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Abstract
Students in the transition period from school to work suffer excessive stress and burden due to its importance. Many are too busy
for successful transition, which could lead to academic burnout and depression. The present study was conducted to investigate
the effect of self-compassion on the relationships among academic demand, burnout, and depression. The data were drawn from a
school-to-work transition study of the mental health of senior university students from five universities in South Korea (N = 154,
female 50.6%). The analysis procedure included structural equation modeling and multi-group analysis. The students were
divided into high and low self-compassion groups (HSC; n = 78, LSC; n = 76) by the median value of self-compassion. The
fully mediated model was supported, where academic burnout explained the relationship between academic demands and
depression. The results of multi-group analysis demonstrated that the path coefficients from academic demand to burnout were
identical by group; however, the path coefficients from academic burnout to depression varied by the level of self-compassion,
suggesting that although students with a high level of self-compassion might feel burned out by academic demands, this would
not develop into depression. Self-compassion showed a possibility of moderating the development of depression from academic
burnout. This research provides a basis for developing interventions applying self-compassion to students suffering academic
burnout.

Keywords Self-compassion . Academic burnout . Depression . Academic stressmodel .Multi-group analysis

Students tend to nervous and stressful in the transition period
from school to society, a major life transition that entails prev-
alent and concurrent contextual and social role changes
(Schulenberg et al. 2004). For successful progression,
Korean college students need to prepare for various exams
such as graduation exams, national certifications, and employ-
ment exams. These exams could be perceived as demands that
cause overwhelming stress in students during the transition
(Lee et al. 2009). Indeed, one study found that about 79% of
Korean senior college students facing the transition feel stress
from future career-related issues (Shin and Chang 2003).

Excessive and continuous stress, however, leads to burnout
syndrome (Schaufeli and Taris 2014). The concept of burnout
has been extended to the academic setting as academic activ-
ities such as attending classes and doing assignments could be
counted as work, in that these activities have specific goals
such as passing exams and earning good grades (Schaufeli and
Taris 2005). Students’ burnout is defined as being emotionally
exhausted by study demands, having a cynical attitude, and
feeling inefficient as a student (Schaufeli et al. 2002). Student
burnout has been considered as a serious phenomenon be-
cause of its maladaptive consequences for students’ mental
and physical health (Schaufeli et al. 2002). It is important to
prevent burnout syndrome in students in the transition period,
which is full of choices and changes that affect their future life
(Buchmann and Kriesi 2011; Ng-Knight and Schoon 2017). If
students experience burnout during the transition, they do not
engage in behaviors preparing for their future, leading to neg-
ative developmental outcomes. Burnout in the transition peri-
od causes difficulties in vocational identity formation and neg-
ative consequences for self-concept and perception of control
(Ng-Knight and Schoon 2017). Moreover, a longitudinal
study identified burnout syndrome as causing depressive
symptoms in the long term (Hakanen et al. 2008). As

This researchwas the thesis of themaster’s degree of Kyeong Joo Lee and
it was under the supervision of professor Sang Min Lee. Correspondence
concerning this article should be addressed to Sang Min Lee.

* Kyeong Joo Lee
lkyeongjoo12@gmail.com

Sang Min Lee
leesang@korea.ac.kr

1 Department of Education, Korea University, Anam-Dong,
Seongbuk-Gu, Seoul, South Korea

Current Psychology
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-020-00843-9

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-020-00843-9&domain=pdf
mailto:lkyeongjoo12@gmail.com


depression leads to suicidal ideation, this outcome should be
seriously addressed (Beck et al. 1993); therefore, it is neces-
sary to determine what can prevent the development of de-
pression from burnout.

The developmental process has been investigated using the
Job Demand Resource Model (JD-R; Demerouti et al. 2001),
which is the most frequently applied model of the relation-
ships among job demands, resources, burnout, and engage-
ment. Demarouti and colleagues (2001) defined demands as
physical, social, or organizational aspects of a job that cost
physiological and psychological energy. Correspondingly, re-
sources were defined as physical, social, or organizational
factors providing benefits for achieving work goals, reducing
job demands, and stimulating personal growth and develop-
ment. As the JD-R model is not limited to specific job de-
mands or job resources, it has been confirmed as being appli-
cable to explain academic burnout (Cho et al. 2018; Moon
et al. 2018; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2014). The JD-R
model in the academic setting is defined as the academic stress
model (Moon et al. 2018). In the academic setting, study
loads, studying time, and parents’ pressure are the demands
on students, and autonomy support from the teacher, academic
support from parents, and peer support are the resources (Kim
et al. 2010; Cho et al. 2018). In the school context, it is more
important to secure personal resources than resources at the
organizational level, because there are few factors that stu-
dents can control. It is hard for students to change their school,
curriculum, teachers, classroom climate, or peers.

In this study, self-compassion was proposed as a personal
strength preventing the developmental process from burnout to
depression. According to Neff (2003a), self-compassion com-
prises being compassionate and caring toward oneself as well
as accepting one’s failures and difficulties with a nonjudgmen-
tal attitude. Self-compassion is related to well-being among
adolescents and adults (Neff and Vonk 2009). Increased self-
compassion predicts enhancedmental health over time (Gilbert
and Procter 2006) and is positively related to reduced stress.
Leary and colleagues (Leary et al. 2007) showed that self-
compassion was negatively related to negative feelings such
as anxiety, sadness, and self-consciousness and positively re-
lated to participants’ perceptions about how well they handle
difficult situations. The effects of self-compassion on students’
psychological variables within the academic setting have been
examined in several studies. According to Neff et al. (2005),
self-compassionate individuals have greater self-competence
for learning and lower fear of failure. They have a greater
tendency to foster adaptive academic achievement goals
than less self-compassionate students. Furthermore, self-
compassion has a positive relationship with intrinsic motiva-
tion and low levels of anxiety. Moreover, students with high
levels of self-compassion showed better emotional well-being
than less self-compassionate students when they were suffer-
ing from academic burnout (Lee 2013).

Self-compassion is related to emotion-focused strate-
gies. Among students who perceived their grade as a fail-
ure, self-compassionate students tend to use positive
emotion-focused coping strategies, such as reappraising
the failure as a chance for growth and accepting failure;
however, less self-compassionate students focus more on
negative emotions (Neff et al. 2005). This research results
also proved in a laboratory setting (Luo et al. 2018). In the
study of Luo et al. (2018), the effect of self-compassion
on emotional regulation and physiological stress reaction
was examined. The self-compassionate participants adjust
well their physiological and emotional reactions when
they faced with the aversive stressful situation than less
self-compassionate participants. Self-compassion has neg-
ative associations with self-criticism, depression, anxiety,
and neurotic perfectionism (Neff 2003a). Considering that
self-compassion is related to a lower fear of failure and
reinterpreting failure as a chance for growth (Neff et al.
2005), self-compassionate people would be able to cope
better with demands. Based on that assumption, it has
been proposed that self-compassion has a moderative ef-
fect on the association between demands and burnout.
Moreover, as self-compassion is negatively related to
self-criticism and depression (Neff 2003a), it is expected
to have a preventive effect on the development of academ-
ic burnout to depression.

There have thus far been few studies that have adopted the
academic stress model to show the effect of self-compassion
on academic burnout (Lee 2013). In the study of Zhang et al.
(2016), it was found out that self-compassion has a buffering
effect on academic stress and its emotional response. These
studies found out the effect of self-compassion in the academ-
ic setting, however, these studies had some limitations. Both
studies only considered observed variables and Zhang et al.
(2016) study had low generalizability, in that, this result is
significant only with participants who reported a high level
of academic stress. The current study aims to identify the
effects of self-compassion on the relationships among aca-
demic demand, academic burnout, and depression. To prove
the relationship among variables in a more precise way, SEM
(Structural Equation Modeling) was utilized which leads to
more valid results (Bollen and Pearl 2013). Specifically, we
conduct multi-group analysis to examine the effects of self-
compassion on the relationships among academic demand,
academic burnout, and depression. The differences would be
explored between self-compassionate students and less self-
compassionate students.

Hypothesis 1. Academic burnout fully mediates the rela-
tionship between academic demand and depression.

Hypothesis 2. Self-compassion moderates the relationship
between academic demand and burnout.

Hypothesis 3. Self-compassion has a moderating effect on
the development from burnout to depression.
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Method

Participants

Participants were university seniors (n = 154) studying for
exams for graduation, national certifications, and employ-
ment. Participants preparing to seek employment must pass
the respective exams (e.g., public officials, teachers). The av-
erage age of participants was 24.6 (SD = 1.83). As they are in
the transition period from school to society, these students
may be expected to show the highest level of academic stress.
For representativeness of sampling, demographic characteris-
tics (e.g., gender, location of university) were also considered.
As a result, a total of 154 students completed the survey, of
whom 84 (54.5%) were female; the response rate was 94.7%.
Table 1 presents the demographic information of the two
groups with high and low levels of self-compassion.

Procedure

The data of this study were drawn from a school-to-work
transition study to investigate the transition period from
school to society. Data collection for the survey started after
receiving approval from the Institutional ReviewBoard (IRB).
The data were then collected through an online link sent as a
text message to participants’ mobile phones. The participants
were recruited through the career development centers of five
universities. All the participants who completed the survey
received a gift card worth 5000 won as a reward.

Measures

Self-Compassion The Korean version of the Self-Compassion
Scale (K-SCS) was used to measure the self-compassion
levels of students. Kim et al. (2008) cross-validated the self-
compassion scale of Neff (2003a) in Korean. The internal
consistency was .87 in the validation study of Kim et al.
(2008) and .88 in the present study. It comprises 26 items
scored on a five-point Likert scale (e.g., “I try to be under-
standing and patient towards those aspects of my personality I
don’t like,” “I try to see my failings as part of the human
condition,” and “When something upsets me I try to keep
my emotions in balance”), where 1 = never true and 5 = al-
most always true. Of the 26 items, 13 (1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 11, 13, 16,
18, 20, 21, 24, 25) are reverse scored.

Academic Demand The Korean version of the Academic
Demand Scale (Lee et al. 2009) was used to assess the aca-
demic demand level of students. Lee et al. (2009) modified the
job demand scale for students developed by Jayaratne and
Chess (1983) and adjusted by Yoon (2000). In Lee et al.
(2009), the internal consistency was .89, and it was .87 in this
study. It has five items scored on a five-point Likert scale,
where 1 = never true and 5 = almost always true (e.g., “I have
a lot to study,” “I must study even when I feel not that good,”
“I feel there is no end of my study,” “I have a lot to study, so I
cannot do what I want,” and “I am always pressed for time
because I have a lot to study”).

Academic Burnout The Korean version of the MBI-SS (Shin
et al. 2011) was used to measure the academic burnout of
students. In the validation study of Shin et al. (2011), the
MBI-SS was found to have three factors: emotional exhaus-
tion, cynicism, and academic efficacy. In this study, only the
subscale of emotional exhaustion was employed, in that, ex-
haustion has been considered as the core factor of academic
burnout (Schaufeli and Taris 2014). The internal consistency
of emotional exhaustion was .86 in the Shin et al. (2011) and
this study. It has 5 items scored on a five-point Likert scale,
where 1 = never true and 5 = almost always true (e.g. “I felt
emotionally exhausted because of study,” “I feel completely
exhausted when I get home from school,” “When I wake up in
the morning, I feel stressed because I have to go school and
study again,” “I get a lot of stress from studying or attending
class,” and “I feel tired from studying”).

Depression To measure the depression level of students, the
Korean version of the CES-D (Chon and Rhee 1992) was
adopted, which has been used in the Korea Welfare Panel
Study. It has four subscales: depressed affect, positive affect,
somatic and retarded activity, and interpersonal. All four sub-
scales are used to assess depression. The internal consistency
of the CES-D was .89 in the validation study (Chon and Rhee,

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of participants (N = 154)

Variable LSC (N = 78) HSC (N = 76)

Gender

Male 32 (41.5%) 38 (50%)

Female 46 (58.5%) 38 (50%)

Status

Senior 38 (48.7%) 44 (57.9%)

Graduated 40 (51.3%) 32 (42.1%)

Region

Metropolitan 23 (29.5%) 25 (32.9%)

City 44 (56.4%) 41 (53.9%)

Provinces 11 (14.1%) 10 (13.2%)

Major

Social science 39 (50%) 30 (39.5%)

Engineering & life science 23 (29.5%) 32 (42.1%)

Art and humanity 13 (16.7%) 8 (10.5%)

Natural science 3 (3.8%) 6 (7.9%)

Note. LSC = low self-compassion group (n = 78), HSC = high self-
compassion group (n = 76)
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1992) and .86 in this study. The items are scored on a four-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 = never true to 4 = almost
always true, and items 2 and 7 were reverse scored (e.g., “I did
not feel like eating; my appetite was poor”).

Data Analysis

A multi-group mediation model was used to investigate the
effect of self-compassion on the relationships among academ-
ic demand, academic burnout, and depression. SPSS 21.0 was
used for descriptive statistics and intercorrelation analysis and
AMOS 21.0 was applied to perform multi-group mediation
modeling. The students were divided into two groups using
the median score of self-compassion as the cutoff. Such a
median split has frequently been used when examining mod-
eration effects (Kim et al. 2017; Kim et al. 2016; Slaney and
Brown 1983). The median was 3.12 out of 5.00; therefore,
students with self-compassion scores below or equal to 3.12
were classified as group 1, and students with self-compassion
scores above 3.12 formed group 2.

A few indices were used in this paper to appraise structural
equation models of this study: the Root-Mean-Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI). As the chi-squared test is sensitive
to the sample size, it was not applied as a model fit index in
this research. A model with CFI and TLI values above .90 is
considered a good model (Browne and Cudeck 1992), and
RMSEA below .08 is regarded as indicating a good fit
(Steiger 2007). Scaled chi-square differences and ΔCFI were
used to compare nested models. To identify whether the
models were identically perceived by groups, a configural
invariance test was carried out. Next, a path invariance test
was conducted following Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998)
to investigate group differences in each path of the model. The
invariance tests were performed by comparing the χ2 values
of the CFIs of the models. If the differences in χ2 values are
significant (p < .05), this indicates significant group differ-
ences. Bootstrap analysis was conducted to estimate the indi-
rect effect with bias-corrected standard errors and 95% confi-
dence intervals (CI).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, mean
comparisons, and correlation matrix of the variables of
the low and high self-compassion groups separately.
From Table 2, it may be seen that the students in the
low self-compassion group were more emotionally
exhausted and depressed than those in the high self-
compassion group. One-way analysis of variance

(ANOVA) was conducted to examine differences in the
means of variables between the two groups. Of the var-
iables, depression did not meet the assumption of equal
variance, so Welch’s ANOVA was used (Moder 2010),
showing significant differences in the means of academic
burnout and depression between the two groups; howev-
er, there were no significant differences in academic
demand.

Mediation Model

The measurement model was tested to examine the rela-
tionships between the latent variables and measures. The
model fit indices of the measurement model met the
criteria (RMSEA = .07, CFI = .945, TLI = .932), whereup-
on the intercorrelations of latent variables were found. In
the high self-compassion group, academic demand and
emotional exhaustion showed higher correlational coeffi-
cients (α = .62, p < .001) than the low self-compassion
group (α = .46, p < .001). Correlations of between aca-
demic demand and depression and between academic
burnout and depression were only significant in the low
self-compassion group, and not in the high self-
compassion group.

To set the research model, a comparison between the full
mediation model and the partial mediation model was carried
out. The partial mediation model fit indices showed good
model fit (RMSEA = .45, CFI = .932, TLI = .916); however,
the path from academic demand to depression was not signif-
icant (β = − .04, p > .05). Thus, the full mediation model was
applied, showing good model fit (RMSEA = .69, CFI = .946,
TLI = .934). The indirect effect of academic demand and de-
pression was demonstrated through bootstrapping analysis.
As the confidence interval did not contain 0 (95% CI [0.08,
0.33]), academic burnout fully mediates the relationship be-
tween academic demand and depression (Hypothesis 1). Thus,
the full mediation model was set as the research model of this
study.

Multigroup Analysis

Whether the latent variables were recognized identically
or not across groups is the basic issue in investigating
group differences in the relationships of latent variables
(Hong et al. 2003). Configural invariance and path in-
variance tests were carried out in sequence as suggested
by Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998). As shown in
Table 3, configural invariance is satisfied if there is no
significant difference between the baseline model and the
constrained model. No significant difference was found
in χ2 values (Δχ2 = 4.02, Δdf = 11, p = .969) upon com-
parison of the unconstrained model with the parameter-
constrained model across groups. Comparisons of metric
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invariance were conducted by constraining the factor
loading to be equal across groups. First, the path from
academic demand to academic burnout was constrained.
There was no significant difference in χ2 values (Δχ2 =
0.86, Δdf = 1, p = .353), meaning that the development
process from academic demand to academic burnout is
the same regardless of the level of self-compassion.
Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was rejected. There was a sig-
nificant difference in the path from academic burnout to
depression in χ2 values (Δχ2 = 6.89, Δdf = 1, p = .01),
meaning that this path was different for the low and high
self-compassion groups. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was
supported, as path invariance was not satisfied. As a
result, the parameter-constrained model was set as the
final model of this research; its standardized coefficients
and standard errors are presented in Fig. 1. We found
that the path from academic burnout to depression was
not significant in the high self-compassion group (β =
.22, p > .05), but was significant in the low self-
compassion group (β = .45, p < .001).

Next, we tested the indirect effect of emotional exhaustion
on the relationship between academic demand and depression
with multi-group mediation models across the low and high
self-compassion groups. To demonstrate indirect effects, bias-
corrected bootstrapping was applied. As the confidence inter-
val for the high self-compassion group (95% CI [−.01, .26])
contained 0, the indirect effect of academic demand on depres-
sion was not significant among students with high self-com-
passion. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to identify the effects of self-
compassion on the relationships among academic demand,
academic burnout, and depression. The result of comparing
the mean scores of each group indicated that students in the
low self-compassion group were more emotionally exhausted
and depressed than those in the high self-compassion group.
This result is in line with previous research that self-
compassion had a negative relationship with self-criticism,
depression, and anxiety (Neff 2003a). People with high self-
compassion feel less burned out because they are more resil-
ient in negative situations (Neff et al. 2005), and self-
compassion has a positive association with effective positive
coping strategies such as handling negative emotions effec-
tively and reappraisal (Neff et al. 2005); this could affect the
development of burnout, as students with high self-
compassion could positively cope with stressors and reap-
praise their stressful situation as a chance for growth, which
prevents the development of academic burnout from academic
demands. That self-compassion has a negative relationship
with depression is in line with previous studies. Neff et al.
(2005) found that the enhancement of self-compassion had a
positive effect on mental health, and it was found that in-
creased self-compassion helped reduce depression (Neff
2003b).

Multi-group structural equation modeling supported
Hypothesis 1, in that academic burnout fully mediated the
relationship between academic demands and depression. The
path from academic demands to depression was not signifi-
cant, indicating that academic demands only affected the de-
velopment of depression through burnout symptoms. The
mechanism of a path from high demands to burnout was dem-
onstrated by Hockey’s model of compensatory control
(Hockey 1997), which posited that when there are over-
whelming job demands, extra effort must be applied to accom-
plish work goals and prevent low performance; this entails
physical and psychological costs of fatigue, irritability, and
emotional exhaustion. In the academic context, when students
experience overwhelming study demands such as study over-
load and pressures, they expend extra energy to overcome
these demands, which leads to emotional exhaustion and

Table 3 Model fit indices of testing the invariance of the two self-
compassion groups

χ2 Δχ2 df Δdf CFI TLI RMSEA

Model 1 345.67*** 234 .944 .935 .040

Model 2 349.69*** 4.02 245 11 .948 .942 .037

Model 3 350.56*** .86 246 1 .948 .942 .037

Model 4 357.45*** 6.89** 247 1 .945 .939 .038

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Note. Model 1 = Unconstrained model, Model 2 = Factor loading
constrained, Model 3 = The path DE→BO constrained, Model 4 = The
path BO→DP constrained

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and
intercorrelations of the research
variables for LCS (n = 78) and
HSC (n = 76)

Variable Mean (Standard Deviation) F (1, 153) 1 2 3

LCS HCS Total

1. Academic demands 3.54 (.88) 3.33 (.81) 3.44 (.85) 2.30 – .53** −.38
2. Burnout 3.11 (.78) 2.83 (.89) 2.97 (.85) 4.34* .49** – .14

3. Depression 2.10 (.54) 1.70 (.39) 1.90 (.51) 27.25** .31** .45** –

** p < .001, ** p < .01
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cynical and inefficient attitudes toward study (McCarthy et al.
1990). Overwhelming study load and academic pressures for
academic achievement also cause students great stress. When
students suffer chronic academic stress without appropriate
coping strategies, it could develop into academic burnout
(Lee et al. 2009).

Academic burnout fully mediated the relationship between
academic demands and depression. Academic demands influ-
enced mental health only via burnout. Thus, academic de-
mands are not directly related to mental and health impair-
ment. This is in line with the health impairment process of
the JD-R model, which explained the process whereby high
demands cause burnout that leads to maladaptive conse-
quences in mental and physical health (Schaufeli and Taris
2014). The developmental process of burnout to depression
has been demonstrated in many studies (Hakanen et al. 2008;
Salmela-Aro et al. 2009; Shin et al. 2011). The more burned
out people are, the more depressive symptoms they show
(Iacovides et al. 2003). This result was also shown in academ-
ic contexts. Salmela-Aro et al. (2009) found that school burn-
out more strongly predicted depressive symptoms than vice
versa. In school, students suffering from burnout might not
have abundant resources to cope with their study demands,
which would make them frustrated, leading to depression.

Next, self-compassion did not moderate the relationship
between academic demands and burnout. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2 was rejected. This could be explained by

research investigating the effect of coping strategies on stu-
dents’ burnout. According to Alarcon et al. (2011), problem-
focused coping strategies were more beneficial than
emotional-focused ones for academic performance and
showed decreased perceptions of demands. Problem-focused
coping strategies are more proactive when facing demands.
When students have academic demands such as overwhelm-
ing study loads and inadequate study time, problem-focused
behavior to find specific ways of coping with these demands
would be more effective and practical in overcoming demand-
ing situations than reappraising the situation as a chance for
growth.

According to Neff et al. (2005), self-compassionate people
use more emotion-focused coping strategies when faced with
stressful events. Emotion-focused strategies are advantageous
when there is nothing helpful to solve the situation, such as
academic failure (Neff et al. 2005). However, the academic
demands in this study did not measure how they perceived
academic failure. Thus, in a situation where students can
change the results with proactive strategies, problem-focused
coping strategies are better than emotion-focused strategies.

Another reason why Hypothesis 2 was rejected is that the
items measuring academic demands predisposed students to
perceive academic demands as a hindrance regardless of self-
compassion level. According to previous studies (Cavanaugh
et al. 2000; Lazarus and Forlkman 1985), demands could be
categorized as hindrances and challenges. Challenges and

Fig. 1 Final model showing the standardized coefficients and standard
errors of each groups
Note. Multigroup structural equation model predictions of depression in
the high self-compassion group (HSC) and low self-compassion group
(LSC). The numbers outside and inside the parentheses are standardized

coefficients and standard errors, respectively. The numbers above and
below the arrows are for LSC and HSC, respectively. DEM=Academic
demand, BO =Academic Burnout, DEP = Depression, DA= depressed
affect, PA = positive affect, SR = Somatic and retarded activity, and
IP = Interpersonal. The error terms are omitted from this figure for clarity.
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hindrances are both appraised as stressful demands; however,
challenges tend to be perceived as offering the potential for
growth, but hindrances tend to be interpreted as thwarting
personal growth or future gains. It was found that when de-
mands are appraised as challenges, the relationship between
demands and burnout is lower than when the demands are
appraised as a hindrance (Crawford et al. 2010); however,
the items considering academic demands in this study were
mostly about excessive study loads and times, which were
likely to be perceived as hindrances (e.g., “I have to study
even I do not feel good,” “I have a lot to study, so I cannot
do what I want”). Moreover, the items imply little control of
students over the demands. When they do not have enough
control over demands, they can burn out more easily than
when they have some kind of control over them (De Jonge
et al. 2000). As both the high and low self-compassion groups
appraised the demands as a hindrance, both groups perceived
academic demands as leading to burnout regardless of the
level of self-compassion.

There is a difference by the level of self-compassion in the
development of depression from academic burnout.
Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported by the data. The pro-
gression from academic burnout to depression was not signif-
icant among people with high levels of self-compassion,
whereas it was significant in the low self-compassion group.
This is consistent with a previous result that when students
suffered from academic burnout, high self-compassion stu-
dents showed better emotional well-being than did the less
self-compassionate ones (Lee 2013). Moreover, it was sup-
ported by the former research findings that the buffering effect
of self-compassion on the association of academic stress and
negative emotional reaction (Zhang et al. 2016). The positive
association of self-compassion and mental health could ex-
plain this result. Self-compassion has a positive relationship
with mental health and contributes to reducing depression
(Gilbert and Procter 2006; Neff et al. 2005). This result relates
to the role of self-compassion in the process of accepting
failures and disappointments. Neff et al. (2005) investigated
the association of self-compassion and perceived academic
failure. After the participants accepted the results of their mid-
term exam, they responded to how dissatisfied they were with
their grades. It was found that self-compassionate students
used more emotion-focused coping strategies (e.g., accepting
that the stressful event has occurred and discharging negative
feelings) than avoidance-oriented coping strategies (e.g.,
rejecting the reality of the stressful event and giving up on
achieving their goals). Besides, they perceived the failure as
a chance for growth rather than as thwarting their self-worth
through a preoccupation with negative emotions. This dem-
onstrates that people with self-compassion are kinder to them-
selves and perceive failure as a process that anyone might
experience, attaining a greater balance of their negative feel-
ings. These manners of perceiving a dissatisfying situation

and coping with a confirmed result are why student burnout
did not as readily develop into depression among students
with high levels of self-compassion.

According to Neff et al. (2005), self-compassion proved a
strong negative predictor of social comparison in self-rumina-
tion, because when people are self-compassionate, they worry
less and care less about how other people judge themselves or
whether they are good or bad. As rumination and depression
have a positive relationship (Papageorgiou andWells 2003), a
moderating effect of self-compassion on the development of
depression seems reasonable. Leary et al. (2007) determined
that self-compassion had positive relationships with putting
the situation in perspective, instead of appraising oneself as
a “loser,” and with perceptions of how they coped well with a
demanding situation. Based on this result, self-compassionate
students should show a more positive attitude toward the self,
passing through demanding situations by thinking that they
did well even in difficult situations and that failure does not
mean that one is a loser.

This study has some implications. First, this research con-
tributes to the field by investigating the relationship between
academic demands, burnout, and depression. It was found that
academic burnout fully mediated the association of academic
demands and depression. It confirmed the energy-driven pro-
cess of the academic stress model in the transition period from
school to society. This research result is helpful for counselors
of students in transition, in that they could evaluate the status
of clients by referring to the developmental process whereby
demands go to academic burnout, leading to depression. By
appraising the status of their client, they could apply more
appropriate strategies to prevent burnout or depression, help-
ing them to prevent negative consequences such as depres-
sion, dropout, and academic failure caused by burnout
(Salmela-Aro et al. 2009). Considering the prolonged effect
of this transition, caring for the mental health of students dur-
ing the transition is important.

The result that academic demands lead to academic
burnout regardless of the level of self-compassion shows
the risk of overwhelming academic demands. The demands
accessed in the current study were study load and time,
which were perceived to be the factors leading to students’
burnout. Thus, an academic setting with an excessive study
load and time provokes burnout even in self-compassionate
students. Teachers and parents should carefully judge
whether their studying time and work are excessive and
give students some level of control over their demands
and support (Cho et al. 2018).

Cultivating self-compassion is proposed in this study as away
to help burned-out students from overwhelming academic de-
mands. We determined that self-compassion had a moderating
effect between academic burnout and depression. Its preventive
effect against burnout has been frequently studied (Diedrich et al.
2014; Raes 2011), indicating that it is necessary to promote self-
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compassion when advising and counseling students suffering
from academic burnout to prevent its progression to depression.
This research gives empirical evidence on how to apply self-
compassion in student counseling and guidance.

Limitations and Future Research

The main limitations of the present study lie in the failure to
identify the process whereby self-compassion affects engage-
ment, and in its reliance on self-reported measures. In the
present research, the effect of self-compassion as a personal
resource was not significant as a moderating effect on the
relationship between demands and burnout. If self-
compassionate students are more engaged than less self-
compassionate ones, the interaction effect of self-
compassion as a personal resource with academic demands
would be confirmed. Moreover, by identifying its effect on
engagement, it would be possible to investigate whether self-
compassion makes people appraise their demands as chal-
lenges. In future research, it will be necessary to investigate
the effect of self-compassion on engagement to determine
whether self-compassion could be a personal resource.

To increase the external validity of this study, it will be
necessary to adopt measures that do not rely on self-report
and to include various participants who are not in this specific
transition period. As Austin and colleagues pointed out, the
self-results of reported measures could be contaminated by an
individual’s tendency to respond to a specific way and partic-
ipants’ varying understanding of the items (Austin et al.
1998). To prevent these weaknesses of self-report, items that
are not only measured by oneself but also by one’s significant
others should be included. Moreover, as the participants in the
present study were students in the transition period from
school to society, the results of this study might not be easily
generalizable to other populations. Including a variety of par-
ticipants in future studies would be needed to generalize the
results of this study.

Conclusions

In conclusion, as the period of transition from school to work
society has been prolonged and become less stable, academic
advisors and counselors should care more about the mental
health of students in the transition period. Imposingmany tests
and requirements for graduation could be perceived as consti-
tuting overwhelming study demands on students. As these
demands could lead students to depression, specific interven-
tions are needed to achieve a successful transition. Self-
compassion was found to hinder the development from burn-
out to depression. Developing mental care programs applying
self-compassion could be an effective strategy to help students
in the transition period from school to work.
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