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ABSTRACT

There is evidence to suggest that self-compassion is related to positive health and 

wellbeing outcomes, therefore, this paper explores this concept within the military veteran 

population. The aim of this review was to identify research and explore the evidence-

based of self-compassion as a protective factor, from negative health outcomes, 

amongst military veterans. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews guided the undertaking and reporting of 

this review. Databases (CINAHL, EBSCO, MEDLINE, PsycInfo, SocINDEX, Web of Science), 

manual searches of grey literature, websites, and reference lists of retrieved articles, were 

explored to identify peer-reviewed English language studies published from 2000 to 2019. 

Searches included any study that measured self-compassion or involved self-compassion 

education/training. A narrative synthesis was utilized. Searches retrieved 89 articles; 17 

studies met the inclusion criteria. All studies were conducted in the US and included 

veterans, with three also including partners. There was heterogeneity between studies’ 

designs, methodologies, and characteristics. Of these studies, 11 examined associated 

factors, eight measured improvements in health or well-being outcomes, and six reported 

feasibility and acceptability of self-compassion strategies. Self-compassion seems to 

be particularly beneficial for veterans who have experienced trauma, suffering from 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, trauma-related guilt, depression (or at risk of suicide), 

and for those who have been in combat and deployed. Limited evidence was found for 

Schizophrenia and alcohol misuse. Self-compassion appears to have a protective role with 

positive outcomes for mental and physical health in veterans, in particular for trauma-

related psychopathology symptoms.
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INTRODUCTION

There appears to be a growing interest in self-compassion 

and military veterans’ health (Forkus et al., 2019a, 2019b). 

Self-compassion strategies may help veterans to remain 

healthy and well. Therefore, reviewing current literature 

will highlight evidence to confirm or refute any health and 

wellbeing benefits of self-compassion for veterans.

Historically, self-compassion (SC) has been embedded 

in Buddhist philosophy and meditation, practiced for 

over 2,500 years. SC has been defined as “being caring 

and compassionate towards oneself in the face of 

hardship or perceived inadequacy” (Neff, 2003a, p. 140), 

and is considered as an adaptive emotional regulation 

strategy (Forkus et al., 2019a, 2019b; Inwood & Ferrari, 

2018; Scoglio et al., 2018). Neff (2003b) described three 

interrelated elements for SC, those being: self-kindness, 

common humanity, and mindfulness. Self-kindness 

involves warmth and an understanding for us when faced 

with life difficulties and painful experiences, including not 

being overly critical and judgmental of oneself. Common 

humanity involves recognizing that life difficulties and 

painful experiences do not just happen to you but are a 

shared human experience. Mindfulness involves taking a 

balanced approach for our negative emotions and neither 

suppressing or exaggerating these and a willingness to 

acknowledge our negative emotions with openness and 

clarity (mindfulness awareness).

In the general population, it is recognized that SC is related 

to overall health and psychological wellbeing (Dimitra et 

al., 2020; Inwood and Ferrari, 2018; Wilson et al., 2019), 

including trauma-related psychopathology (Beaumont et 

al., 2012; Germer & Neff, 2015; Scoglio et al., 2018; Zeller et 

al., 2015), and identified as an important therapeutic goal 

(Galili-Weinstock et al., 2018; Hoffart et al., 2015). MacBeth 

and Gumley (2012) confirmed that SC is associated 

with stress and psychopathology, primarily anxiety and 

depression. These researchers conducted a meta-analysis 

that showed higher levels of SC were associated with lower 

levels of mental health (MH) symptoms, with large effect 

sizes (r = –0.54; 95% CIs [–0.57, –0.51]; z = –34.02; p < 

.001). A meta-analysis by Wilson et al. (2019) confirmed 

these results that SC-related therapies are effective in 

promoting SC and thus reducing psychopathology. These 

findings provide some empirical evidence for the relevance 

of SC as an important explanatory factor to understand 

and improve health, wellbeing, and resilience (Inwood & 

Ferrari, 2019; MacBeath & Gumley, 2012), yet limitations 

need to be considered as most of the included studies were 

cross-sectional and based on non-clinical samples (Wilson 

et al., 2019).

A systematic review demonstrated that emotional 

regulation played a significant role in mediating the 

relationships between SC and MH (Inwood & Ferrari, 2019). 

It has also been highlighted that when a person has the 

ability to give themselves SC, they are more likely to have 

good interpersonal relationships and experience a greater 

sense of self-worth and happiness (Neff & Beretvas, 

2013). There is evidence that when a person has high 

levels of anxiety, stress, and/or a history of depression, 

that this is associated with low levels of SC (Neff, 2003a, 

2003b; MacBeath & Gumley, 2012). There appears to be 

some evidence of a similar association between SC and 

MH problems within the veteran population and this has 

instigated an interest in how SC can have an impact the 

health and wellbeing of military veterans (Forkus et al., 

2019a, 2019b).

In the United States (US), more than 200,000 service 

members annually leave military service and they 

contribute to a population of over 19 million veterans 

(Veterans Administration [VA], 2018). There are over 40,000 

US organizations that provide programs and services 

to veterans, however, it is not known if these programs 

address SC (Vogt et al., 2020). Nevertheless, a focus on the 

importance of selfcare and compassion is encapsulated in 

all forms of MH therapies (Finnegan et al., 2016).

In Australia, the veteran population is estimated to be 

over 641,000 (inclusive of those who had served as full-

time and as reserves) (Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare [AIHW], 2018). In 1995, The Road Home (now 

named The Repat Foundation) was established by veterans 

to promote and improve health and wellbeing and to raise 

funds for medical research and patient care facilities in 

Adelaide, Australia. However, recent government reviews 

have reported a need to better integrate services to support 

veterans and add more resources in prevention and early 

intervention to improve veterans’ health and wellbeing 

(National Mental Health Commission, 2017; Senate Foreign 

Affairs Defence and Trade References Committee, 2017; 

Van Hoof et al., 2018).

In the United Kingdom (UK) the veteran population 

is estimated at 2.4M people (Ministry of Defence [MoD], 

2019), and is a diverse, heterogeneous group that differ 

by factors such as age (52% over 75 years of age), gender 

(89.5% males), trade, and length and type of service (Royal 

British Legion [RBL], 2014; Ministry of Defence [MoD], 

2019). The risk of mental illness appears to be highest in 

early service leavers (Bergman et al., 2016; Buckman et 

al., 2013), those with combat experience (Ashcroft, 2014; 

Ashcroft, 2017; Osório et al., 2017), those evacuated from 

operational tours due to an injury (Forbes et al., 2011), and 

reservists (Harvey et al., 2012).

Similarly, in the general population, a major cause 

of MH disorders (e.g., depression) is related to physical 

ill health (National Institute for Mental Health, 2019). 

The link between MH and physical health needs to be 
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considered (Drake, 2013). For example, anxiety and 

stress are associated with several cognitive, behavioral, 

and autonomic symptoms that can make a person feel 

physically ill (Woods, 2012). Veterans can display a range 

of physical symptoms that will be associated with MH 

symptoms and vice versa, such as palpations, headaches, 

dizziness, restlessness, insomnia, gastric problems, urinary 

frequency, and muscular tension and pain. Raised cortisol 

levels can predispose veterans to more severe physical 

health problems (Nichter et al., 2019).

Additionally, common life stressors, such as relationship 

(Lindert et al., 2018), family (Finnegan et al., 2010, 2014), 

or occupational issues (not military specific), (Theorell 

et al., 2015) can all play a role and contribute to risks of 

developing poor MH. The utilization of complementary and 

alternative therapies (such as mind-body interventions, art, 

or pet therapy) is emerging to work alongside and/or instead 

of traditional treatments to support and enable people to 

manage their mental health (Mental Health Foundation 

[MHF], 2016). There is some evidence to suggest that when 

these therapies are used alongside standard care, they 

are effective in reducing MH symptoms and pain (Cushing 

& Braun, 2018; Horton, 2016; Krause-Parello et al., 2016; 

Shella, 2018; Uttley et al., 2015). In general, there has 

been an emphasis on moving away from clinical settings 

to outdoor activities and virtual environments (MHF, 2016). 

Recent studies have shown that stressors in veterans 

and their families may be managed by social prescribing 

and interventions (mindfulness, sports, horticultural, 

archaeology activities) that can improve wellbeing and 

promote help seeking (Cabral et al, 2011; Finnegan, 2014; 

Wise, 2015). Interestingly, art therapy has been used as a 

form of integrative care for veterans with trauma-related 

disorders and injuries, and shows alleviation on persistent 

symptoms, despite an initial resistance to treatment 

(Walker et al., 2016).

Despite the challenges, the majority of veterans do 

not develop Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) or 

other MH illnesses, yet it remains important to identify 

and understand the factors that can protect from the risk 

of negative health outcomes. As shown in studies in the 

general population (Inwood & Ferrari, 2018; MacBeath & 

Gumley, 2012; Scoglio et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2019) and 

in military recruits (Mantzios, 2014), SC may be a mediating 

factor worth considering in veterans (Forkus et al., 2019a, 

2019b). Strengthening SC could be a valuable component 

for the treatment of veterans, especially when considering 

poor help-seeking behavior, avoidance strategies, and 

qualities such as emotional control and invulnerability 

(Dahm et al., 2015; Finnegan et al., 2010; Kearney et al., 

2013; McAllister et al., 2019).

AIM AND OBJECTIVES

1. The aim of this review was to find SC research

undertaken amongst veterans and offer insights on

the topic, in order to identify the evidence-base of SC

as a protective factor from negative health outcomes

among this population.

2. The objectives were to determine the influence of SC on

the mental and physical health of veterans and/or the

feasibility and acceptability of the use of SC education

and training for veterans.

To our knowledge, there is no review that has examined 

the evidence base for SC amongst veterans and it is 

envisaged that these findings will provide an overview of 

the application, benefits, and challenges of improving SC in 

the veteran community, which will help to inform clinical 

practice, educational programs, and health and social-care 

policies.

STUDY DESIGN

Undertaking a scoping review is considered the most 

appropriate approach when (a) there are no reviews being 

undertaken on a specific topic, and (b) to gather evidence 

from studies using a variety of methodologies (Pham et al., 

2014). The review was guided by the seven steps Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 

extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR; Peters et al., 

2020; Tricco et al., 2018).

STEP 1: DEFINE THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The mnemonic population, concept, and context (PCC) was 

used to derive the research questions. The population was 

veterans, the concept was SC, and the context included any 

study that included measuring SC or involved SC education 

and training.

Research Questions. Is there evidence to demonstrate 

that if a veteran has low levels of SC, this is associated with 

poor MH and wellbeing? Is there evidence to demonstrate 

that if a veteran increases levels of SC, this is associated 

with improved MH? Is there evidence to support that SC 

education and training for veterans is associated with 

improved MH, wellbeing, and/or physical health (PH) 

outcomes?

STEP 2: ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA

The inclusion criteria consisted of any type of study 

reporting original or secondary data in relation to SC among 

the veteran population (including systematic reviews, 
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qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research). 

No limit was set to the geographical context, however, only 

studies in the English language and published from 2000 to 

2019 were included in the searches. These limits mirrored 

emergence of major SC studies in the early 21st century 

(Neff 2003a, 2003b).

STEP 3 AND 4: SEARCH STRATEGY AND THE 

SEARCHES

To reflect the interdisciplinary aims of the review, the 

search strategy was developed iteratively using search 

terms utilized in key words used within published literature. 

Title and abstracts that included SC and veterans were 

reviewed and synonyms: “self-compassion” or “self 

compassion,” “self kindness,” “self regard,” “self worth,” 

“self-appreciation,” “self concept,” AND “veterans,” or “ex-

service” or “ex-military,” were used to identify text articles 

for eligibility (see Table 1). In 2019, the authors (MS, LDL) 

searched six databases (i.e., CINAHL, EBSCO, MEDLINE, 

PsycInfo, SocINDEX, Web of Science), for peer-reviewed 

publications. In addition, manual search of a specifically 

designed website for SC that includes a list of research 

studies (https://self-compassion.org/the-research/) and 

advanced grey literature (Google/Google Scholar) searches 

were undertaken, and reference lists of retrieved studies 

were explored to identify potential additional studies of 

relevance.

STEP 5 TO 7: SCREENING, SELECTION AND 

SYNTHESIS

Eighty-three references were initially retrieved, and a 

bibliographic Excel database was created to store and 

manage references. An additional six references were 

then retrieved through manual searches. Following the 

removal of 39 duplicates, author MS, supported by a senior 

experienced librarian (MM) who has expertise in database 

searches for reviews, reviewed the titles and abstracts of 

50 studies retrieved from the search to determine eligibility 

for inclusion. After title and abstract review, 29 potentially 

relevant articles (33% of all extracted papers) were retrieved 

and were subject to a round of full-text assessment by two 

reviewers, MS and LDL. If any disagreement was raised 

following team discussion, the lead author would make the 

final decision. From the full-text assessment, 17 articles (19% 

of all extracted papers) met the review eligibility criteria and 

were included as data (see Figure 1). This article presents an 

overview of the reviewed material. Due to the number of 

studies identified and their heterogeneity (only one was a 

Randomized Control Trial [RCT], see Table 2), a quantitative 

synthesis of the findings was not performed. However, a 

quality assessment of the included studies was conducted 

(see Supplementary material; Steen & Roberts, 2011). The 

authors adopted a narrative synthesis, with studies grouped 

according to their characteristics; a descriptive account 

and evidence tables were produced on the main identified 

themes. Research gaps were also identified.

FINDINGS

Summaries of the 17 articles (ranging from 2012 to 2019) 

included in the review are in Table 2. Of these 17, six studies 

(35%) were published in 2019, two (12%) in 2018, two in 

2016 (12%), three in 2015 (18%), one in 2014, (6%), two 

# FIELD(S) SEARCH TERM(S) APPLIED TO TITLE (TI) OR ABSTRACT (AB) FIELDS ONLY

1 TI OR AB (“self compassion” OR “Self kindness” OR “Self regard” OR “Self worth” OR “Self appreciation”) 

2 TI OR AB (MH “Self Concept”) OR (MH “Compassion”)

3 TI OR AB (MH “Self Concept”) AND (MH “Compassion”)

4 / S1 OR S2 OR S3

5 TI OR AB (veteran or ex-service or ex-military)

6 TI OR AB (MH “Veterans+”)

7 / S5 OR S6

8 / S4 AND S7

9 LIMIT to year = 2000–2019

10 LIMIT to academic journals only 

11 / Exported/duplicates removed

Table 1 Search History.

Note: (CINAHL, EBSCO, MEDLINE, PsycInfo, SocINDEX, Web of Science).

https://self-compassion.org/the-research/


90Steen et al. Journal of Veterans Studies DOI: 10.21061/jvs.v7i1.219

in 2013 (12%), and one in 2012 (6%). The studies were all 

conducted in the US and included one UK collaboration 

(Rabon et al., 2019).

There was heterogeneity between the studies’ designs 

and methods. Ten (59%) were cross-sectional/correlational 

exploratory studies (Bravo et al., 2019; Dahm et al., 2015; 

Eicher et al., 2013; Forkus et al., 2019a, 2019b; Hiraoka et 

al., 2015; Kelley et al., 2019; Meyer et al., 2018, 2019; Rabon 

et al., 2019), five (29%) included a longitudinal component 

(Hiraoka et al., 2015; Kearney et al., 2013, 2014; Meyer et 

al., 2018, 2019), four (24%) were pilot studies (Collinge et 

al., 2012; Held & Owens, 2015; Kerney et al., 2013, 2014), 

one (6%) was either a RCT (Collinge et al., 2012), a Quasi-

Experiment (Berger-Cico et al., 2018), or a case study (Klich, 

2016). Additionally, two (12%) studies included qualitative 

data, either online responses to an open-ended question or 

focus groups (respectively: Berger-Cico et al., 2018; Collinge 

et al., 2012).

Five studies (29%) were online studies (Bravo et al., 2019; 

Forkus et al., 2019a, 2019b; Kelley et al., 2019; Rabon et al., 

2019) and four (24%) had an online component (Berger-

Cico et al., 2019; Collinge et al., 2012; Held & Owens, 

2015; Kahn et al., 2016). Recruitment was mostly via 

advertisements either online or on study sites. Ten studies 

(59%) were delivered in the study sites, mostly clinical 

settings (Berger-Cico et al., 2019; Dahm et al., 2015; Eicher 

et al., 2013; Hiraoka et al., 2015; Kerney et al., 2013, 2014; 

Klich, 2016; Meyer et al., 2018; 2019), with the exception 

of the Held and Owens (2015) study that was delivered 

in a Veteran Affairs (VA) transitional housing facility. 

Overall, eight studies (47%) reported training/educational 

programs or courses delivered to participants within their 

home (Collinge et al., 2012; Held & Owens 2015; Kahn et al., 

2016) or at facilities (Berger-Cico et al., 2019; Kerney et al. 

2013, 2014), with Klich (2016) one case study conducted 

in a clinical treatment session. However, only three studies 

Figure 1 PRISMA Flow Diagram of the Selection of SC Studies Among Veterans.

Note: Adapted from Tricco et al. (2018).

 
Records identified through database searching 

(n = 83) 

Additional records identified through other sources 

(manual searches, Ref Lists, SC website)   

(n = 6) 

Records after duplicates removed (n = 39) 

Records screened by               

title and abstract  

(n = 50) 

Records excluded (n = 21) 

Full-text articles assessed 

for eligibility 

 (n = 29) 

Full-text articles excluded with reasons (n = 12) 

[n = 6 not veterans;  

n = 1 Veteran/Affairs mental health 

staff 

n = 5 not self-compassion] 

Eligible studies identified for data extraction  

(n = 17) 
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specifically included SC strategies/education (Held & Owen 

2015; Kerney et al., 2013; Klich, 2016).

Of the included studies, 16 (94%) used quantitative 

data, mostly from self-report validated questionnaires, the 

only exception was Klich’s (2016) case study. Seven studies 

(41%) also embedded some form of clinical interview 

(Dahm et al., 2015; Eicher et al., 2013; Hiraoka et al., 2015; 

Kahn et al., 2016; Klich, 2016; Meyers et al., 2018, 2019). To 

measure SC 11 studies (65%) (Collinge et al., 2012; Dahm et 

al., 2015; Eicher et al., 2013; Held & Owens, 2015; Hiraoka 

et al., 2015; Forkus et al., 2019a, 2019b; Kahn et al., 2016; 

Kerney et al., 2013; Meyers et al., 2018, 2019) used the 26-

item Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 2003c). Only four 

studies (24%) (Berger-Cico et al., 2018; Bravo et al., 2012; 

Kelley et al., 2019; Rabon et al., 2019) used the 12-item 

version, the SCS Short Form (SCS-SF; Raes et al., 2011). 

Other additional questionnaires to measure SC were used 

in three (18%) studies (Collinge et al., 2012; Forkus et al., 

2019b; Kerney et al., 2013), and in two studies (123%) SC 

was not directly measured (Kerney et al., 2014; Klich, 2016).

All study samples included veterans, with three (12%) also 

including their partners (Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 2016; 

Klich, 2016). One study however, had not clearly reported 

this information (Eicher et al., 2013, see Table 2). Sample 

sizes varied from two in Klich’s (2016) case study to 541 in 

Rabon et al.’s (2019) cross-sectional study, with 10 studies 

(59%) having sample sizes greater than 100 participants. All 

samples were mostly composed of Caucasian middle-aged 

males. Mean ages ranged from a minimum of 29 years in 

the Collinge et al. (2012) study to a maximum of 54 years in 

Kerney et al. (2014) studies. Veterans were mostly ex-Army 

personnel with related PTSD or trauma exposure. One study 

focused on individuals with schizophrenia or schizoaffective 

disorders (Eicher et al., 2013).

Between the analyzed findings categories (i.e., review 

aim and objectives and research questions) studies were 

not mutually exclusive. Eleven studies (65%) reported on 

mental and physical factors associated with SC such as 

PTSD, depression, and disabilities (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; 

Dahm et al., 2015; Eicher et al., 2013; Hiraoka et al., 2015; 

Forkus et al., 2019a, 2019b; Kelley et al., 2019; Kerney et al., 

2013, 2014; Meyers et al., 2019; Rabon et al., 2019). Eight 

studies (47%) measured improvements in health related 

and wellbeing outcomes (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; Collinge 

et al., 2012; Eicher et al., 2013; Held & Owens, 2015; Kahn 

et al., 2016; Kerney et al., 2013, 2014; Klich, 2016). In 

particular these reflected improvements on SC, for MH, PH, 

and wellbeing. Six studies (35%) explored feasibility in the 

real world and participant’s views on the acceptability of SC 

strategies/education (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; Bravo et al., 

2019; Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 2016; Kerney et al., 

2013; Klich, 2016).

ASSOCIATED FACTORS

In various studies SC was found to be associated 

with different factors. In 10 studies (59%) as seen in 

Table 3, SC was in some form negatively correlated to PTSD; 

in particular, SC mediated changes in PTSD symptoms, such 

that greater scores in SC were related to fewer symptoms 

or a decrease in their severity (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; 

Dahm et al., 2015; Forkus et al., 2019a, 2019b; Hiraoka et 

al., 2015; Kerney et al., 2013, 2014; Rabon et al., 2019). 

Self-compassion (SC) predicted PTSD recovery (Meyer 

et al., 2019) and reduced related disability (Dahm et al., 

2015; Meyer et al., 2018). Whereas, when “fear” of SC was 

measured as well, this was associated with PTSD symptoms 

at a 1-year follow-up (Forkus et al., 2019b). Moreover, SC 

correlated negatively to depression symptoms and severity 

in three studies (Forkus et al., 2019a, Kerney et al., 2013; 

Rabon et al., 2019). In two studies SC also negatively 

correlated with deliberate self-harm (DSH), versatility 

(Forkus et al., 2019a), and suicidal behavior (Rabon et al., 

2019). Whereas only one study found associations with 

emotional symptoms in individuals with schizophrenia or 

schizoaffective disorders (Eicher et al., 2013). In Forkus 

et al. (2019b), alcohol behavior negatively correlated to 

“fear” of SC. However, alcohol behavior was not associated 

to SC in Forkus et al.’s (2019a) first study. In two studies 

SC had also negative associations with morally injurious 

experiences (Forkus et al., 2019a; Kelley et al., 2019) and 

related negative emotional feelings such as anger, shame, 

and distress (Rabon et al., 2019), however these were not 

found in the Hiraoka et al. (2015) study.

In two studies (Dahm et al., 2015; Meyer et al., 2018) SC 

correlated to reduced disability and greater Quality of Life 

(QoL); whereas social connectedness, or support, emerged 

to be positively correlated to SC in two studies (Kelley et al., 

2019; Kerney et al., 2014).

HEALTH AND WELLBEING OUTCOMES

SC was found to minimize the negative physical and MH 

outcomes, and to increase overall wellbeing, among both 

veterans and their partners (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; 

Collinge et al., 2012; Eicher et al., 2013; Held & Owens, 2015; 

Kahn et al., 2016; Kerney et al., 2013, 2014; Klich, 2016). 

Seven studies (see Table 4), except for Kerney et al.’s (2014) 

second study and Eicher et al. (2013), showed increases in 

SC scores and improvements in SC components such as self-

judgment (see Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; Kerney et al., 2013).

Improvements in various MH symptoms were reported 

in all eight studies. In particular, improvements were found 

for symptoms such as PTSD, depression, anxiety (Bergen-

Cico et al., 2018; Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 2016; 

Kerney et al., 2013). One study showed that increases in 

SC reflected decreases in schizoaffective symptoms (Eicher 
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et al., 2013). Improvements were also observed in mood 

fluctuation or emotional dysregulations (Kerney et al., 

2014; Klich, 2016) and trauma-related guilt (Held & Owens, 

2015). Additionally, SC was found to improve PH in three 

studies, with improvements in pain, tension, sleep quality, 

and discomfort reported by participants (Collinge et al., 

2012; Kahn et al., 2016; Klich, 2016).

Participants from six studies reported increases 

in resilience and overall wellbeing. These included 

improvements in emotional wellbeing, personal growth, 

acceptance, and increased tolerance for self and others 

(Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; Kerney et al., 2014; Klich, 2016) 

and in social relationships (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; 

Collinge et al., 2012; Kerney et al., 2014). Reductions in the 

escalation of anger, in perceived stress, self-judgments, 

irritability, and worry were also reported (Bergen-Cico et 

al., 2018; Collinge et al., 2012; Eicher et al., 2013; Kahn 

et al., 2016). Increases in physical activity were reported 

in one study (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018).

EDUCATION AND ACCEPTABILITY (TABLE 4)

In six studies, SC was reported to be a viable, safe, and low-

cost strategy that can be adopted by veterans in a variety 

of settings and modalities such as: with professionals in 

clinical practice (Klich, 2016), in groups in specific veteran’s 

facilities (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018), and self-directed in 

their own homes with the help of online tools (Bravo et 

al., 2019; Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 2016; Kerney 

et al., 2013). Participants reported high user- satisfaction 

rates (Kahn et al., 2016; Kerney et al., 2013), yet a low but 

steady use of the online training was measured (Kahn et 

al., 2016). Participants were highly compliant and willing 

to partake in the SC programs (Collinge et al., 2012; Kerney 

et al., 2013), even when they showed initial resistance 

(Klich, 2016). Participants were especially likely to express 

interest if they had MH issues or had lower SC (Bravo et al., 

2019). Participants reported a sense of satisfaction and 

accomplishment (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018), and described 

the program as beneficial for managing stress (Collinge et 

al., 2012), and as safe and acceptable (Kerney et al., 2013). 

Additionally, the adoption of partners in studies showed 

some enhanced sustained use of interventions (Collinge et 

al., 2012; Kahn et al. 2016; Klich, 2016).

DISCUSSION

The negative impact of mental and physical illness in 

veterans’ life and wellbeing is a major health issue that has 

been increasingly addressed in the last decade (National 

Institute for Mental Health, 2019; National Mental Health 

Commission 2017; Vogt et al., 2020). Complementary and 

alternative therapies have been utilized more and may be 

helpful during transition to civilian life for veterans (Furst, 

2015; Krause-Parello et al., 2016). Yoga has been reported 

to improve sleep and cognitive ability and manage anger 

in veterans (Cushing & Braun, 2018; Horton, 2016) and pet 

therapy has been shown to lead to a number of health 

benefits (Crossman et al., 2017; Krause-Parello et al., 2016). 

A growing number of outdoor group activities have been 

used (Duvall & Kaplan, 2013) such as horse riding (Johnson 

et al., 2018), archaeology (Finnegan, 2016), and fly-fishing 

(Craig et al., 2020). Additionally, during the last decade 

raised awareness of SC and some strategies that can be 

developed has been introduced as a specific focus to help 

veterans to improve and maintain their health and wellbeing 

(Berger-Cico et al., 2019; Kerney et al., 2013, 2014).

This review clearly demonstrates that there has been 

an increasing interest in SC in veterans. However, the 

studies included in this review were all conducted in US 

and predominately involved Army veterans, most of whom 

were deployed into Iraq (2003) or Afghanistan (2001) and 

reported related trauma or PTSD symptoms. The review 

highlights that SC has an impact upon trauma-related 

disorders and this is then related to negative emotional 

feelings (e.g., anger, shame, and distress), Deliberate Self 

Harm [DSH], and suicidal behavior (Forkus et al., 2019a; 

Kelley et al., 2019; Rabon et al., 2019). However, there was 

limited evidence found for schizophrenia or schizoaffective 

symptoms (Eicher et al., 2013), this is contrary to evidence for 

civilian population research showing correlations between 

SC and severe MH (Dimitra et al., 2020). Additionally, 

contradicting results were reported for alcohol behavior 

(Forkus et al. 2019a, 2019b). Nevertheless, the protective 

role of SC in the associations highlighted in this review may 

suggest that self-compassionate individuals are able to 

employ more adaptive coping strategies and are potentially 

more capable of dealing with aversive/uncomfortable 

experiences (Neff, 2003a, 2003b). This is supported by a 

US study showing protective effects of SC in self-harming 

behaviors of veterans suffering of insomnia, by buffering 

against negative self-evaluations regarding the inability 

to sleep (Tanner et al., 2018). Therefore, the findings are 

of relevance as the occurrence of certain MH conditions 

or risky behaviors among veterans, may be lessened by 

improvements in SC.

Consistent with prior work in civilians (Inwood & Ferrari, 

2019; Wilson et al., 2019), the present review shows that 

SC appears to offer both MH and PH health benefits, and to 

increase overall wellbeing among both veterans and their 

partners (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; Collinge et al., 2012; 

Eicher et al., 2013; Held & Owens, 2015; Kahn et al., 2016; 

Kerney et al., 2013, 2014; Klich, 2016). In line with previous 

findings improvements were found for disorders such as 
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PTSD, anxiety, and depression, (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; 

Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 2016; Kerney et al., 2013). 

Self-compassion (SC) was reported as improving sleep and 

alleviating pain (Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 2016; 

Klich, 2016). Participants in some studies also reported 

increases in resilience and overall wellbeing (Bergen-Cico 

et al., 2018; Kerney et al., 2014; Klich, 2016), as well as 

improved social interactions and relationships (Bergen-Cico 

et al., 2018; Collinge et al., 2012; Kerney et al., 2014).

These findings highlight the potential of SC in clinical 

treatments/therapies for veterans and their families (Tanner 

et al., 2018). Self-compassion (SC) may be particularly 

beneficial due to its components of self-kindness and 

a sense of common humanity, which can reduce social 

isolation and emotional experiences such as guilt, shame, 

pain, or distress that tend to impede the recovery process. 

Previous studies have shown that when a person is self-

compassionate, they are more inclined to have good 

interpersonal relationships and experience a greater sense 

of self-worth and happiness (Neff & Beretvas, 2013).

Some studies explored the acceptability of providing 

some form of education and training to enable veterans 

to use SC strategies (Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; Bravo et al., 

2019; Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et al., 2016; Kerney et al., 

2013; Klich, 2016). These studies showed the flexibility 

of SC strategies, with their easy application to a variety 

of settings and modalities. Moreover, studies reported SC 

strategies to be viable, safe, and of low-cost showed great 

interest by participants and high user-satisfaction rates 

(Bergen-Cico et al., 2018; Collinge et al., 2012; Kahn et 

al., 2016; Kerney et al., 2013). Interestingly, participants 

were especially likely to express interest if they had MH 

issues or had lower SC (Bravo et al., 2019); and veterans 

who participated with partners in the studies showed 

greater sustained use of SC strategies (Collinge et al., 

2012; Kahn et al., 2016; Klich, 2016). These findings for SC 

strategies may be of particular interest for MH prevention 

and disadvantaged sub-groups of veterans (e.g., homeless 

and unemployed), or for veterans who may lack access to 

resources and professional help, as an alternative low-cost 

approach to enhance their mental and physical health and 

wellbeing (Held & Owens, 2015).

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

Consistent with civilian research, SC appears to offer health 

benefits, especially for trauma-related psychopathology. 

Overall, this review suggests that SC is likely to be beneficial 

among middle-aged Caucasian male veterans with MH 

illness (or at heightened risk) especially PTSD, as trauma 

can result in the formation of more critical self-appraisals 

due to shifts in beliefs about oneself following the 

traumatic event (Forkus et al., 2019b). Evidence of a similar 

protective role was limited in other health outcomes such 

as schizophrenia and alcohol misuse; however, more 

research is required.

The adoption of the rigorous step procedure has helped 

to resolve ambiguity and reduce the risk of biases when 

undertaking a scoping review (Tricco et al., 2018). As far 

as the researchers are aware, this review is the first for SC 

veteran’s research and is an important proof of concept, 

which is necessary to inform and optimize current 

approaches and provision for veterans and their families’ 

mental health and wellbeing.

Nonetheless, the review findings and interpretations 

need to consider some limitations. Generalization is limited 

as all studies were conducted in the US. Additionally, most 

studies are cross-sectional (correlational), thus limiting 

interpretation as they cannot infer causation, and this 

limits the synthesis of the findings. The authors reported 

in supplementary file a formal quality assessment of the 

included studies even though this was not a requirement of 

a scoping review, additionally, a narrative synthesis of the 

limitations of each study has been included. Some studies 

were missing information, in those cases the lead author 

tried to contact three authors of studies for clarifications. 

Only one author replied from the study conducted by 

Eicher et al. (2013), (LD) who confirmed that veterans were 

participants.

More rigorous research including RCTs are required to 

examine whether SC strategies and their underpinning 

emotional-regulation mechanism (see Inwood & Ferrari, 

2019) are long-lived, or if they are efficacious as stand-

alone therapies or can be embedded in current treatments; 

especially since a recent systematic review for the civilian 

population has shown that SC-interventions do not have a 

greater effect than current treatments (Wilson et al., 2019). 

Finally, more research in other sub-groups is necessary, 

such as those in active duty, non-treatment seeking 

veterans, and women veterans (as much evidence is 

reported for women with trauma in the civilian population; 

Galili-Weinstock et al., 2018; Hoffart et al., 2015; Miron et 

al., 2014; Scoglio et al., 2018; Zeller et al., 2015).

CONCLUSIONS

Higher levels of SC appear to be beneficial in veterans as 

it appears to decrease mental and physical problems, 

in particular, PTSD. Therefore, educating and training 

veterans to know what and how SC may help them is 

worthy of further investigation. This has implications on an 

international scale.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR CLINICAL PRACTICE

Self-compassion (SC) appears to help veterans remain 

healthy and well and therefore measuring levels of SC 

is important to consider. Additionally, therapies and 

education that incorporate SC have begun to show that 

the capacity for SC can be enhanced as a preventative 

measure. The review findings show a potential applicability 

for veterans. Further research needs to be conducted in 

order to estimate the strengths of these associations and 

fully evaluate the potential clinical impact.
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