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Abstract
The simultaneous occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic and the transition to adult-
hood have posed particular obstacles to university students’ mental health. How-
ever, it remains unclear whether hope promotes mental health in the relationship 
between self-compassion, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction. Therefore, 
this study investigated the role of hope as a mediator in the relationship between 
self-compassion, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction among Vietnam-
ese undergraduate students in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants 
consisted of 484 students (aged 18–24) from several universities in Vietnam. To 
measure the four variables in the research model, we opted for the Self-Compas-
sion Scale, the State Hope Scale, the World Health Organization 5-item Well-Being 
Index, and the Satisfaction With Life Scale. The results showed that (1) self-com-
passion was significantly positively correlated with psychological well-being, (2) 
self-compassion was not correlated with life satisfaction, (3) hope was a mediator 
of the relationship between self-compassion and psychological well-being, and (4) 
hope was a mediator of the relationship between self-compassion and life satisfac-
tion. These findings suggest interventions on self-compassion to enhance hope and 
subsequently increase students’ mental health, which offers colleges, psychologists, 
and psychiatrists a guideline to cope with harmful psychological implications during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Introduction

Mental health in undergraduate students is major public health concerns globally 
(Dessauvagie et al., 2022). Preliminary findings have found the high prevalence 
of mental health problems among undergraduate students (Auerbach et al., 2016, 
2018; Dessauvagie et al., 2022; Evans-Lacko & Thornicroft, 2019). Student men-
tal health status has even worsened due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Shiratori 
et al., 2022). A large-scale meta-analytic study by Dragioti and colleagues (2022) 
also stated that COVID-19 has adversely affected mental health to a greater 
extent in undergraduate students in comparison with children, adolescents, and 
older adults. Yet, the availability of counseling services and healthcare treatment 
for undergraduate students at campuses is low (Dragioti et  al., 2022) and mini-
mally adequate (Auerbach et al., 2016). Thus, it is necessary to conduct studies to 
identify strategies that can enhance mental health among undergraduate students.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, university students have also been compelled to 
adopt many new behaviors including hygienic practices, online study environment, 
and distanced social interactions (Anderson et al., 2020). To successfully adapt to 
such new mode of functioning while maintaining good mental health, hope can be a 
protective factor (Satici et al., 2020). Hope includes positive expectations about the 
future (Snyder, 2000); hence, a student may hopefully expect that COVID-19 will 
pass and may therefore be able to better adapt to the current situation even if uncom-
fortable or distressful. Previous studies have demonstrated that hope is considered 
as a protective factor for university students’ psychological well-being in the face of 
COVID-19 (Lourenço et al., 2021) and that hope is associated with global life satis-
faction (Stander et al., 2015). Interestingly, self-compassion (defined as compassion 
directed towards oneself) is positively associated with hope (Yang et al., 2016), psy-
chological well-being (Tran et al., 2021), and life satisfaction (Arimitsu & Hofmann, 
2015). When the above findings are considered as a whole, undergraduate students 
with higher self-compassion may display higher hope, which can be associated with 
higher psychological well-being and life satisfaction.

More specially, previous studies have shed light on the positive association of 
(1) self-compassion and psychological well-being (Saricaoglu & Arslan, 2013; Tran 
et al., 2021; Tran et al., 2022a,b), (2) self-compassion and life satisfaction (Li et al, 
2021; Yang et al., 2016), (3) self-compassion and hope (Akin & Akin, 2014; Neff & 
Faso, 2015), (4) hope and psychological well-being (Kardas et al., 2019; Lourenço 
et  al., 2021), and (5) hope and life satisfaction (O’Sullivan, 2011; Stander et  al., 
2015). However, no study has yet examined the relationship between self-compas-
sion, hope, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction among undergraduate 
students, particularly Vietnamese undergraduate students during the third wave of 
COVID-19 infection.

Taken together, our study investigated the mediating role of hope in the asso-
ciations between self-compassion as an independent variable and psychological 
well-being and life satisfaction as dependent variables. Our study not only pre-
sented new ideas for preventing mental illness among undergraduate students, 
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but it also recommended a self-compassion program to help students cope with 
potential psychological problems during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Self‑Compassion and Psychological Well‑Being

Derived from Buddhist philosophy, self-compassion is conceptualized as “being 
caring and compassionate towards oneself in the face of hardship or perceived inad-
equacy” (Neff et  al., 2007, p. 140). During times of personal failure or suffering, 
being compassionate towards oneself protects from being harshly judgmental, self-
critical, seeing one’s failure or suffering in isolation from other humans, or over-
identifying with one’s painful feelings and thoughts (Neff, 2003a). Similarly, self-
compassion has been defined as having three dimensions, which are: (a) being kind 
and understanding toward oneself rather than being self-critical, (b) seeing one’s 
fallibility as part of the larger human condition and experience rather than living 
in isolation, and (c) holding one’s painful thoughts and feelings in mindful aware-
ness rather than avoiding them or overidentifying with them (Barnard et al., 2011; 
Neff, 2003a). Accordingly, the desired outcome of self-compassion is to increase 
psychological well-being (i.e., the emotional factor or the human feeling aspect of 
the meaning of life; Kardas et al., 2019), life satisfaction (i.e., people’s perception 
or cognitive factor about their life; Diener, 2000), behavioral motivation, and self-
regulation in terms of coping with stress during difficult times (Neff, 2003ab).

Self-compassion was used as an intervention to improve university students’ psy-
chological well-being (Hall et al., 2013; Kyeong, 2013; Saricaoglu & Arslan, 2013; 
Tran et al., 2021). Chen et al. (2013) defined psychological well-being as “the ful-
fillment of human potential and a meaningful life” (p. 1034). Ryff’s (2014) multidi-
mensional model proposed that psychological well-being comprises purpose in life, 
autonomy, personal growth, environmental mastery, positive relationships, and self-
acceptance. Cross-sectional studies among university students suggest that strong 
correlations between many subscales of psychological well-being and self-compas-
sion and thus among samples from Turkey (N = 636; [Saricaoglu & Arslan, 2013]), 
the United Kingdom (N = 182; [Hall et al., 2013]), Korea (N = 350, [Kyeong, 2013]), 
and Vietnam (N = 420; [Tran et al., 2021]). Since there have been a few studies on 
the positive association of self-compassion and psychological well-being among 
undergraduate students in the context of the COVID 19 pandemic, we predicted that 
students’ self-compassion will be significantly correlated with psychological well-
being during the COVID 19 pandemic.

Hypothesis 1: Self-compassion will be positively correlated with psychological 
well-being.

Self‑Compassion and Life Satisfaction

Self-compassion has also been found to be beneficial for college students in terms 
of their life satisfaction (Arimitsu & Hofmann, 2015; Smeets et  al., 2014). In the 
literature, life satisfaction is defined as the global cognitive evaluations of an indi-
vidual’s quality of life according to their subjective criteria (Diener et al., 1985; Shin 
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& Johnson, 1978). In this framework, life satisfaction is regarded as one of the sig-
nificant components of subjective well-being (Diener, 1984). Cross-sectional studies 
among university students suggest strong correlations between life satisfaction and 
self-compassion and thus among samples from Japan (N = 231; [Arimitsu & Hof-
mann, 2015]) and Europe (N = 52; [Smeets et al., 2014]). Based on these few stud-
ies, we hypothesized that students’ self-compassion will have a significant positive 
correlation with life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2: Self-compassion will be positively correlated with life satisfaction.

Hope as a Mediator Between Self‑Compassion and Psychological Well‑Being 
and Self‑Compassion and Life Satisfaction

Self-compassion, according to Neff (2003ab), refers to accepting one’s shortcom-
ings or failures and showing self-kindness to oneself when coping with one’s suffer-
ings. In college student samples, self-compassion has been linked to increased goal 
reengagement (Neely et al., 2009) and to the tendency to pursue new goals (Wrosch 
et al., 2003). Previous research has indicated correlations between self-compassion 
and hope (e.g., Akin & Akin, 2014; Neff & Faso, 2015; Yang et al., 2016). Indeed, 
self-compassion allows college students to be nonjudgmental of themselves, which 
aids them in identifying desired goals and then effectively increases their level of 
perceived hope (Sears & Kraus, 2009). Relatedly, the three facets of self-compassion 
(i.e., self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) were found to be positively 
associated with hope in the sample of 349 university students in Turkey (Akin & 
Akin, 2014). Despite some research supporting the role of self-compassion in hope 
among undergraduate students, there has been limited attention given to the correla-
tion between self-compassion and hope in the context of COVID-19.

On the other hand, hope is conceptualized as “a positive motivational state that 
is based on an interactively derived sense of successful (a) agency (goal-directed 
energy) and (b) pathways (planning to meet goals)” (Snyder et al., 1991, p. 287). 
The former refers to commitment and determination to help an individual make 
effort in achieving desired goals, and the latter refers to an individual’s perceived 
confidence to produce plausible plans to attain the desired goals (Snyder, 2002). 
Therefore, hope can be seen as a protective factor that promotes positive mental 
health (e.g., psychological well-being and life satisfaction) during difficult condi-
tions such as the conditions created by the COVID-19 pandemic (Satici et  al., 
2020). Previous studies have suggested higher level of hope is associated with 
higher level of well-being, such as positive affect (Ciarrochi et al., 2002), and pur-
pose in life (Stoyles et al., 2015). Conversely, a low level of hope was shown to 
be positively associated with mental health problems, such as psychological dis-
tress (Weis & Speridakos, 2011), and trauma-related symptoms (Weinberg et al., 
2016). Several studies have suggested that hope is positively associated with uni-
versity students’ psychological well-being (e.g., Kardas et  al., 2019; Lourenço 
et  al., 2021). In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, hope was included in 
intervention programs for nursing students to enhance their psychological well-
being (Lourenço et al., 2021). Cross-sectional studies among university students 
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also suggested positive correlations between hope and psychological well-being 
and thus among samples from Turkey (N = 510; [Kardas et al., 2019]) and Portu-
gal (N = 705; [Lourenço et al., 2021]). Given the results of past studies, hope may 
be associated with psychological well-being among Vietnamese undergraduate 
students during the third wave of COVID-19 infection.

Furthermore, previous studies have shown that a higher level of hope is associ-
ated with a higher level of life satisfaction (Bailey et al., 2007; O’Sullivan, 2011; 
Stander et al., 2015; Weis & Speridakos, 2011). Cross-sectional studies among uni-
versity students suggest positive correlations between hope and life satisfaction and 
thus among samples from the United States (N = 332; (Bailey et al., 2007], N = 118; 
(O’Sullivan, 2011)), and South Africa (N = 705; (Stander et al., 2015)). Even though 
these studies reported the relationship between hope and life satisfaction, very few 
studies have been conducted to investigate such relationship in a sample of under-
graduate students during the third wave of COVID-19 infection.

In the same vein, according to Snyder et al.’s hope theory (2000), hope is the 
belief that the way to reach one’s goal can be found in trying out multiple paths. 
From this perspective, a hopeful individual, even under challenging life condi-
tions, has the strength to find alternative solutions and apply them. Therefore, 
hope can be seen as a protective factor that promotes positive mental health (e.g., 
psychological well-being, life satisfaction) during difficult conditions such as the 
conditions created by the COVID-19 pandemic (Satici et al., 2020). According to 
the above arguments, we hypothesize that in the context of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, self-compassion can be helpful in increasing hope among undergraduate 
students, which on its turn may increase psychological well-being and life satis-
faction. We, hence, hypothesized that hope will mediate the association between 
self-compassion and psychological well-being and relationship between self-
compassion and life satisfaction among undergraduate students.

Hypothesis 3:  Hope will play a mediating role in the relationship between self-com-
passion and psychological well-being.

Hypothesis 4:  Hope will play a mediating role in the relationship between self-com-
passion and life satisfaction (Fig. 1).

Methodology

Participant

The study obtained approval from the research team’s university research committee 
(CBT-T2021-01) through the Helsinki declaration, six universities in Vietnam were 
randomly chosen using a cluster random sampling method. The data were collected 
from a sample of 484 undergraduate students (103 males, 381 females). The average 
age of the group was 20.24 years (SD = 1.58). There were 155 freshmen (32%), 121 
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sophomores (25%), 103 third-year students (21%), 68 fourth-year students (14%), 
19 five-year students (3.9%), and 18 sixth-year students (3.7%). Regarding relation-
ships, the number of participants who had a romantic partner versus being single 
were 112 (23.1%) and 372 (76.9%) respectively.

Procedures

Initially, the online survey contained an introduction to the study, a description of 
the study’s objectives, an explanation of eligibility conditions, and a brief discussion 
of ethical research concerns through Google form. Second, we collected data via an 
online survey (Google Form). Third, students completed a two-part online question-
naire that includes demographic questions and measurements of self-compassion, 
hope, psychological well-being and life satisfaction. Finally, the participants com-
pleted all scales anonymously to guarantee the authenticity and confidentiality of 
their responses.

Measurements

Psychological Well‑Being

The World Health Organization 5-item Well-Being Index (WHO-5; Topp et  al., 
2015) was used to assess well-being. The scale includes five items (e.g., "I woke up 
feeling fresh and rested"), and each item is rated on a six-point Likert scale ranging 
from 0 ("at no time") to 5 ("all of the time"). Higher scores represent higher levels 
of well-being. The Vietnamese version of WHO-5 has shown good validity and reli-
ability in the Vietnamese population (Tran et al., 2021). The Cronbach’s alpha in the 
current study is 0.93. CFA showed that the measurement model yields an adequate 
fit (see Table 1).

Fig. 1   Conceptual multiple model. Note: SC Self-compassion, H Hope, LS Life satisfaction, WB Well-
being
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Self‑Compassion

Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003b) was used to measure students’ percep-
tions of self-compassion. This scale includes three components: self-kindness (5 
items; e.g., I try to be loving towards myself when I’m feeling emotional pain), 
mindfulness (4 items; e.g., When something upsets me I try to keep my emotions in 
balance), and common humanity (4 items; e.g., When things are going badly for me, 
I see the difficulties as part of life that everyone goes through). In addition, items 
are rated on a scale of 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). Higher scores mean a 
higher level of self-compassion. The Vietnamese version of SCS has shown good 
validity and reliability in the Vietnamese population (Nguyen et al., 2020). The cur-
rent study reported Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83. CFA showed that the measurement 
model yields an adequate fit (see Table 1).

Hope

The State Hope Scale (SHS; Snyder et  al., 1996) was administered to assess the 
hope level of the participants. Participants were asked to rate on an 8-point Likert 
scale, ranging from 1 (definitely false) to 8 (definitely true). This scale is made up of 
two subscales, including the agency (3 items; e.g., "At the present time, I am ener-
getically pursuing my goals") and the pathways (3 items, e.g., "I can think of many 
ways to reach my current goals"). The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale in this study 
was 0.93. The State Hope Scale was used following double translation. The Eng-
lish version was initially translated into Vietnamese by a Vietnamese native speaker 
who is fluent in English. The Vietnamese version was then sent to an English native 
professional who is fluent in Vietnamese for a back-translation. Finally, the research 
group compared the two versions (the English-translated version and the Vietnam-
ese back-translated version) to the original version for accuracy and discrepancies in 
the content. CFA showed that the measurement model satisfies an adequate fit (see 
Table 1).

Life Satisfaction

The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et  al., 1985) was employed to 
assess life satisfaction of the participants. The scale used five items (e.g., "So far I 

Table 1   Goodness-of-fit indices for self-compassion, hope, psychological well-being, life satisfaction

***p < .001

Variables Chi-square/df GFI TLI CFI RMSR; 90%CI

Self-compassion 3.45***/df = 4 0.96 0.90 0.96 .07; 90%CI [0.05;0.90]
Hope 4.45***/df = 4 0.99 0.98 0.99 .08; 90%CI [0.05;0.13]
Life satisfaction 2.70***/df = 5 0.99 0.99 0.99 .06; 90%CI [0.02;0.10]
Psychological well-being 1.34***/df = 4 0.97 0.99 0.98 .03; 90%CI [0.00;0.08]
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have gotten the important things I want in life") that are rated on a seven-point Lik-
ert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Higher overall score indicates a 
higher level of life satisfaction, and vice versa. The Vietnamese version of SWLS 
showed good validity in the Vietnamese population (Phuoc & Nguyen, 2020). The 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.90 in the current study. CFA showed that the 
measurement model has an adequate fit (see Table 1).

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed with SPSS 22.0 and AMOS 24 software with the variables 
of interest for the total sample. First, we conducted mean, standardized, and cor-
relations between the main variables (i.e., self-compassion, hope, psychological 
well-being and life satisfaction). Second, a structural method was assessed using 
a two-step approach advocated by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), consisting of (a) 
a measurement model with all the latent constructs, observed indicators, and error 
terms of the explanatory and outcome variables via confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) using AMOS 24; and (b) a structural model with the predicted pattern of 
associations among latent constructs via structural equation modeling using AMOS 
24.Third, the measurement models with the most representative models were first 
tested to assess the extent to which the latent variables were well represented by 
the observed indicators of each structural model. Then, six structural models were 
tested. Model 1: Self-compassion is independent, hope is a mediator variable, and 
psychological well-being is dependent. Model 2: self-compassion is independent, 
and hope is a mediator variable, predicting life satisfaction. Model 3: self-compas-
sion is independent, and hope is a mediator, predicting life satisfaction and psy-
chological well-being. Model 4: Psychological well-being and life satisfaction are 
independent, hope is a mediator, and self-compassion is dependent. Model 5: Hope 
is dependent on psychological well-being, life satisfaction is independent, and self-
compassion is the mediator. Model 6: Hope is independent; life satisfaction and psy-
chological well-being are mediators in presenting self-compassion. In the next step, 
we checked whether the model which best fit the data was better. We chose model 3 
as the model fit was better than the other models to analyze the relationship between 
self-compassion, life satisfaction, and psychological well-being; a mediation was 
performed with the independent variable, hope as a mediator, and life satisfaction 
and psychological well-being as the dependent variables. Finally, according to Hu & 
Bentler (1999), the following indices were used to evaluate the model fit: root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA) < 0.08, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) > 0.95, 
and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) > 0.95, root means a square error of approximation 
(RMSEA) < 0.08, which implied that the model fit was achieved acceptable.

Measurement Model

The measurement model was tested, including latent constructs for self-compas-
sion (SE), hope (H), life satisfaction (LS), and psychological well-being (WB). 
In which, the latent SE variable was indicated by mindfulness, self-kindness, and 
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common humanity. The latent hope was indicated by agency and pathways. The 
psychological-well-being latent variable was indicated by the five statements (e.g., 
My daily life has been filled with things that interest me). The latent life satisfaction 
variable was indicated by the five items (e.g., “In most ways, my life is close to my 
ideal”). Finally, after defining the latent construct, the measurement model fitted the 
observed data well: χ2 (2.86, N = 484) = 239.951 (p < 0.001); CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.97; 
RMSEA = 0.06 90% CI = (0.05, 0.07).

Results

Common Method Bias Test

Common Method Bias was used to test the data collection. Harman’s single-factor 
test was conducted to test common method bias. Our findings revealed that the first 
factor accounted for about 30.21 percent of the variation, which was significantly 
lower than the crucial threshold of 40% (Aguirre-Urreta et al., 2019), suggesting that 
common method bias was not noticeable. In addition, according to Kock (2015), a 
thorough collinearity evaluation test was undertaken as an additional statistical rem-
edy for common technique bias. All variance inflation factor values ranging from 
1.20 to 1.75 were significantly less than 2, indicating that multicollinearity was not a 
concern in this study (Kock, 2015).

Descriptive Statistics Among the Variables

Descriptive statistics in Table  2 included the means, standard deviations, and the 
correlations between self-compassion (SC), hope (H), Life satisfaction (LS), and 
psychological well-being (WB). SC was significantly positively correlated with H, 
L, and WB (0.47 to 0.70, p < 0.01).

Structural Model

One potential mediator, hope (H) was entered into a mediation model to exam-
ine whether they mediated the link between self-compassion (SC), psychological 
well-being (WB) and life satisfaction (LS) in the Vietnamese students. We tested 

Table 2   Descriptive statistics

SC Self-compassion, H Hope, LS Life satisfaction, WB Well-being
**p < .01; *p < 0.05

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1. SC 10.40 2.00 1
2. LS 19.66 6.80 .47** 1
3. WB 9.65 5.53 .52** .65** 1
4. H 26.96 9.73 .58** .70** .69** 1
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the hypothesized model that entailed three structural models. Particularly, in Model 
1, H was considered as a mediator in the relationship SC and WB (see Table 3). 
In Model 2, H was considered as a mediator between SC and LS (see Table  3). 
Model 3 was used to analyze the relations between the test of the hypothesized 
total mediator model, which showed an excellent data fit (χ2 = 261.39, df = 85; 
GFI = 0.93, CFI = 0.097; TLI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.07; 95%CI = (0.06;0.08)). First, 
SC significantly correlated with WB (β = 0.15, p < 0.05, 95% CI = (0.03, 0.26), 
supporting hypothesis 1. However, SC was not significantly correlated with LS 
(β = 0.02, p = 0.76, 95% CI = (-0.09, 0.13)), rejecting hypothesis 2. Second, the 
path coefficients showed the indirect effects of H on the association between SC 
and LS (β = 0.44, p < 0.01, 95% CI = (0.36, 0.53), SC and WB (β = 0.52, p < 0.01, 

Table 3   Model fit information of multiple mediation effects

***p < .001; LS Life satisfaction; WB: Psychological well-being. Model 1: Self-compassion is independ-
ent, hope is a mediator variable, and psychological well-being is dependent. Model 2: self-compassion 
is independent, hope is a mediator variable, predicting life satisfaction. Model 3: self-compassion is 
independent, hope is a mediator, predicting life satisfaction and psychological well-being. Model 4: Psy-
chological well-being and life satisfaction are independents, hope is a mediator, and self-compassion is 
dependent. Model 5: Hope is dependent on psychological well-being, life satisfaction is independent, 
and self-compassion is the mediator. Model 6: Hope is independent, life satisfaction, psychological well-
being are mediators in presenting self-compassion

Variables Chi-square/df GFI TLI CFI RMSR; 95%CI

Model 1 (WB) 2.48***/ df = 116 0.94 0.94 0.97 0.04; 95%CI [0.03;0.05]
Model 2 (LS) 3.25***/ df = 32 0.96 0.97 0.97 0.07;95%CI [0.05;0.08]
Model 3 3.07***/df = 85 0.93 0.96 0.97 0.07; 95%CI [0.06;0.08]
Model 4 7.76***/df = 85 0.86 0.88 0.88 0.12;95%CI [0.110;1.3]
Model 5 4.3***/df = 85 0.80 0.09 0.95 0.08;95%CI [0.74;0.91]
Model 6 3.12***/df = 85 0.91 0.96 0.97 0.07;95%CI [0.06;0.08]

Fig. 2   The result of multiple mediational models. Note: p < .01. SC Self-compassion, H Hope, LS Life 
satisfaction, WB Psychological well-being, unstandardized estimates
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95% CI = (0.43, 0.61), so hypotheses 3, 4 were supported. Third, we subsequently 
used the model constraint command of AMOS to create auxiliary variables and used 
bootstrapping in order to compare the mediation effects (Fig. 2, Table 4). Third, the 
indirect correlation of SC with WB via H was significantly stronger than the cor-
relation of SC with LS via H (β = 0.08, p < 0.05, 95% CI = (0.01, 0.15)). Finally, we 
examined three alternative models to determine the best fit. These alternative mod-
els were constructed by examining the relationships between the study variables (see 
Table 3). The first alternative model (Model 4) was tested with psychological well-
being and life satisfaction as independents, hope as a mediator, and self-compassion 
as a dependent (Model 4; see Table 3). A second alternative model was tested with 
hope as a dependent and self-compassion as the mediator variable, and psychologi-
cal well-being and life satisfaction was independent (Model 5; see Table 3). A third 
alternative model with hope was independent; both variables of life satisfaction and 
psychological well-being were mediators in presenting self-compassion (Model 6; 
see Table 3). Nevertheless, when the outcomes of the above models 4,5,6 were com-
pared, we observed that Model 3 offers the best fit. Thus, we have chosen model 
3, which has indicated that hope partially mediated the relationship between self-
compassion and life satisfaction and psychological well-being.

Self‑Compassion Direct Impacts on Psychological Well‑Being, 
not on Life Satisfaction

The present study formulated a mediation model to examine the relationship between 
self-compassion, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction in the context of the 
COVID pandemic. As previously noted, there was a strong association between self-
compassion and psychological well-being (supporting hypothesis 1). This finding is 
consistent with previous studies (e.g., Hall et al., 2013; Kyeong, 2013; Marsh et al., 
2018; Saricaoglu & Arslan, 2013; Trang et al., 2021). Based on the findings of this 

Table 4   The direct, indirect 
effects of perceptions of self-
compassion on life satisfaction 
and psychological well-being

SC Self-compassion, H Hope, LS Life satisfaction, WB Psychologi-
cal-well being, unstandardized estimates

Variables Point estimate 95% CI

Lower Upper

Direct effect
SC → H .74 .66 .82
H → LS .70 .61 .80
H → WB .59 .50 70
SC → LS .02 -.09 .13
SC → WB .15 .03 .26
Indirect effect
SC → H → WB .52 .43 .61
SC → H → LS .44 .36 .53



	 M. A. Q. Tran et al.

1 3

study, a high level of self-compassionmay help university students relieve psycho-
logical problems that were caused by COVID-19 and promote positive psychologi-
cal well-being. Previous studies have shown that people with high levels of self-
esteem experience lower levels of COVID-19 fear regardless of age (Deniz, 2021; 
Nguyen & Le, 2021). Especially, the results of a survey of 182 university students 
showed that individuals with higher levels of self-compassion were better able to 
cope effectively with negative life events. The reason is that self-kindness and mind-
fulness components of self-compassion increase their ability to cognitively engage 
in positive coping strategies in response to unpleasant or distressing events (Hall 
et  al., 2013). Thus, self-compassion is considered a factor that directly affects the 
psychological health of students.

On the other hand, our findings revealed that self-compassion is positively related 
with life satisfaction. However, when hope was included in the study model as a 
mediator variable, the direct effect of self-compassion on life satisfaction was not 
significant (rejecting hypothesis 2). As a result, the direct impact of self-compas-
sion on life satisfaction remains challenging with inconsistent outcomes. Our find-
ings agreed with the study of Yang et al. (2016) which revealed that life satisfaction 
is not directly influenced by self-compassion. Conversely, other studies found a sig-
nificantly positive correlation between self-compassion and life satisfaction (Arim-
itsu & Hofmann, 2015; Smeets et al., 2014).

Based on the findings from this study,self-compassion had a direct impact on psy-
chological well-being while self-compassion did not directly affect life satisfaction. 
Hence, further research is warranted regarding the direct influence of self-compas-
sion on life satisfaction and psychological well-being.

The Mediating Role of Hope

Consistent with hypotheses 3 and 4, results indicated that hope is a mediator in the 
relationships between self-compassion and life satisfaction as well as self-compas-
sion and psychological well-being. In other words, students with higher self-com-
passion levels are more likely to have higher hope and end up with higher levels of 
life satisfaction and psychological well-being (Hope et al, 2014).

First, this finding indicated that self-compassion is positively correlated with 
hope, which is consistent with other previous studies (Akin & Akin, 2014; Neff & 
Faso, 2015; Yang et  al., 2016). In interpreting the relationship between self-com-
passion and hope, there are some plausible explanations. For example, self-com-
passion may increase a nonjudgmental attitude, which facilitates identifying desired 
life goals (e.g., protecting oneself and loved ones from COVID-19) and increasing 
perceived confidence in formulating alternative pathways in response to these goals 
(e.g., immunization, social distancing, always wearing a mask, being careful during 
interpersonal interactions) (Sears & Kraus, 2009). In addition, an individual with 
higher levels of self-compassion is less likely to ruminate about possible negative 
implications when dealing with negative life events (Leary et al., 2007). They seem 
to use more adaptive strategies which render them more likely to strive for desired 
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goals, produce greater persistence, and sustain greater motivation toward goals even 
during challenging times such as the Covid-19 pandemic (Neff et al., 2005).

Second, this study also showed that hope is strongly associated with psychologi-
cal well-being in Vietnamese students during the context of COVID-19 pandemic, 
which is in line with previous findings (Kardas et al., 2019; Lourenço et al., 2021). 
According to Snyder (2002), individuals with a high level of hope have a tendency 
to find motivations for goal pursuits and select appropriate strategies to reach their 
goals. Therefore, hope can meaningfully contribute to the achievement of students’ 
life goals and thus may increase their psychological well-being (Kardas et al., 2019). 
These findings concur with our hypothesis suggesting that hope can be a significant 
mediator between self-compassion and psychological well-being (supports hypoth-
esis 3).

Third, the study demonstrated that hope is positively correlated with life satis-
faction, which is consistent with previous studies among university students (Bai-
ley et al., 2007; Marques et al., 2013; O’Sullivan, 2011; Stander et al., 2015). This 
might be because individuals with high hope may have cognitive strategies that are 
effective or flexible in pursuit of a given goal (e.g., protecting themselves and loved 
ones from COVID-19) (Sears & Kraus, 2009). Such effective strategies may help 
them achieve motivation to initiate and sustain goal-directed thinking and behaviors 
(MacLeod et al., 2008; Snyder et al., 1991), which may lead to the achievement of 
goals and therefore more life satisfaction (Marques et al., 2013). In the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, an individual who is hopeful with their ability to cope can 
show lower levels of anxiety and depression, which may therefore report higher life 
satisfaction (Satici et al., 2020). Based on the research evidence and theory above, 
these findings agree our hypothesis suggesting that hope can play the role of a medi-
ator between self-compassion and psychological well-being, and self-compassion 
and life satisfaction (supports hypothesis 4).

To sum up, results suggest that self-compassion indirectly affects psychological 
well-being and life satisfaction through hope. This may explain the vital role of hope 
in enhancing self-compassion to increase students’ mental health (e.g., psycholog-
ical well-being, life satisfaction) in the Vietnamese universities during the timely 
COVID 19 pandemic outbreak.

Limitations and Contributions

Few limitations of our study should be noted. First, the results were based on an 
online self reported survey, which might be susceptible to bias (e.g., social desir-
ability). Thus, self-report should be combined with additional methods to gain a 
multifaceted understanding of variables. Second, the participants in our study were 
undergraduate students in Vietnam, which limits the generalizability of the present 
findings. Future studies should reexamine the findings in other age groups and in 
other cultures. Third, the cross-sectional research design was adopted, which limits 
our ability to evaluate the causal connections between self-compassion, hope, psy-
chological well-being, and life satisfaction. Future longitudinal and experimental 
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research is needed to re-examine our findings and determine causal relationships 
among these variables.

Despite the limitations mentioned above, the current study provides empirical 
evidence that hope mediates the link between self-compassion, life satisfaction, and 
psychological well-being. The study also has several implications for practitioners 
and educators to implement self-compassion programs in educational settings (e.g., 
Huang et al., 2021). In addition, mental health professionals may need to assess stu-
dents’ hope and aim to improve it by adopting positive psychological interventions 
or therapies, such as Cognitive-Behavior Therapy (CBT) (e.g., Pouyanfard et  al., 
2020) and Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) (e.g., Shapiro et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, these results suggest that setting up goals, staying hopeful in achieving 
goals, and developing strategies to meet goals may enhance students’ mental health 
throughout the difficult time of the pandemic.
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