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According to Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1980), individual differences in adult attachment styles are based on
attachments formed during infancy with primary caregivers. Adults who form secure attachments feel safe and
secure in their relationships. Thosewho form insecure attachments do not. According to Self-Compassion Theory
(Neff, 2003a, 2003b), and supportedby research, self-compassion (i.e., compassionate attitudes and behaviors to-
wards oneself) is associated with a variety of positive psychological outcomes, while a lack of self-compassion is
associated with psychological distress (e.g., Barnard & Curry, 2011). Additionally, the fear of self-compassion has
been negatively associatedwith self-compassion (Joeng & Turner, 2015). In this current study, we extend the re-
search on attachment and self-compassion by examining how self-compassion and fear of self-compassion me-
diate two types of insecure attachment styles, anxious attachment and avoidant attachment, and two indicators
of emotional distress, depression and anxiety, among 473 Korean college students. Structural equationmodeling
indicated that self-compassion independentlymediated, and fear of self-compassion and self-compassion serially
mediated, the paths from anxious and avoidant attachment to depression and anxiety in expected directions. Re-
sults are interpreted from the perspective of Korean culture, including the influence of Confucianism on the ex-
pression of self-compassion.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

According to Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1980), infantswho donot
have their physical or emotional needs met by primary caregivers tend
to not form secure and trusting relationships (i.e., secure attachments)
with these caregivers nor do they tend, as adults, to form secure attach-
ments to friends or significant others. Through the emergence of inter-
nalworkingmodels (i.e., models containing the structure and content of
relationships with self and others; Collins & Read, 1994), which are
based on their earlier infant-caregiver interactions, these individuals be-
lieve that others upon whom they depend are inaccessible and uncar-
ing. Indeed, they may unintentionally establish relationships as adults
that mirror the unsupportive interactions they experienced as children.
Their patterns of interactions within these relationships tend to be rela-
tively devoid of closeness (i.e., insecure avoidant attachment), or

characterized by neediness, insecurity, and dependency (i.e., insecure
anxious attachment) (Hankin, Kassel, & Abela, 2005). These individuals
are also hypothesized to have a significantly increased risk for develop-
ing depression (Hankin et al., 2005).

Self-Compassion Theory (Neff, 2003a), and the research that has
tested this theory, have suggested that if insecurely attached adults de-
velop self-compassion, their emotional distress could decrease (Barnard
& Curry, 2011; Gilbert, McEwan, Matos, & Rivis, 2011; Joeng & Turner,
2015). Yet, insecurely attached individuals may be afraid of receiving
compassion for fear it would precipitate memories of unfulfilling rela-
tionships and exacerbate feelings of loneliness (Gilbert, 2010; Gilbert
et al., 2011). Moreover, studies in this area have shown that the fear of
self-compassion is negatively associated with self-compassion (Joeng
& Turner, 2015), and that self-compassion is negatively associated
with anxiety and depression (Barnard & Curry, 2011; Joeng & Turner,
2015). These mediating relationships have not been studied among
adults who are anxiously or avoidantly attached. Thus, given this gap
in the literature, we investigated whether fear of self-compassion and
self-compassion mediate anxious and avoidant attachment styles as
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these attachment styles predict two indicators of psychological distress,
depression and anxiety.

1.1. Attachment and emotional distress

Among insecurely attached adults, the two most common attach-
ment styles are avoidant attachment and anxious attachment. Anxious
attachment can occur in adults who have had unpredictable and incon-
sistent childhood caregivers (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000). Thus, they
yearn for constant reassurance from their significant others (Wei,
Mallinckrodt, Larson, & Zakalik, 2005); however, they have difficulty
accepting this reassurance because they do not believe they deserve it
(Wei, Liao, Ku, & Shaffer, 2011). Avoidantly attached adults had child-
hood caregivers who were consistent but unresponsive. They tend to
withdraw from others in order to avoid the anticipated disappointment
of not getting their needs met (Mikulincer, Shaver, & Pereg, 2003). Both
groups tend to have strained, untrusting relationships, dysfunctional at-
titudes, and rigid views about themselves and their worlds. Both groups
are vulnerable to greater emotional distress than are securely attached
individuals (Burnette, Davis, Green, Worthington, & Bradfield, 2009;
Hankin et al., 2005).

1.2. Self-compassion and fear of self-compassion

Self-compassion helps people who are insecurely attached experi-
ence less emotional distress (e.g., Neff, 2003a, 2003b; Raque-Bogdan,
Ericson, Jackson, Martin, & Bryan, 2011). According to Neff's (2003a,
2003b) Theory of Self-Compassion, self-compassion is comprised of
three dimensions: self-kindness versus self-judgment, common hu-
manity versus isolation, and mindfulness versus over-identification.
When self-compassionate people recognize their own failures, they ex-
ercise self-care instead of judging, berating, or belittling themselves.
They recognize that their imperfections, and their experiences, even
those that are the most painful, are part of the common human experi-
ence. They are also able tomaintain perspective and to approach stress-
ful situations mindfully (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007).

When people fear self-compassion, they resist being compassionate
towards themselves (Pauley & McPherson, 2010; Rockcliff, Gilbert,
McEwan, Lightman, & Glover, 2008). Individuals who have experienced
abuse or neglect as children, which may be analogous to the emotional
environment experienced by insecurely attached children, tend to de-
velop a fear of self-compassion (Gilbert et al., 2011; Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2007). Given these findings, and the theory and research that
undergird them, an examination of how the fear of self-compassion
and self-compassion serially mediate relationships between insecure
attachment styles and emotional distress is an important next step in
our quest to understand what initiates and maintains depression and
anxiety among insecurely attached adults. To date, however, there is a
lack of research that has examined these effects.

1.3. Purpose of the study

The purpose of this current study was to examine the mediating
roles of fear of self-compassion and self-compassion in the relationships
between avoidant and anxious attachment, and emotional distress, rep-
resented by anxiety and depression. Based on theory and on prior re-
search (e.g., Joeng & Turner, 2015), we hypothesized that 1) self-
compassion would mediate relationships between the attachment and
emotional distress variables, and that 2) the fear of self-compassion
and self-compassion also would exert a serially mediating effect upon
the emotional distress variables as they were predicted by the attach-
ment variables.

To examine these relationships, we built and tested a model using a
two-step approach of evaluating the measurement model and then
evaluating the structural model. The aim of this procedurewas to ascer-
tain convergent and discriminant validity (Campbell & Fiske, 1959), and

to increase the nomological validity of the structural model (see
Anderson & Gerbing, 1988 for a fuller explanation of the two-step
modeling approach). Given that we used cross-sectional data, wherein
neither causality nor directionality can be assumed, we also constructed
an alternate model in order to test and compare the efficacy of the hy-
pothesizedmodel against another theoretically plausible model. The al-
ternate model was based on Pauley and McPherson's (2010) findings
that people with higher levels of depression and anxiety are concerned
that they cannot develop self-compassion because of their emotional
distress. In this model, depression and anxiety mediated relationships
between anxious and avoidant attachment and fear of self-compassion;
and, depression, anxiety, and fear of self-compassionmediated relation-
ships between anxious and avoidant attachment and self-compassion.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Participants

Participantswere 473 college students from three South Korean uni-
versities. Of the participants, 288 (61%) were men, and 185 (39%) were
women. Mean age = 25.26 years (SD= 3.78).

2.2. Procedures

Participants were recruited through university email lists and
websites, and from psychology classes at their respective universities.
These participants voluntarily completed demographic information
and online self-report surveys, of which 473 were completed.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Attachment styles
The 18-item Anxious Attachment and 18-item Avoidant Attachment

subscales of the Korean version (Kim, 2004) of the Experiences in Close
Relationships-Revised Scale (Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000) was used
to measure adult attachment styles. Items were measured on a 7-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Sample items
are “I worry a lot about my relationships” (Anxious Attachment), and
“I prefer not to show a partner how I feel deep down” (Avoidant Attach-
ment). In a psychometric study of the Korean version of the ECR-R (Kim,
2004), the wording of items, and expected vs. observed rates of
responding were similar to the English version, as were the number
and dimensions of the latent constructs. In this current study,
Cronbach's α=0.94 for Anxious Attachment and α=0.79 for Avoidant
Attachment (Anxious AttachmentM=69.46, SD=13.85; Avoidant At-
tachmentM = 54.82, SD= 18.67).

2.3.2. Fear of self-compassion
Fear of self-compassion was measured using the Korean version

(Joeng, Choi, Kim, Lee, & Kim, 2015) of the Fear of Compassion for Self
Scale (Gilbert et al., 2011), which is one of three scales comprising the
Fears of Compassion instrument (Gilbert et al., 2011). Of the three scales
comprising this instrument, the Fear of Compassion for Self Scale was
the only one that bore directly on our research. This scale consists of
15 items scored on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = don't agree at all to
4= completely agree). A sample item is “I worry that if I start to develop
compassion for myself, I will become dependent on it.” By using back-
translation methods, it was found that the Korean version accurately
assessed the concepts measured by Gilbert et al.'s (2011) original En-
glish version (Joeng et al., 2015). Fear of self-compassion measured by
theKorean versionwas positively related to self-criticism, and negative-
ly related to self-compassion (Joeng et al., 2015). In this current study,
Cronbach's α = 0.94 (M = 34.52, SD= 11.83).
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2.3.3. Self-compassion
Self-compassion was measured using the Korean version (Kim,

Yi, Cho, Chai, & Lee, 2008) of the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS;
Neff, 2003b). This instrument consists of 26 items measured on a
5-point Likert Scale (1 = almost never to 5 = almost always). Six
scales comprise the instrument. Sample items are “I try to be loving
towards myself when I'm feeling emotional pain” (Self-Kindness
Scale, 5 items), “I'm disapproving and judgmental about my own
flaws and inadequacies” (Self-Judgment Scale, 5 items), “I try to
see my failings as part of the human condition” (Common Human-
ity Scale, 4 items), “When I fail at something that's important to me,
I tend to feel alone in my failure” (Isolation Scale, 4 items), “When
something upsets me I try to keep my emotions in balance” (Mind-
fulness Scale, 4 items), and “When I'm feeling down I tend to obsess
and fixate on what is wrong” (Over-Identification Scale, 4 items).
Self-compassion as measured by the Korean-version of SCS has
been negatively related to depression and anxiety, and positively
related to mental health, emotional regulation, and life satisfaction
(Kim et al., 2008). In this current study, Cronbach's α = 0.90 (M =
81.63, SD = 15.41).

2.3.4. Depression
Depression was measured using the Korean version (Chon, Choi, &

Yang, 2001) of the Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression
Scale (CES-D) (Radloff, 1977). This measure consists of 20 items
assessing the prevalence of depressive symptoms over the previous
week on a 4-point Likert scale (0 ≤ 1 day to 4 = most or all of the
time). A sample item is “I felt depressed”. Chon et al. (2001) reported
that the Korean version of CES-D had similar construct validity to the
CES-D among college students (Radloff, 1977). Cronbach's α = 0.92 in
this current study (M = 17.81, SD= 10.64).

2.3.5. Anxiety
Anxiety was measured using the Korean version (Kim, 1978) of

the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger, Gorsuch, & Lushene,
1970). This measure is comprised of two scales: the Trait Anxiety
Scale (STAI-T) and the State Anxiety Scale (STAI-S); however,
based on previous research that links insecure attachment styles
with characteristic manifestations of anxiety and excessive rumina-
tion (Burnette et al., 2009; Wei et al., 2011), we used only the STAI-
T in this current study. The STAI-T assesses the general frequency
of anxiety symptoms. It is comprised of 20 items that are rated on a
4-point Likert scale (1 = almost never to 4 = almost always).
Among college students, Han, Lee, and Tak (1993) reported that
the anxiety as measured by the Korean version of STAI-T has good
concurrent validity with anxiety as a personality trait as measured
by the Korean version of the Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale (Taylor,
1951). It also has good concurrent validity with neuroticism as mea-
sured by the Korean version of the Maudsley Medical Questionnaire
(Eysenck, 1952). In the present study, Cronbach's α = 0.94 (M =
43.33, SD = 10.22).

2.4. Data analysis

Both the measurement and structural models were evaluated using
the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), the Compara-
tive Fit Index (CFI), and the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI). RMSEA b0.10 in-
dicates an acceptable fit to the data (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). For TFI
and CLI, values closer to 1 indicate a better fit (Bollen, 2002). The Akaike
Information Criterion (AIC) and the Bayesian Information Criterion
(BIC) were used to determine fit superiority between the hypothesized
model and the alternativemodel, with lower AIC and BIC values indicat-
ing better fit (Kenny, 2015).

3. Data analysis

3.1. Preliminary analyses

Data were normally distributed. Males reported significantly greater
fear of self-compassion than females, F(1, 471)=6.690, p=0.01. There
were no significant group differences among any other variables.

3.2. Measurement model

Three item parcels were created for five of study variables, anxious
attachment, avoidant attachment, fear of self-compassion, depression,
and anxiety. We did this to encourage parsimoniousness and reduction
in various sources of sampling error, and decrease the chances for resid-
uals to be correlated (MacCallum,Widaman, Zhang, & Hong, 1999). We
used random assignment without replacement (Kishton & Widaman,
1994) to create these parcels. Cronbach's α for these parcels was 0.82–
0.83, 0.52–0.73, 0.81–0.86, 0.77–0.84, and 0.82–0.87, respectively.

We then created three parcels for self-compassion using Neff's
(2003b) theoretical conceptualization of self-compassion being com-
prised of three, two-dimensional components. Thus,we averaged scores
from Self-Kindness and its reverse, Self-Judgment, Common Humanity
and its reverse, Isolation, and Mindfulness and its reverse, Over-Identi-
fication to create the three measured variables of Self-Kindness, Com-
mon Humanity, and Mindfulness. Cronbach's α for these variable pairs
was 0.74–0.81.

We used maximum likelihood estimation with no missing data to
evaluate the measurement model. Goodness of fit tests of the measure-
ment model demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data, x2(120) =
504.037, p = 0.000, CFI = 0.951, TLI = 0.937, RMSEA = 0.082 [90%
CI = 0.075, 0.090]. All loadings of the measured variables on the latent
variables were significant at the 0.001 level (β = 0.744 to 0.947).

4. Results

4.1. Structural models

Analysis of the hypothesized structural model (see Fig. 1) also dem-
onstrated an acceptable fit to the data, x2(122) = 508.010, p = 0.000,
CFI = 0.950, TLI = 0.938, RMSEA = 0.082 [90% CI = 0.075, 0.089].
The structural model was as good a fit as the measurement model to
the data (∆X2 = 3.973, df=2, p N 0.05) (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and pro-
vided a more parsimonious explanation of the data than did the mea-
surement model (O'Rourke & Hatcher, 2013). In the hypothesized
model, β weights were significant at the 0.01 level (β = 0.100 to
0.772), except for the β weight for the path from anxious attachment
to anxiety (β = 0.037, p N 0.05), meaning that this path was fully
mediated.

Analysis of the alternative model showed that it also fit the data ad-
equately, x2(122) = 542.666, p = 0.000, CFI = 0.946, TLI = 0.932,
RMSEA = 0.085 [90% CI = 0.078, 0.093]. The chi-square difference
test between the alternative andmeasurement models yielded a signif-
icant difference. This test indicated that, unlike the hypothesizedmodel,
the alternative model did not provide as a good fit to the data as the
measurement model, ∆x2 = 38.629, df = 2, p b 0.01. Moreover, when
comparing the hypothesized and alternative structural models, the hy-
pothesizedmodel had lower AIC and BIC than the alternative model did
(hypothesized model AIC = 606.010 & BIC = 809.806; alternative
model AIC = 640.666 & BIC = 844.462). Thus, we judged that the hy-
pothesized model provided a better fit to the data than did the alterna-
tivemodel, and thereforewe only examined themediation chains in the
hypothesized model.

We analyzed 1000 bootstrap samples using user-defined estimands.
We found that the serial mediation of fear of self-compassion and self-
compassion and the mediating effect of self-compassion were signifi-
cant for all paths at the 0.01 level.
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5. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the mediating roles of fear of
self-compassion and self-compassion in the relationships between
insecure attachment and emotional distress. The paths from anx-
ious attachment to depression and from avoidant attachment to
depression were each partially mediated by self-compassion as a
stand-alone mediator. Both of these paths were also partially medi-
ated serially by the fear of self-compassion and self-compassion. In
addition, the path from avoidant attachment to anxiety was par-
tially mediated by self-compassion as a stand-alone mediator, and
also partially mediated serially by fear of self-compassion and
self-compassion. Finally, the path from anxious attachment to anx-
iety was fully mediated by the stand-alone mediator, self-compas-
sion. It was also fully mediated by the serial mediators of fear of
self-compassion and self-compassion.

When considering relationships explained by self-compassion
as a stand-alone mediator, results of this research indicated that
anxious and avoidant attachment styles were associated with less
self-compassion, and concomitantly with greater anxiety and de-
pression. These results were supported by findings from various
prior studies. For example, insecurely attached people have been
shown to experience more anxiety and depression, and also to
have less self-compassion, than securely attached people (Hankin
et al., 2005; Pepping, Davis, O'Donovan, & Pal, 2015). Additionally,
greater self-compassion has been associated with less emotional
distress (e.g., Pepping et al., 2015; Raque-Bogdan et al., 2011; Wei
et al., 2011); and the practice of self-compassion, which is under
the intentional control of the individual, has been shown to lead
to less depression and greater happiness (Shapira & Mongrain,
2010). Thus, the results of this current study suggest that if individ-
uals who have insecure attachment styles exercise self-kindness
and mindfulness, and if they perceive that their pain and struggle
are the same pain and struggle experienced by all humanity (Neff,
2003a, 2003b), they are more likely to be able to manage depression
and anxiety.

When considering relationships explained by fear of self-compas-
sion and self-compassion as serial mediators, results of this research
also indicated that fear of self-compassion was associated negatively
with self-compassion as these variables predicted greater anxiety and
depression. These results were supported by previous studies that sug-
gest that people who are anxiously or avoidantly attached are afraid of
self-compassion because they fear being emotionally hurt (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2007). In addition, these results were aligned with the results
of prior studies indicating that a) both the fear of self-compassion and
self-compassion are related to insecure attachment and to depression

and anxiety (Gilbert et al., 2011), and that b) the fear of self-compassion
and self-compassion serially mediate the path between self-criticism
and depression (Joeng & Turner, 2015). Thus, there is mounting evi-
dence that greater fear of self-compassion is related to less self-compas-
sion, and that these variables together play a role in the development
and maintenance of emotional distress among insecurely attached
adults.

Finally, differences were found between the paths from anxious and
avoidant attachment to anxiety, with self-compassion, andwith the fear
of self-compassion and self-compassion fully mediating the path from
anxious attachment to anxiety, but partially mediating the path from
avoidant attachment to anxiety. This suggests that self-compassion
and fear of self-compassion might operate differently depending on
whether those who are facing anxiety are anxiously or avoidantly at-
tached (e.g., Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

Reasons for this finding may be gleaned from prior studies. For ex-
ample, one study found that those individuals who are anxiously at-
tached had little capacity for coping with anxiety due to their inability
to self-sooth (Pepping et al., 2015). Thus, reducing their fear of self-com-
passion and increasing their self-compassion could effectively amelio-
rate their anxiety. However, those individuals who are avoidantly
attached tend to be defensive when anxious. They are likely to suppress
feelings of vulnerability and deny their need for compassionwhen faced
with anxiety producing situations (Pepping et al., 2015). Thus, theymay
also need to accept their feelings of vulnerability as well as reduce their
fear of self-compassion and increase their self-compassionate behavior
in order to effectively manage their anxiety. Future research will need
to be conducted to confirm each of these hypothesized mediational
chains, and to ascertain whether there are other variables moderating
them as well.

The results of this studymay be influenced by the culture of the par-
ticipants. The magnitude of one's self-compassion and fear of self-com-
passion can be determined in part by the specific features of one's
cultural beliefs and practices (Neff, Pisitsungkagarn, & Hsieh, 2008).
For example, in one study, Taiwanese students reported lower levels
of self-compassion than did Thai and American students (Neff et al.,
2008), which was interpreted to mean that the influence of Confucian
principles in Taiwanese culture encourages perfectionism and commu-
nal endeavor (i.e., valuing others'more than valuing oneself). Since Con-
fucianism is also a major shaper of culture, morality, and social
relationships in Korea (Stankov, 2010), it is likely that these same prin-
ciples encourage Korean college students to approach self-compassion
with apprehension and fear. Future research iswarranted in order to as-
certain the effect of culture on themediation effects of fear of self-com-
passion and self-compassion on depression and anxiety among
anxiously and avoidantly attached individuals.

Fig. 1. The hypothesized model Note: ⁎p b 0.05, ⁎⁎ p b 0.01, ⁎⁎⁎ p b 0.001.
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5.1. Limitations and directions for future research

Causality among the study variables cannot be assumed. Use of
cross-sectional data to test amediationmodel could result in an overes-
timation of temporal mediational effects (MacKinnon, Coxe, & Baraldi,
2012). Future studies should focus on longitudinal and experimental
designs in order to verify the directionality of variable relationships. Fi-
nally, future research should include cross-cultural differences and the
use of culture as a moderating variable in investigations of self-compas-
sion, fear of self-compassion, insecure attachment types and emotional
distress.

6. Conclusion

This study further clarifies and extends research regarding the
mechanismsunderlying relationships between two types of insecure at-
tachment, avoidant and anxious attachment, and emotional distress as
measured by depression and anxiety. It also contributes to the emerging
literature base in this area and can provide direction for future studies
focusing onways that fear of self-compassion and self-compassion con-
tribute to psychological distress. This study also contributes to the liter-
ature regarding self-compassion and fear of self-compassion in a
context other than a Western culture. Finally, the results of the study
provide us with greater clarity concerning of how the fear of self-com-
passion and self-compassionmediate depression and anxiety among in-
securely attached individuals.
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