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Abstract 

The main purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between self-compassion, forgiveness and rejection 

sensitivity. Participants were 496 university students who completed the Self-compassion Scale, the Trait Forgiveness 

Scale and the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire. The data were analyzed with Pearson Moments Correlation 

Analysis and Multiple Regression Analysis (MRA). In findings, forgiveness and self-compassion were negatively 

related to rejection sensitivity, and forgiveness was also associated with self-compassion. Moreover, rejection 

sensitivity was predicted negatively by forgiveness and self-compassion, and also self-compassion is the best 

predictor for rejection sensitivity. The findings were discussed in light of the related literature. 
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1. Introduction 

Recently, there has been a trend in psychology which places high importance on the positive 

and developmental perspective towards the self (MacBeth & Gumley, 2012). Self-compassion, 

a concept influenced by this trend, has attracted considerable interest among researchers who 

aimed to explore its nature and analyze its relationships with other psychological constructs 

(e.g., Breines & Chen, 2012; Neff, 2003a; Neff, 2003b; Raes, 2010; Wei, Liao, Ku, & Shaffer, 

2011). Since its rise as a popular idea in contemporary psychology, a significant body of 

research has come up with findings showcasing that self-compassion is a useful coping strategy 

for a few reasons. Firstly, it can encourage constructive thinking and enhance positive emotions 

(Neff, Hsieh, & Dejitterat, 2005). Secondly, it can predict positive mental health and adaptive 

psychological functioning (e.g., Neff, Rude, & Kirkpatrick, 2007; Rendon, 2007; Yarnell & 

Neff, 2013). Finally it can promote resilience in negative life experiences (Akin, 2010; Neff, 

2003a; Neff & McGehee, 2010). 

 

For long years, enhancement of some self-view constructs such as self-esteem and self-care was 

thought to improve the healthy intra-individual attitudes and strengthen the functioning of 

individuals within the society (Neff, 2012). However, the challenge reached a peak when a 

series of research (e.g., Crocker & Park, 2004; Freis, Brown, & Arkin, 2015; Lee, 2014; Neff, 

2011) came up with data documenting the negative consequences of making immoderate effort 

to enhance self-esteem and self-care; with frustration, aggression, narcissistic manners and 

bullying being some of these consequences. On the other hand, self-compassion started to 

receive greater attention as an alternative strategy for individuals’ conception of their functional 
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attitudes towards themselves because self-compassion was less associated with damaging 

outcomes and it could improve easier than self-esteem which was more resistant to change 

(Neff, 2011; Bosson & Swan, 2009).  

 

Self-compassion was defined as the ability to alternate negative attitudes towards the self with a 

sense of warmth, concern and care (Neff & McGehee, 2009). According to Neff, and Dahm 

(2009) self-compassion includes three components interacting with each other. Firstly, self-

kindness is the caring and understanding attitude towards the self which replaces a negative self-

critical view. Therefore, it displays a stance which is far from a self-judgmental way of thinking. 

The second component is a sense of common humanity which is defined as the ability to think 

that making a mistake is common to everybody and that blaming the self for any failure is not 

an appropriate way of compensation. The third component of self-compassion is mindfulness. 

Mindful people are usually aware of their experiences and admit them as they are. They are less 

likely to over-identify with these experiences and to attribute the negative feelings associated 

with them to the self. 

 

Besides the evidence that indicates the relationship between self-compassion and adaptive 

psychological functioning, self-compassion has also been considered as a protective attitude 

against some tendencies which might cause negative outcomes for human well-being (Leary, 

Tate, Allen, Adams, & Hancock, 2007; Raes, 2010). As one of these tendencies, rejection 

sensitivity was defined as “the disposition to defensively expect, readily perceive and intensely 

react to rejection” (Erozkan, 2009, p.3). Rejection sensitivity might evoke negative emotions 

when there is a rejection by a partner, when expectations are not met (Wang, McDonald, Rubin, 

& Laursen, 2012), or when the individual is not liked, not appreciated or not included into a 

particular context (Erozkan, 2009).  

 

A distinctive characteristic of people with high rejection sensitivity is that they have an 

expectation of rejection by significant others. Rejection-sensitive people might perceive 

insensitive and minor behaviors of others as rejection, and overreact to such situations in a way 

that this reaction undermines their relationships with people and decreases their feelings of well-

being (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Depending on the level of frustration, the resulting painful 

situations might include self-harming behaviors such as prolonged isolation or negative self-

judgment (McDonald, Bowker, Rubin, Laursen, & Duchene, 2010).  

 

The likelihood for young people to experience rejection in their relationships is more than that 

of people from other age groups (Wang et al., 2012) because rejection sensitivity is particularly 

marked in young ages when people engage in a variety of relationships (Downey & Feldman, 

1996). University students consist of mostly young people who constantly interact with their 

environments for various reasons. They might set close friendships, form romantic relationships 

and/or get acquainted with colleagues in educational settings. What is common about these 

relations is that young people might highly rely on them in terms of social, emotional and 

academic support (Ozen, Sumer, & Demir, 2010). However, a possible frustration in these 

relationships might result in negative consequences (Bowker, Thomas, Norman, & Spencer, 

2011) when the sensitivity to rejection and reliance on these relationship is high.   

 

Moreover, the prior studies marked that the correlations between rejection sensitivity and 

adaptive or maladaptive psychological functioning, it has also damaged some structures which 

might cause negative outcomes for human well-being (Ayduk et al., 2008; Ayduk, Downey, & 

Kim, 2001; London, Downey, Bonica, & Paltin, 2007). As one of these structures, forgiveness 

was defined as an individual’s permission to reinstate trust in the relationship even though the 

person was subjected to hurtful behavior and the ability of both offending and offended 

individuals to discuss this hurtful behavior to improve their relationship (Hargrave & Sells 

(1997).  
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Forgiveness requires cognitive, emotional, and behavioral changes (Enright, Gassin, & Wu, 

1992). By leaving aside the fight with the person and incident that unjustly hurt herself, 

forgiveness is an individual’s willingness to forego anger and their rights to judge the offending 

person and to act in the same way to that person. And at the same time, this is a process to try to 

feel feelings toward the offending person that they do not deserve such as compassion, 

generosity, and love, and is an unconditional present related to acceptance that offended person 

offers to the offending person (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). McCullough, Worthington, and 

Rachal (1997) stated that the basic motives underlying forgiveness were decreased revenge and 

decreased avoidance with increased benevolence and good will towards the person committed 

the offense (transgression). Even though forgiveness is not a motive itself, it is based on the 

change in the motives of revenge, avoidance from the offending person, and kindness toward 

that person that emerges when the individual is offended. 

 

Forgiveness is individual’s process of replacing feelings of revenge with feelings of tolerance 

and empathy in order to improve the damaged relationship. Forgiveness does not require the 

denial of past errors and covering of errors. The process forgiveness is neither the ignoring of 

unfairness nor transformation of justice into revenge (Rodden, 2003). In addition to these 

different opinions on what is forgiveness, it is noted that it is different than some other concepts 

and this discrimination should be done. In various studies, forgiveness has been found to 

increase hope and self-esteem by reducing anxiety and depression (Al-Mabuk, Enright, & 

Cardis, 1995; Freedman & Enright, 1996; Hebl & Enright, 1993). Similarly, when compared 

with unforgiving individuals, forgiving individuals were found to have higher life satisfaction 

(Sastre, Vinsonneau, Neto, Girard, & Mullet, 2003) and better well-being (Karremans, Van 

Lange, Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer, 2003). 

 

1.1. The Current Study  

Considering the nature of self-compassion and forgiveness as positive attitudes towards the self 

or others and the potential benefit it might provide for overcoming the negative outcomes of 

rejection sensitivity, a relationship might be anticipated between these three constructs. 

Although past research examined the nature of these concepts separately and explored them in 

connection with some other constructs, the relationship between them has not been investigated 

before. Little research (Christman, 2012; Neff & Beretvas, 2013) to date has examined the 

effects of self-compassion in the context of rejection sensitivity. On the other hand, if those with 

high rejection sensitivity are able to master the skills of self-compassion, they may be less likely 

to experience the multitude of negative interpersonal consequences that are associated with 

rejection sensitivity. This study is an attempt to expand the literature and knowledge of self-

compassion in the form of a rejection sensitivity.  Rejection sensitivity has effective role on life 

satisfaction and it is negatively associated with life satisfaction (Ayduk, Downey, & Kim, 

2001). In contrast, self-compassion and forgiveness have positive relationship with life 

satisfaction (Allen, Goldwasser, & Leary, 2012; Sastre et al., 2003). Although the relationships 

between rejection sensitivity and abnormal variables such as depression (Ehnvall et al., 2009), 

social anxiety (Fang et al., 2011), negative parents attitudes have been widely examined, much 

less research has focused on rejection sensitivity and its relationship with self-structures like 

self-compassion and positive concept such as forgiveness. Embarking on this literature gap, this 

study aims to analyze the relationships between these three concepts.  We hypothesize that:  

 

H1: Self compassion is negatively associated with rejection sensitivity. 

H2: Self compassion is positively associated with forgiveness. 

H3: Forgiveness is negatively associated with rejection sensitivity. 

 

 

 

 



Sakız & Sarıçam 

International Journal of Human Behavioral Science 

 

© IJHBs All rights Reserved 

13 

2. Method 

 

2.1. Participants 

The present research was carried out with a sample of 496 university students 254 (51.21%) of 

whom were female and 242 (48.79%) were male students from different grade levels enrolled in 

different departments of a mid-size state university in Turkey. Their ages ranged from 18 to 32 

years (M= 21.86). 102 students (20.56%) were freshmen, 123 (24.80%) were sophomores, 149 

(30.04%) were juniors and 122 (24.60%) were senior students. 

 

2.2. Instruments 

 

2.2.1. Self-Compassion Scale 

Self-compassion was measured by using Self-Compassion Scale (Neff, 2003b). Self-

compassion Scale is a 26-item self-report measurement consisting of six sub-scales which 

measure self-kindness, self-judgment, common humanity, isolation, mindfulness, and over-

identification. Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree to 

5=strongly agree). Turkish adaptation of this scale was done by Deniz, Kesici, & Sümer (2008). 

Cronbach α internal consistency coefficient was found as . 89. In the concurrent validity, 

significant relationships were found between the self-esteem (r= .62), life satisfaction (r=.45) 

and self-compassion. Test-retest reliability coefficient was .83. 

 

2.2.2. Trait Forgiveness Scale (TFS) 

TFS was developed by Berry, Worthington, O’Connor, Parrott III, & Wade (2004), and it 

consists of 10-items (e.g., “I can usually forgive and forget an insult”) and one dimension. Each 

item was rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree). Turkish 

adaptation of this scale was done by Sarıçam and Akın (2013). According to confirmatory factor 

analyses, 10 items yielded one factors as original form and that the one-dimensional model was 

well fit (χ²= 106.47, sd= 32, RMSEA= .077, CFI= .89, GFI= .95, AGFI= .91, SRMR= .062). 

Factor loadings ranged from .52 to .77. Cronbach α internal consistency coefficient was found 

as . 67. In the concurrent validity significant relationship (r= .84) was found between the Trait 

Forgivingness Scale and The Heartland Forgiveness Scale. Test-retest reliability coefficient was 

.88. Corrected item-total correlations ranged from .37 to .48. 

 

2.2.3. Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ) 

The RSQ, developed by Downey and Feldman (1996) and adapted for Turkish participants by 

Erozkan (2004; 2009), was used to determine the rejection sensitivity levels of students. This 

questionnaire consists of 18 items (e.g., “You ask someone you don’t know well out on a date”) 

with each describing hypothetical interpersonal situations in which respondents make requests 

of important others such as parent, teacher, friend, or romantic partner. Participants are required 

to rate their agreement with each item on a 6-point scale (1=very unconcerned, 6=very 

concerned; 1=very unlikely, 6=very likely). Principal components’ analysis by Downey and 

Feldman led them to identify a one-factor solution that provided an adequate resolution of the 

item correlation matrix. They reported an internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of .83, 

test-retest reliability coefficients of .83 and .78 for three-week and four-month retest intervals, 

respectively, and supportive construct validation evidence from three additional studies. The 

internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of the RSQ was found to be .81 and the test-

retest reliability coefficient of the RSQ was calculated as .81. The parallel form validity of the 

RSQ was tested with the Interpersonal Sensitivity Measure (Boyce & Parker, 1989) and the 

correlation coefficient was found to be .64 (Erozkan, 2004). 

 

2.3. Data Analysis 

Permission for participation of students was obtained from related head of department. 

Researchers administered the self-report questionnaires to the students in the classroom 
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environment; participants were all volunteer students, not from intact classes. The measures 

were counterbalanced in administration. Students did not place their names on the measures and 

were advised not to talk each other. Participants completed the questionnaires in approximately 

in 15 min. 
 

In this study, the analysis of the data was carried out using Pearson’s correlation and stepwise 

regression method analysis. Before carrying out the analysis, normality, homogeneity, 

Mahalanobis distance values, singularity, tolerance, VIF, and Durbin-Watson hypothesis were 

controlled. For multiple regression analysis, rejection sensitivity was entered as dependent 

variable; self-compassion, and forgiveness were entered as independent variables. These 

analyses were carried out using package analysis programmer. 

 

3. Findings 

 

3.1. Intercorrelations and Descriptive Data 

Pearson product moment correlation test was applied for finding correlation coefficients 

between variables and results was shown Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics, Alphas, and Inter-correlations of the Variables 

Variable 1 2 3 

1. Self-compassion - .47** -.55** 

2. Forgiveness  - - -.45** 

3. Rejection Sensitivity   - 

M 81.64 37.22 45.50 

SD 17.28 7.72 16.47 

Alpha .80 .82 .73 

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

Table 1 shows the inter-correlations of the variables, means, standard deviations, and internal 

consistency coefficients of the variables used. When the table is examined, it is seen that there 

were significant correlations between self-compassion, forgiveness and rejection sensitivity. 

Self-compassion, (r=-.55, p< .01) and forgiveness (r=-.45, p< .01) related negatively to 

rejection sensitivity. Moreover, there is a positive significant correlation between self-

compassion and forgiveness (r=.47, p< .01) 
 

3.2. Regression Analysis 

Before creating the regression analysis to be used in the current study, the relationships between 

all variables were taken into consideration. However; alternative models were tested with the 

related total points of three variables and the last finding which demonstrated the most excellent 

concinnity is described in Table 2.   
 

Table 2: Multiple linear regression analysis for rejection sensitivity 

Variables Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

    

 B SEB β t R R2 F 

1. Self-compassion -.53 .04 -.55 14.24* .55 .30 202.80 

2. Self-compassion + -.42 .04 -.44 10.29* 
.59 .35 124.21 

    Forgiveness -.51 .09 -.24 5.66* 

*p<.001 

Dependent variable: Rejection sensitivity (RS) 

Independent variable: Self compassion (SC), Forgiveness (F) 
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As a result of the stepwise multiple regression analysis made, it is observed that the model is 

significant (R=.59, R2= .35, F= 124.21, p= 0,000) and the independent variables entering the 

regression analysis explain 35% of the changes on the dependent variable. In that case, self-

compassion is the one of the best predictor for rejection sensitivity. 
 

4. Discussion 

The basic aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between self-compassion, 

forgiveness and rejection sensitivity. First, as hypothesized, self-compassion has negatively 

predicted to rejection sensitivity. Present research finding suggests that higher self-compassion 

is associated with lower rejection sensitivity. Although research in this subject is bounded, there 

is support that self-compassionate people function better in relationships than those low in self-

compassion. Baker and McNulty (2011) found that men high in self-compassion were more 

motivated to fix interpersonal mistakes, demonstrated increased problem solving behaviors, 

demonstrated accommodation, and reported fewer declines in relationship satisfaction over 

time, than men low in self-compassion. Christman (2012) claim that some of the negative 

consequences of rejection sensitivity, namely poor relationship satisfaction and increased levels 

of depression may depend on the level of self-compassion, such that with high levels of self-

compassion, there were no significant associations between rejection sensitivity and depression, 

and rejection sensitivity and relationship satisfaction. That is to say, there is no direct 

relationship between rejection sensitivity and self-compassion.  

 

Second, as anticipated, self-compassion was positively related to forgiveness. Roxas, David, 

and Caligner (2014) suggested that compassion involves being touched by the suffering of 

others, opening one’s awareness to others’ pain and not avoiding or disconnecting from it, so 

that feelings of kindness toward others and the desire to alleviate their suffering emerge. On the 

other hands, Forgiveness can be characterized as: 1) a choice to reconcile, 2) an attitude about 

setting things right, 3) a compassionate way of communicating, 4) a specific action, and 5) an 

ongoing, lifelong process. Above all, forgiveness expresses kindness. Forgiveness is a way of 

letting go of pain. When we forgive others, we release the pain of anger and bitterness. Sarıçam 

and Biçer (2015) emphasized that self-compassion was significantly associated with forgiveness 

of others. Neff and Pommier (2013) indicate that forgiving others requires understanding the 

vast web of causes and conditions that lead people to act as they do.  Namely, self-compassion 

is a deficient factor for forgiveness.  

 

Third, as estimated, rejection sensitivity was negatively predicted by forgiveness. Gollwitzer, 

Süssenbach, and Hannuschke (2015) also denoted that social rejection cause unforgiveness. 

None of us is immune to hurt, humiliation, rejection and spiritual suffering. These are part of 

our normal interactions and relationships with people. Almost daily we will encounter some 

hurt, and sometimes we react to this. One of the most common forms of reaction is to take 

offence, to become bitter, and this may lead to unwillingness to forgive (McIntosh et al., 2008). 

Although rejection sensitivity is a trigger of depression, forgiveness has repressive characteristic 

against depression. Therefore, and consistent with the results of the present study, it appears that 

if individuals can enhance their forgiveness, they may increase their rejection sensitivity. 

 

Forgiveness is characterized with positive attitudes of individuals towards themselves especially 

when they experience negative life events (Worthington, Witvliet, Pietrini, & Miller, 2007) like 

self-compassion (Leary et al., 2007; Neff, 2003b; Thompson & Waltz, 2008). Another feature 

of self-compassion is that people avoid harsh feelings and judgments about themselves and 

provide themselves with feelings of warmth, kindness and interconnectedness with the rest of 

humanity (Neff, 2003a). On the other hand, people who perceive that their relationships are 

ignored by others might feel rejected and react too strongly in this situation. At this point the 

prediction of a decrease in rejection sensitivity by the increase in domains of self-compassion 
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and forgiveness suggest that self-compassion might facilitate a healthier psychological process 

at the time when rejection sensitivity results in negative outcomes (Ayduk, Gyurak, & Luerssen, 

2009; McCarty, Wander, & McCauley, 2007) and poses threat to the well-being of the 

individual (Bowker et al., 2011). This benefit of self-compassion can particularly be illustrated 

in self-compassionate individuals’ motivation to constructively revise and self-regulate their 

interpersonal relationships and learn from these experiences (Breines & Chen, 2012). Similarly, 

forgiveness is a regulation mechanism of interpersonal relations and psychological well-being 

(Krause & Ellison, 2003). This constructive process can replace a self-harming behavior which 

might stem from attributing the reasons for rejection to the self. In addition to all these, self-

compassion has strong sub-factors such as self-kindness, mindfulness, and common humanity. 

Therefore its mediator role between forgiveness and rejection sensitivity may be normal. For 

example, the relationship between rejection sensitivity and mindfulness suggests that mindfully 

thinking can be an appropriate way of protecting the self from such damaging reactions because 

mindfulness can help to create a balanced and self-understanding attitude towards the present-

moment experience. As a result, this attitude might lessen the negative self-criticism evoked by 

attributing the reasons for the rejection to the self (Jopling, 2003; Neff, 2003a). In addition, 

recent research has shown that rejection sensitivity can also lead to damaging outcomes due to 

the self-judging and self-critical attitudes it evokes (Ayduk, Downey, & Kim, 2001; Pearson, 

Watkins, & Mullan, 2011). With this in mind, it can be maintained that self-kind people are not 

only more likely to be forgiving (Gilbert & Procter, 2006) but also to disengage in extreme self-

judging and self-critical behaviors because self-kindness can elevate feelings of self-

understanding and alleviate self-blaming attitudes (Neff, 2003a). This might prompt 

constructive reflection upon problems experienced in interpersonal relationships. There has 

been research emphasizing isolation and loneliness as outcomes of rejection sensitivity (e.g., 

Downey & Feldman, 1996; Sandstrom, Cillessen, & Eisenhower, 2003), and unforgiving 

(Fitness, 2001; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997; Worthington et al., 2007). 

 

5. Conclusion 

This is the first study which examined the relationship between self-compassion, forgiveness, 

and rejection sensitivity. Past research established that self-compassion could be a way of 

enabling young people to hold feelings of suffering, promote resilience in the event of negative 

life experiences and foster positive thinking about the self (Akin, 2010; Ayduk et al., 2001; Lee 

& Bang, 2010; Neff, 2003a; Neff & McGehee, 2010; Orzech, Shapiro, Brown, & McKay, 2009; 

Rimes & Wingrove, 2011; Schroevers & Brandsma, 2010). This potential of self-compassion 

was tested if it could be mediator role on relationship between forgiveness and rejection 

sensitivity. Findings revealed strong relationships between the three concepts. It is argued that 

self-compassion and forgiveness can be used as a way of combating the negative consequences 

of rejection sensitivity.      

     

This study was undertaken among university students. The population of university students 

usually consists of individuals who are more likely to engage in a variety of relationships (Wang 

et al., 2012). However, these relationships might result in real or imagined rejection which can 

negatively influence university students’ psychological functioning (Bowker et al., 2011). 

Findings of this study suggest that forgiveness and development of self-compassion can be 

useful for young people with high rejection sensitivity when they are encouraged to resist 

destructive self-critical tendencies, recognize the level of their interconnection with others, and 

deal with their emotions with greater clarity and equanimity (Neff, 2003a). 

 

Consequently, we highlight that interventions such as cognitive and behavioral counseling 

programs can consider self-compassion as a means of self-regulation, psychological well-being, 

forgiveness and healthy social functioning. When they employ self-compassion as an approach 

and target young people who experience relationship problems, these interventions can help 

people to (a) enhance their levels of interpersonal achievement, (b) develop empathy skills to 
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better understand others’ perspectives, and (c) achieve a level of regarding others and 

themselves positively and unconditionally. 

 

6. Limitations  

We should note that there are some limitations in the current study. In this design it was not 

possible to examine the developmental changes in self-compassion. Longitudinal studies can be 

addressed in order to study the developmental trends regarding the impact of self-compassion 

and forgiveness on individuals with rejection sensitivity. Secondly, although the number of 

participants was acceptable, a larger sample might be more beneficial in detecting more reliable 

interactions between variables. In addition, the research context was particular to a sample from 

a single university site in Turkey and the entire sample included Turkish students with similar 

cultural orientations. Although self-compassion, forgiveness and rejection remain universal 

concepts, it should not be assumed that the same findings and patterns will apply to Western 

cultures or more diverse populations. More cross-cultural studies representing participants with 

more diverse orientations can be conducted in order to check the extent to which findings can be 

generalized across participants and studies. 
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