. For 
instance, interventions could teach strategies for asserting oneself in 
social interactions or could aim at making situations in which one 
was assertive more salient to the self.

Limitations and directions for future 
research

First, we want to point out that some of the scales used had low 
reliabilities (0.60 < α < 0.70) so that some of the results should 
be interpreted with caution. Unfortunately, low reliabilities are often 
the case using subscales consisting only of four to five items. 
Regarding the global scales all reliabilities were good. Therefore, 

we are confident that our main results regarding the associations 
between agency, communion and self-compassion as well as self-
esteem are robust.

A limitation of the present research concerning the association of 
the agentic and communal facets with self-compassion is the 
correlative cross-sectional nature of the studies. Thereby, causal 
interpretations cannot be drawn. This means, we do not know if high 
AA leads to high self-compassion or if high self-compassion leads to 
high perceptions of AA. Longitudinal as well as experimental research 
on the association of self-concept and self-compassion seem to 
be valuable next steps for future studies.

Moreover, future studies should of course investigate potential 
mediators and moderators of the relationship between agency/
communion and a positive attitude toward oneself. Which are the 
mechanisms behind it? Is it goal pursuit, emotional regulation, or 
resilience in the eye of failures? Regarding potential moderators, research 
on the association between agency/communion and self-esteem could 
prove moderating effects of culture, religiosity, sex, and age (Gebauer 
et  al., 2013): Agency was more important for self-esteem in agentic 
cultures, as well as among nonreligious individuals, men, and younger 
adults. In contrast, communion was more important for self-esteem in 
communal cultures, as well as among religious individuals, women, and 
older adults. Are these moderators also applicable for the association 
between agency/communion and self-compassion? Effects of culture 
could be another limitation of our research. Our two samples were both 
drawn in Germany, i.e., an individualistic country (Hofstede et al., 2010). 
In individualistic countries where people focus more on agency, the 
association of agency and self-compassion could be stronger than in 
collectivistic countries where communion is more important. Neff et al. 
(2008) could for example already show that while in the USA (i.e., an 
individualistic country) self-compassion is related to independence (akin 
to agency), in Thailand (i.e., a collectivistic country) self-compassion is 
related to interdependence (akin to communion). Therefore, analyzing 
the associations between agency, communion and self-compassion in a 
collectivistic context could reveal interesting different results. However, 
other research regarding the association between self-concept and self-
esteem found only small cultural differences (Abele et al., 2016; Hauke 
and Abele, 2020): In Germany, France, Australia, Poland, China and the 
USA personal self-esteem was dominated by agency, especially by AA, 
whereas relational self-esteem was also associated with communion (in 
addition to agency).

Conclusion

Our research contributes to understanding the importance of 
different aspects of self-concept for a positive attitude toward the self. 
Starting with the expectation that communion is central for self-
compassion while agency is central for self-esteem, our results showed 
that high agency, and especially its facet assertiveness, is also crucial 
for high self-compassion. Thus, self-compassion seems to be  an 
alternative, but no communal alternative to self-esteem.
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