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Self-Compassion vs  Self-Indulgence
Different motivations, different outcomes

Both can look like being kind to yourself, and from the outside they can even involve the same action. The difference lies in the motivation
behind it, and in what it does for you over time.

K I N D N E S S  W I T H  A  L O N G  V I E W

Self-compassion
Meeting your own struggles with warmth and understanding: acknowledging
what is hard, remembering you are not alone in it, and responding in a way
that supports your wellbeing now and later (Neff, 2003).
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C O M F O R T  F O R  R I G H T  N O W

Self-indulgence
Giving in to an immediate want or urge, often to avoid discomfort. It can feel
good in the moment, but may leave the deeper need unmet, or create new
problems for later.
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Illustrative curves only, showing how each tends to unfold over time

01 Key differences

S E L F - C O M PA S S I O N SE LF- I ND ULG E NC E

Motivated by care and understanding I N T E N T I O N Motivated by immediate pleasure or relief

Acknowledges difficult emotions E M O T I O N S Avoids or numbs difficult emotions

Considers long-term wellbeing F O CU S Focuses on short-term comfort

Supports healthy boundaries B O U N D AR I E S Can erode limits or lead to overdoing it

Aligned with values and needs VAL U E S May pull away from values or goals

Builds self-trust and resilience O U T CO M E Can leave guilt, regret or more distress

02 What it can look like

S E L F - C O M PA S S I O N SE LF- I ND ULG E NC E

03 Same action, different function It’s not what you do, it’s why

Resting compassion · because I’m worn out and it helps me recover indulgence · to avoid something I need to face

A treat compassion · enjoyed as one of many ways I care for myself indulgence · the only way I get through hard feelings

Saying no compassion · to protect limits that matter to me indulgence · to dodge a commitment I value

A  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  Y O U R S E L F

“What would help me now, and still be kind to me later?”

In experiments, self-compassion after a setback increased motivation to improve, rather than letting people off the hook (Breines & Chen, 2012).

04 Reflection Notice · explore · choose

1  ·  N O T I C E

When do I tend to be self-compassionate?

When self-indulgent?

2  ·  E X P L O R E

What need might I be trying to meet in

each situation?

3  ·  C H O O S E

What is one more self-compassionate

response I could try next time?

S O URCE S Breines, J. G., & Chen, S. (2012). Self-compassion increases self-improvement motivation.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 38(9), 1133–1143.
Neff, K. D. (2003). Self-compassion: An alternative conceptualization of a healthy attitude
toward oneself. Self and Identity, 2(2), 85–101.

Neff, K. (2011). Self-compassion: The proven power of being kind to yourself. William Morrow.
Terry, M. L., & Leary, M. R. (2011). Self-compassion, self-regulation, and health. Self and
Identity, 10(3), 352–362.

© 2026 B&F Clinical Psychology · Evidence-informed educational resource · For educational purposes only.

Resting because you are genuinely depleted

Talking to yourself kindly after a mistake, then learning from it

Setting a boundary that protects your energy

Letting yourself feel sad without judging it

Reaching out for support when you are struggling

Scrolling for hours to avoid a difficult task

Eating, drinking or shopping to numb a feeling

Putting things off even as the stress builds

Ignoring responsibilities to escape discomfort

Saying yes to avoid a moment of awkwardness


