
Gender Differences in Psychological Distress During the COVID-19 Pandemic: 
The Paradoxical Roles of Compassion for Self and Others

Introduction 

Research Questions

• Self-compassion and compassion for others play paradoxical roles in buffering 
psychological distress (i.e., stress and anxiety) during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
self-compassion helps (Gutiérrez-Hernández et al., 2021), while compassion for 
others hurts (Cordaro et al., 2020). 

• Women, relative to men, report lower self-compassion and higher compassion 
for others (e.g., Pommier et al., 2020). Such gender differences in compassion 
towards self and others are reflections of a rigid system of gender roles that 
socialize women to be compassionate toward others but not themselves. 

• The present research explored whether young women college students’ higher 
psychological distress than the men counterparts during the COVID-19 
pandemic could be explained by their low self-compassion (Study 1 & 2) and 
high compassion for others (Study 2). 

Can gender differences in self-compassion and compassion for others explain 
gender differences in psychological distress during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Self-Compassion

Psychological 
Distress

Gender 
(Women = 1; 

Men = 0)

Study 1: -.44***St
ud

y 1
: -

.3
0*

* 
 

Study 2: -.46*** St
ud

y 2
: -

.3
1*

  

Note. *p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01., *** p ≤ .001

Compassion for 
Others

Psychological 
Distress

Gender 
(Women = 1; 

Men = 0)

Study 2: .63*** St
ud

y 2
: .

45
**

* 
 

Results

Conclusion and Implication
• Our studies show how gender differences in self-compassion and compassion 

for others, which are rooted in a strong cultural system of gender roles, 
contribute to the psychological distress gap between women and men during 
a highly distressing context such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• The current research calls once again for revisiting the gender roles imposed 
on women at the interpersonal and institutional levels. 

• Future studies should experimentally manipulate self-compassion and 
compassion for others to test their direct effects on the gender psychological 
distress gap .

Methods

Study 1 Study 2

Participants N = 281 college students 
(Mage = 21.19, SD = 4.80; 
75.30% female) 

N = 163 college students 
(Mage = 22.36, SD = 6.13; 
76.70% female)

Measures Self-compassion
(Raes et al., 2011; 𝛼 = .86),

Psychological distress during 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
(adapted from Young et al., 
2015; r = .78, p < .001 )

Self-compassion 
(Neff, 2003; 𝛼 = .93)

Compassion for others 
(Pommier et al., 2019; 𝛼 = .85)

Psychological distress during 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
(adapted from Young et al., 
2015; r = .66, p < .001 )
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