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Objectives: This study examined the relationship between cognitive distortion and 
flourishing, with self-compassion as a potential mediator. Previous research has suggested 
that self-compassion is an effective coping mechanism for addressing psychological issues 
and enhancing overall well-being. While previous studies have examined the relationship 
between cognitive distortion and self-compassion, none have investigated the mediating role 
of self-compassion in the relationship between cognitive distortion and flourishing. Cognitive 
distortion is prevalent among young individuals and can adversely affect various aspects of 
mental health. This study aims to deepen our understanding of how self-compassion mitigates 
the negative impact of cognitive distortion and promotes flourishing. 

Methods: Information was collected through online surveys from 221 university students 
in Uttarakhand, India, to investigate the relationship. Pearson correlation coefficients were 
utilized to analyze the correlations. The process macro was employed to conduct a mediation 
analysis of the relationship between cognitive distortion and flourishing, with self-compassion 
as a mediating variable. This technique employs bootstrap confidence intervals to estimate 
indirect effects. 

Results: In the correlation analysis, cognitive distortion was negatively correlated with self-
compassion and flourishing, while self-compassion was positively correlated with flourishing. 
Regression analysis revealed that self-compassion partially mediated the relationship between 
cognitive distortion and flourishing. This study offers initial evidence suggesting that 
individuals with higher cognitive distortion may experience improved flourishing through 
self-compassion development. 

Discussion: The results underscore the significance of self-compassion in alleviating 
internalizing and externalizing issues among college students with distorted thoughts. 
Moreover, they offer coping mechanisms that can enhance flourishing levels.
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Highlights 

● The current study offers initial evidence suggesting that cultivating self-compassion may enhance flourishing in 
individuals exhibiting higher levels of cognitive distortion.

● The results underscore the significance of self-compassion in mitigating internalizing and externalizing issues 
among college students grappling with distorted thinking.

● This study suggests a potential advantage of focusing on self-compassion to enhance psychological well-being and 
flourishing among young individuals.

Plain Language Summary 

The current study aimed to develop a mediation model to elucidate the underlying mechanism of the relationship 
between cognitive distortion and flourishing among youth. Various studies have suggested that self-compassion is 
an adaptive coping strategy for psychological issues. Self-compassion is a valuable protective factor that can lead to 
improved well-being. Our findings highlight the negative impact of cognitive distortion on flourishing behavior. As 
expected, the results revealed a mediating effect of self-compassion on the relationship between cognitive distortion and 
flourishing. Our results indicate that cognitive distortion is negatively correlated with flourishing, and self-compassion 
can act as a protective factor in mitigating the adverse effects of cognitive distortions among youth. This suggests 
that targeting self-compassion may be beneficial for enhancing psychological well-being and flourishing among 
youth. Cognitive biases can also impact various aspects of life, such as development, education, employment, and 
relationships. Universities can play a crucial role in reaching out to the youth population during their critical transitional 
period by providing opportunities to develop self-compassion. Furthermore, to confidently adopt self-compassion 
by counselors and educators, researchers must demonstrate that such training will improve counselor performance, 
such as enhanced therapeutic relationships, empathy, and compassion towards clients, and most importantly, improve 
client outcomes. Many universities offer counseling services or support groups that can be utilized to introduce self-
compassion programs and interventions to help individuals develop healthy attitudes and adaptive coping mechanisms 
during challenging times in their lives.

Introduction

ental health issues among youth have 
become a growing concern in recent 
years, with researchers constantly high-
lighting the high prevalence of psy-
chological issues. Cognitive distortion 

[1], characterized by predictable information processing 
leading to recognizable inference errors, has been identi-
fied as a common cognitive feature associated with vari-
ous mental disorders. Cognitive biases distort the way 
individuals perceive the cognitive triad. Dysfunctional 
subjective constructs are created when different triads 
of cognitive biases are represented by different means. 
Human cognitive abilities are paramount and pivotal 
in understanding diverse situations. Extensive research 
suggests that cognitive distortion is linked to reduced 
psychological well-being and increased psychological 
distress [2], thus having a detrimental impact on mental 
health outcomes among youth.

Cognitive distortion

The transition period from adolescence to youth brings 
many challenges and opportunities for personal growth, 
a critical phase in life. During this developmental phase, 
youth often face cognitive distortions, such as irrational 
beliefs and negative self-evaluation, which can hinder 
their personal growth and well-being. According to the 
cognitive model, the world delivers people with events 
that are either negative, positive, or neutral. These events 
are automatically interpreted through thoughts, evoking 
specific emotions and moods. Emotions are generated 
by personal thoughts rather than actual events [3]. Cog-
nitive biases are also part of how people are persuaded 
to believe untrue things. Therefore, these thoughts am-
plify negative emotions and thoughts in a person, mak-
ing them feel rational but exacerbating the situation and 
making them feel bad about themselves [4]. How we 
process information also plays a vital role in a person’s 
emotional responses. According to many cognitive theo-
ries of affective disorders, negative information process-
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ing can lead to inappropriate behaviors and emotional 
consequences [5]. Maladaptive emotions arise when 
individuals interpret events through negative automatic 
thoughts. These negative automatic thoughts are rooted 
in cognitive biases originating from negative core beliefs 
or schemas. Understanding cognitive distortions’ under-
lying mechanisms, prevalence, and associated outcomes 
is essential for effective prevention and intervention.

Flourishing

Flourishing in youth refers to positive mental health and 
optimal functioning in various domains. Understanding 
the factors contributing to flourishing and well-being is 
vital for overall development. Flourishing has been rec-
ognized as a significant measure of life satisfaction and 
quality of life following the concept of psychological 
well-being and authentic happiness introduced by Selig-
man. Seligman proposed a model of flourishing called 
the “PERMA” model, consisting of five components: 
Positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, 
and achievement [6]. Research on flourishing also dem-
onstrated that flourishing leads to improved emotional 
strength, which helps to accept self-criticism and self-
judgment [7]. Flourishing also refers to optimal mental 
health characterized by social, psychological, and emo-
tional well-being [8]. Research suggests that flourishing 
is associated with various positive factors. Catalino and 
Fredrickson [9] have shown that flourishing is connected 
to positive emotional responsiveness and mindfulness. 
Additionally, it is linked to vitality, self-determination, 
personal growth, meaningful relationships, and fewer 
constraints on daily activities. Furthermore, positive 
emotions are vital for physical and psychological health, 
cognitive performance, and productivity [10]. Engaging 
in meaningful pursuits that bring fulfillment and enjoy-
ment empowers individuals to actualize their potential to 
the fullest extent. Nurturing satisfying interpersonal con-
nections significantly enhances one’s sense of happiness 
and overall welfare. Additionally, a sense of meaning is 
a significant dimension of flourishing, where individu-
als find purpose and direction in their lives by pursuing 
meaningful goals [11]. 

Self-compassion

Self-compassion refers to how we perceive and treat 
ourselves when faced with failure, inadequacy, and per-
sonal distress. Initially, as introduced by Neff [12], the 
concept of self-compassion was inspired by the broader 
notion of compassion for others in Buddhist philosophy 
[13]. According to Buddhism, compassion is all-encom-
passing and includes both oneself and others. Examin-

ing the overall experience of compassion is helpful to 
grasp the meaning of self-compassion. Goetz et al. [14] 
defined compassion as an emotion that arises when we 
witness someone else’s suffering and feel compelled to 
help them. This emotion is characterized by warmth and 
care rather than cold judgment and is driven by a desire 
to assist rather than harm. Self-compassion manifests 
in two distinct ways, each serving a different purpose. 
First, it can be gentle and nurturing, mainly towards self-
acceptance and comforting ourselves during emotional 
distress. Second, it can be strong and assertive, mainly 
when focused on self-protection, fulfilling essential 
needs, or motivating personal growth and transformation 
[15]. Numerous studies have consistently demonstrated 
a strong relationship between higher levels of self-com-
passion and decreased psychopathological symptoms. 
Several meta-analyses examining diverse adult and 
adolescent populations have reported significant rela-
tionships between self-compassion and various negative 
mental states, including depression, anxiety, stress, and 
suicidal thoughts [16, 17]. Longitudinal research con-
ducted by Stutts et al. [18] found that baseline levels of 
self-compassion predicted lower levels of depression, 
anxiety, and negative emotions after six months. Ad-
ditionally, Lee [19] discovered that an increase in self-
compassion over five years was associated with reduced 
psychopathology and decreased feelings of loneliness. 
Self-compassion mitigates psychopathology through 
various mechanisms. One critical mechanism involves 
reducing automatic and negative irrational thought pat-
terns. Furthermore, self-compassion is associated with 
decreased avoidance of negative emotions [20], reduced 
entanglement with negative emotions [21], and im-
proved emotion regulation skills [22]. Studies suggest 
that self-compassion positively impacts mental states by 
reducing negative emotions and fostering positive ones. 
For instance, in a longitudinal study, participants who 
wrote self-compassionate letters to themselves for five 
consecutive days experienced a decrease in depression 
levels for three months and an increase in happiness for 
six months [23].

Rationale for current study

This study examined the relationship between cogni-
tive distortion, flourishing, and self-compassion. We 
hypothesized that cognitive distortion would be nega-
tively correlated with flourishing and self-compassion, 
while flourishing would be positively correlated. Vari-
ous researchers have suggested self-compassion as an 
adaptive coping strategy for psychological issues. Self-
compassion has been recognized as a beneficial factor in 
promoting enhanced well-being. While previous studies 
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have explored the relationship between cognitive distor-
tions and self-compassion, none have investigated how 
self-compassion mediates the relationship between cog-
nitive distortions and flourishing. The prevalence of cog-
nitive distortion among youth affects their thought pro-
cesses in each domain of their lives, leading to a negative 
effect on mental health. This study will also enhance our 
understanding of mitigating cognitive distortions’ nega-
tive impact and the thought processes associated with 
promoting flourishing. Understanding these mecha-
nisms related to the mediating role of self-compassion 
can provide valuable insights into developing targeted 
interventions related to self-compassion, which can help 
encourage better mental health outcomes in youth fac-
ing cognitive distortions. Also, it hypothesized that self-
compassion would mediate the relationship between 
cognitive distortion and flourishing. 

Objectives

This study aims to investigate the mediating role of 
self-compassion in the relationship between cognitive 
distortion and flourishing among Indian youth. 

Materials and Methods

Research design

This study used a cross-sectional research design to 
examine the mediating role of self-compassion in the re-
lationship between cognitive distortion and flourishing. 

Participants and procedure 

The sample in the present study consisted of univer-
sity students aged 18-24 years (Mean±SD, 21.5±1.41) 
through random sampling. The study involved 250 stu-
dents recruited from different tertiary educational institu-
tions in Uttarakhand, India. Participants were included in 
the study if they understood English. Following a com-
prehensive inspection, incomplete or improperly filled 
questionnaires were excluded. After exclusion, 221 par-
ticipants remained in the study. The online survey was 
conducted by creating a Google form, and the link to the 
survey form was shared on different online platforms. 
Participants were provided with an information sheet, 
outlining the research goal when they first accessed the 
survey. The confidentiality of their responses and their 
right to withdraw from the research were explained to 
the participants. Participants then provided informed 
consent and completed the measures in an online format. 
The survey took approximately 15 minutes to complete.

Measures scales

The scales related to each construct were taken from 
their respective validated scales to measure the study’s 
variables. Permission was obtained from all the authors 
of the respective scales, and they were used in the study. 

Cognitive distortion scale (CDS)

The 40-item CDS [24] measures cognitive distortions, 
biased or unreasonable thought processes. The CDS 
identifies and quantifies the presence and severity of 
these distortions. The measure consists of five subscales 
meant to assess distinct elements of cognitive distor-
tion associated with traumatic events: Self-blame, self-
criticism, helplessness, hopelessness, and concern about 
risk. Respondents scored their agreement with each 
statement using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (“never”) 
to 5 (indicating “very often”). This evaluation allows in-
dividuals to indicate how much they display cognitive 
distortions. Each dimension contains eight items. The 
total score on the CDS is between 40 and 200, reflect-
ing the overall level of cognitive distortion, with a higher 
score indicating a higher prevalence of distorted thinking 
patterns. The CDS has well-established reliability (0.89) 
and validity (0.94) and has been widely used.

Flourishing scale (FS)

The FS [25] is an 8-item assessment tool for evaluat-
ing social-psychological well-being. It gauges various 
aspects of well-being, such as the perception of lead-
ing a purposeful and meaningful life. Respondents on 
a 7-point Likert scale assess their agreement with each 
statement from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). Higher scores on the scale, which has a total 
score range of 8-56, indicate a higher level of well-being. 
The FS demonstrated great reliability in the initial vali-
dation research conducted by Diener et al. [25] with a 
Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.87.

Self-compassion scale (SCS)

The SCS [26] is a 26-item questionnaire that measures 
self-compassion. It is divided into six parts: “Self-kind-
ness, self-judgment, common humanity, isolation, mind-
fulness, and over-identification.” Each subscale comprises 
several statements that people score on a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (nearly never) to 5 (almost often). 
The self-judgment, isolation, and mindfulness subscales 
are reverse-scored to determine the total self-compas-
sion score. Individual scores on each subscale are then 
summed, yielding an overall scale mean ranging from 1 
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to 5. Higher mean scores suggest greater self-compassion. 
The SCS exhibited great reliability in the initial study by 
Neff, with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.92.

Data analysis

IBM SPSS software, version 23 was used for the statis-
tical analysis. Initially, Q-Q plots were used to check the 
data for outliers, and the neutralization approach imput-
ed approximately 0.7% of the data. Furthermore, Gar-
son’s criterion verified the data’s normality. The kurtosis 
and skewness values were below Garson’s range of -2.00 
to +2.00. Pearson’s correlation coefficients were used to 
perform the correlations. The mediation analysis utilized 
the Process Macro (Hayes, 2017) [26], which employs 
bootstrap confidence intervals to estimate indirect ef-
fects. In the model analysis, 5000 bootstrap samples 
were analyzed. The 95% biased-corrected confidence 
intervals were used to determine significant effects. Es-
sentially, a mediated effect is thought to exist if a zero 
value does not exist between the confidence interval’s 
lower and upper bound range.

Results 

Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the Mean±SD and the intercorrela-
tions among the variables. As depicted in Table 1, cogni-
tive distortion exhibited negative correlations with self-

compassion (-0.38) and flourishing (-0.42). Conversely, 
self-compassion was positively correlated with flourish-
ing (0.23). These results satisfy the conditions outlined 
by Baron and Kenny for testing a mediation effect: sig-
nificant relationships between the predictor (cognitive 
distortion) and the mediator (self-compassion), the me-
diator (self-compassion) and the outcome (flourishing), 
and the predictor (cognitive distortion) and the outcome 
(flourishing).

Preacher and Hayes [27] utilized a mediation approach 
to analyze the model. This non-parametric bootstrapping 
technique offers statistically robust and precise results 
compared to traditional methods of meditation model-
ing. The results indicated a significant indirect effect of 
cognitive distortion on flourishing through self-compas-
sion (β=-0.06, 95% Confidence Interval (CI), -0.11%, 
-0.02%, P<0.001). Additionally, a significant direct ef-
fect of cognitive distortion on flourishing was observed 
even in the presence of the mediator (β=-0.341, 95% 
CI, -0.12%, -0.24%, P<0.001). Therefore, it can be con-
cluded that self-compassion partially mediates the rela-
tionship between cognitive distortion and flourishing. 
Furthermore, since (a×b×c) is positive, it suggests that 
self-compassion plays a complementary partial media-
tion role in the mentioned relationship. Table 2 presents 
the mediation analysis.

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation between variables (n=221)

Variables Mean±SD 1 2 3

1. Cognitive distortion 95.96±25.38 -

2. Self-compassion 40.91±7.92 - 0.38*** -

3. Flourishing 40.83±7.83 - 0.402*** 0.23*** -

*P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.001. 

Table 2. Meditational analysis summary

Model Pathways Direct Effect Indirect Effect
95% CI

Lower Bond Upper Bond

Cognitive distortion  self-compassion -0.286*** - -0.46 -0.21

Cognitive distortion  flourishing -0.341*** - -0.12 -0.24

Self-compassion  flourishing 0.195*** - -0.10 -0.23

Cognitive distortion  self-compassion  flourishing - -0.06*** -0.11 -0.02

Bootstrap same size=5000; ***P<0.001.  
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Discussion

In this study, a meditational model was developed to 
elucidate the mechanism underlying the relationship be-
tween cognitive distortion and flourishing among young 
individuals. Our results offer insights into how cognitive 
distortion predicts lower levels of flourishing. As antici-
pated, the results revealed a mediating role of self-com-
passion in the relationship between cognitive distortion 
and flourishing. Particularly, our direct approach confirms 
that cognitive distortion is inversely linked to flourishing, 
consistent with prior research results [28]. The results sug-
gest that cognitive distortion harms the mental well-being 
of individuals with early adverse irrational beliefs. High 
levels of self-compassion seem to mitigate the influence 
of irrational thoughts, as individuals with such traits tend 
to approach self-related information with openness and 
flexibility, potentially alleviating psychological and be-
havioral issues that contribute to psychological distress. 
Moreover, prior research [29] demonstrated a negative 
correlation between cognitive distortion and self-compas-
sion among young individuals. The indirect effect model 
revealed that even with self-compassion in the relation-
ship, the direct effect of cognitive distortion on flourishing 
remained significant. These results further support previ-
ous research indicating that enhancing self-compassion is 
linked to enhanced flourishing and psychological well-
being [30]. Furthermore, self-compassion may serve as a 
pivotal mechanism underlying the therapeutic effective-
ness of reappraisal in fostering positive psychological out-
comes. Therefore, individuals with higher levels of self-
compassion may experience less psychological distress 
than those with adverse cognitive distortions and lower 
self-compassion. Research has established that self-com-
passion mediates various theories elucidating stress and 
depression, such as the association between mindfulness 
and anxiety, the connection between college students’ un-
healthy perfectionism and symptoms of depression, and 
the relationship between self-stigma and depression [31]. 
However, the mediating role of self-compassion in the 
relationship between cognitive distortion and flourishing 
has not yet been explored. Therefore, these results offer 
additional empirical evidence supporting the protective 
function of self-compassion against irrational thought pat-
terns, as proposed by Neff [12]. Individuals who show 
kindness and understanding tend to have higher self-es-
teem than those who do not. As expected, the strong as-
sociation between self-compassion and thriving confirms 
Neff’s hypothesis [15]. Additionally, self-compassion was 
identified as a partial mediator, suggesting the existence 
of other variables that could further explain the relation-
ship between cognitive distortion and flourishing. How-

ever, individuals who demonstrate self-compassion may 
be more adept at treating themselves kindly than those 
who do not. Consequently, they may respond less harshly 
to negative thoughts, feeling more confident in address-
ing erroneous beliefs. Our results support integrating 
self-compassion training into psychological interventions 
for individuals with irrational thoughts. Self-compassion 
training has been utilized in various intervention models 
by psychologists working with individuals facing psycho-
logical distress, and has been demonstrated to be effective.

Implications

The results show that self-compassion can serve as a 
protective factor in alleviating the impact of cognitive 
distortions among young individuals. This suggests a po-
tential benefit of targeting interventions to enhance self-
compassion to improve youth’s psychological well-being 
and flourishing. Given that cognitive biases can influence 
various aspects of their lives, including development, edu-
cation, employment, and relationships, universities can 
play a significant role in offering opportunities to reach 
out to youth during this critical transitional period. Many 
universities provide counseling services or support groups 
that could serve as platforms for introducing self-com-
passion programs and interventions. These initiatives can 
help individuals cultivate a healthy mindset and adaptive 
coping mechanisms during challenging events. Moreover, 
previous research on self-compassion interventions has 
yielded promising results in general [32] and in clinical 
populations [33]. Also, social media can provide an op-
portunity to reach out to youth, creating awareness pro-
grams, workshops, and seminars about the importance of 
self-compassion and its protective benefits. Thus, includ-
ing these programs and interventions can help the youth 
population with cognitive distortions and improve their 
mental health outcomes.

Further directions for researchers

These results do not suggest that self-compassion is the 
sole mediating factor in the relationship between cognitive 
distortions and flourishing; other variables likely explain 
this relationship. Moreover, since self-report measures 
were utilized, future research could benefit from adopting 
an experimental and longitudinal approach to assess the 
effectiveness of self-compassion interventions in promot-
ing positive mental health. Additionally, exploring mul-
tiple mediators alongside self-compassion could elucidate 
their combined impact on psychological well-being.
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Conclusion

The present study proves that self-compassion partially 
mediates the relationship between cognitive distortion 
and flourishing. This discovery has implications for fu-
ture research on acquiring and applying self-compassion 
techniques. It is imperative to conduct further research 
to validate these results and expand them through con-
trolled empirical investigations testing the effectiveness 
of self-compassion training in enhancing counselors’ 
self–other compassion. Moreover, for self-compassion 
to be confidently integrated into counseling and educa-
tional practices, researchers must demonstrate that such 
training improves counselor performance (e.g. by en-
hancing the therapeutic relationship, empathy, and com-
passion for clients) and, importantly, client outcomes. Fi-
nally, the potential influence of demographic variables, 
such as gender, income, or religious beliefs on partici-
pants’ levels of self-compassion or flourishing was not 
examined in this study. Therefore, future studies should 
investigate whether these demographic factors suppress 
study variables.

Limitations

The current study employed a cross-sectional and cor-
relational design, precluding any causal inferences. Ad-
ditionally, using self-reporting tools, which assess trends 
rather than present states, introduces the potential for 
bias. Furthermore, these tools do not consider the influ-
ence of other variables. These limitations also apply to 
mediation models that rely on correlation pathways.
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