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Abstract 

Even though self-compassion and self-protection are associated with well-being and mental and 
physical health, qualitative research in this area is very rare. As no study has compared self-
compassionate and self-protective responses during the two-chair technique, the aim was to 
analyze participants’ subjective responses in reacting to self-criticism during the technique and 
compare self-compassionate and self-protective statements. The research sample comprised 80 
participants; 60 women and 20 men (M = 23.86; SD = 5.98). The investigation underwent 
consensual qualitative analysis. The results showed four main domains for self-compassion and 
self-protection: cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and interpersonal aspects. In several cases, the 
participants utilized self-compassion and self-protection simultaneously or subsequently, and both 
types of responses to some degree supplemented each other or were intertwined. Self-protection 
and self-compassion are complimentary. Only by combining these two constructs can individuals 
assertively protect themselves while being kind to themselves and others. In the case of self-
compassion, the results confirm several findings from previous studies, but in the case of self-
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protection, this is the first more detailed exploration of this construct because it has not been 
studied sufficiently to date.  

Keywords: self-protection; self-compassion; self-criticism; consensual qualitative research; two-
chair technique. 
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 According to its author Greenberg (2017), the main goal of Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) is to 

help clients recognize their own emotions and know how to use them effectively. This 

psychotherapeutic approach supports the recognition, acceptance, utilization, expression, 

regulation, and transformation of emotions. The therapy aims to focus on awareness, motivation, 

interaction, behavior, strengthening of the self, and influence regulation. Moreover, its objective is 

also to create a new meaning while emphasizing emotions, establishing the primary path to 

change. In this therapy, clients face emotions that they fear and, thus, they become aware of what 

particular emotions mean and why they are important in a given situation, thereby learning to 

recognize their desires and needs (Greenberg, 2017).  

Neff (2012) presented self-compassion as kindly treating oneself, even in situations of one’s own 

suffering and failure, while Gilbert (2010), on the other hand, considered self-compassion as a 

motivation to be caring towards oneself in unpleasant life situations. On the other hand, self-

protection helps the client fight for their unmet needs and rights, empowers them to set limits, and 
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be assertive against evil in the subsequent steps toward fulfilment of their needs. (Timulak & 

Pascual-Leone, 2014). EFT utilizes self-compassion and self-protective anger as the main 

adaptive strategies (Halamová, 2015), facilitating therapeutic change. The Emotion-Focused 

Training for Self-Compassion and Self-Protection (EFT-SCP) (Halamová et al., 2018b) utilizes self-

compassion and protective anger simultaneously because they have proven to be effective tools in 

contributing to decreasing self-criticism and increasing self-compassion. Self-compassion acts as a 

remedy for self-criticism, while not actually suppressing the self-critical process itself but integrating 

emotional pain, which contains unsolved or self-critical experiences, thereby helping the client 

access self-supportive alternative internal resources (Sutherland et al., 2014). Protective anger is 

particularly important, because it decreases submissiveness in people with a low level of self-

compassion (Akin, 2009) and self-image (Pascual-Leone & Greenberg, 2007), making it easier for 

them to stand up against their self-critic (Halamová, 2018). 

Two-chair technique 

The therapeutic use of the two-chair technique is supposed to encourage clients to access, 

express, and process suppressed emotions and aspects of the self (Greenberg, 2002). According 

to Greenberg (1979), the two-chair technique represents two sides of the split personality. A 

dialogue takes place between the two sides (Greenberg et al., 1993). The goal is for the two sides 

to communicate with each other (express attitudes, thoughts, feelings, needs, etc.), to get to know 

each other, and integrate. According to Shahar et al. (2012), the two-chair technique effectively 

decreases self-criticism, anxiety, and depression symptoms while significantly increasing self-

compassion and self-reassuring. 

Qualitative research of self-compassion and self-protection 

Qualitative research of self-compassion often concentrates on the effects of training focused on its 

development (Binder et al., 2019), for instance, self-compassion role in attaining athletic potential 

(Ferguson et al., 2014) in connection with emotional pain and self-compassion in female athletes 

(Sutherland et al., 2014), the importance of self-compassion for women dealing with post-partum 

changes (Woekel & Ebbeck, 2013), or for example, studying cancer patients’ partners and their 

experiences with online intervention based on self-compassion (Köhle et al., 2017). Some training 

focuses on self-protection as well. For example, Koróniová et al. (2020) research results showed 

positive effects of EFT-SCP, since following the training their highly self-critical participants reacted 

with more adaptive emotions and models than prior to the training.  

The self-compassion construct itself, was studied by Bayir and Lomas (2016). They analyzed in-

depth semi-structured interviews about self-compassion of people who exhibited a problem with 
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self-compassion. The authors found the following four major themes: self-compassion deficiencies, 

perfectionism - a double edge sword, the third-person effect, and self-criticism benefits. 

Similarly, Campion and Glover (2016) conducted interviews as a part of an intervention program 

and found three dominant themes: being self-compassionate, self-compassion benefits, and self-

compassion obstruction. The participants perceived self-compassion as beneficial, but they also 

thought others would judge them and that self-compassion leads to vulnerability (Campion & 

Glover, 2016). Furthermore, Halamová et al. (2018) studied the first free associations of 

compassion and self-compassion and found the following four main domains: cognitive, emotional, 

behavioral, and judgmental aspects of compassion/self-compassion. Their participants perceived 

self-compassion mainly from the point of positive emotions such as love and tranquility and 

negative emotions such as sadness, regrets, and unhappiness through cognitive understanding 

and behavioral expressions of self-aid by means of self-confidence and self-support. Halamová et 

al. (2019) studied self-compassion in the framework of internal self-compassionate imagination on 

the part of the participants, which the authors also compared in terms of their self-criticism level. 

They found differences between high and low self-critical individuals, not only on self-

compassionate but also on self-critical and self-protective imaginations. Low self-critical individuals 

manifested better ability to cope with their own self-criticism compared to high self-critical 

individuals. Despite this, the low self-critical individuals had to remind themselves what the self-

compassionate and self-protective part of them needs to do to overcome self-criticism. Although 

several qualitative studies deal with self-compassion, some deal with self-protection, but none 

focus on comparing the two constructs.  

The aim of the research study 

To date, no other study has analyzed and compared self-compassionate and self-protective 

responses during the two-chair technique. That is why this study aimed to analyze the participants’ 

subjective responses while reacting to self-criticism during the two-chair technique, and to compare 

self-compassionate and self-protective statements. 
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Methods 
Research procedure 
The work in this study is based on research done by Whelton and Greenberg (2005) and Kramer 

and Pascual-Leone (2016). In this study, the two-chair technique was utilized during which the 

participants first spent 5 minutes criticizing themselves and subsequently spent 5 minutes reacting 

to this self-criticism. The discussion was video recorded.  

To start, the participants were welcomed, were given brief information about the study and were 

asked for an online consent to the research. The laboratory room had two chairs facing each other, 

0.6 meters apart. Two cameras were placed on a tripod, each 1.5 meters from the chair, videoing 

the opposite chair. The video was taking the sitting participant from the waste up.   

After the part where the participant self-criticizes, they received the following instruction to react to 

the self-critic: “Please take a seat on the opposite chair. Now you are on your own. Where you 

were sitting before for five minutes you were on the receiving end of criticism. Your role now is to 

confront this criticism. How does it feel to be criticized like that? How will you react to it? How will 

you respond to your inner self-critical voice and to the criticism you have received from this critical 

voice? You have again approximately 5 minutes to respond. Please use second person singular. 

Speak for 5 minutes from this position and I will let you know when your 5 minutes are up.” If the 

participant got stuck, the research assistant would offer encouragement in the form of additional 

questions, such as: “What do you usually say to yourself after you have criticized yourself? And 

what else? Anything else? This was followed by short debriefing and thanks for cooperation. 

Research sample 
The research sample was selected randomly using the snowball method, which was done through 

social networks, posters, and university emails. The sample comprised 80 participants (60 women, 

20 men), aged 19 to 57 years (M = 23.86; SD = 5.98). Of the total number of self-compassionate 

responses, the most expressive ones were selected and responses were gradually added until the 

categorization was saturated. Since there were substantially fewer self-protective responses and 

they occurred in a smaller number of participants, all of them were analyzed. The research sample 

for self-compassion consisted of 20 participants (16 women and 4 men) aged 19 to 32 years (M = 

22.09; SD = 3.29) and for self-protection 58 participants (58 women, 13 men) aged 19 to 57 (M = 

24.26; SD = 6.67). 

Research team 
The team consisted of 5 researchers – 3 Master’s Degree psychology students and 2 auditors, 

academic researchers (professors, PhD). The researchers wrote out their expectations prior to 
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beginning of the research in order to prevent subjective distortions during coding and data 

analysis.  

 

Data analysis. Consensual qualitative research  
Data were analyzed using consensual qualitative analysis (CQR; Hill et al., 1997). The CQR data 

are collected based on open questions; the analysis uses words instead of numbers and examines 

a small number of cases. The case context is important in order to understand the individual parts. 

A consensus among the researchers preceded any conclusions reached (Hill et al., 1997). 

In accordance with recommendations by Hill et al. (1997), the procedure was as follows: The first 

step involved transcribing the video recordings of the participants’ responses. As the next step, the 

researchers individually coded the transcribed monologues, creating domains, subdomains, and 

categories. After completing this process, the researchers discussed and agreed on the 

categorization. The coded data were subsequently discussed with the auditors, who offered 

feedback and suggestions for the finalization. The self-compassion coding took place in two 

phases. In the first phase, 16 transcriptions of expressive participants were analyzed, and in the 

second one, 4 more transcriptions were added to the coded data, and the categorization saturation 

was verified. The self-protection coding differed from the self-compassion because self-protection 

responses occurred less often and were less detailed and, therefore, it was decided to code the 

whole sample after excluding participants whose responses did not reflect any self-protection.  

Results 
Regarding the self-compassion and self-protection constructs, the data revealed the following four 

main domains: cognitive aspects, behavioral aspects, emotional aspects, and interpersonal 

aspects (see Table 1). Cognitive aspects correspond to mental representations, reflections, and 

rational thoughts on the part of the participants. Behavioral aspects note the participants' 

behavioral tendencies, moving from the past through the present up to the future. Emotional 

aspects comprise all participants' expressed feelings and emotions communicated directly 

(verbally) or indirectly (paraverbally). Interpersonal aspects offer a view of the other people or their 

perceptions, mutual interaction, or comparing oneself to others.   

Overall, for self-compassion were coded 204 verbal statements and paraverbal expressions, which 

were categorized into 4 domains, 7 subdomains, 12 categories, and 40 subcategories. For self-

protection, were coded 112 statements and categorized the same number of domains (4) and 

subdomains (7), but 18 categories and 6 subcategories. 
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Table 1. 
 Consensual analysis of cognitive and behavioral aspects of self-compassion and self-protection 
responses.  

Cognitive aspect 
Cognitive aspects of self-compassion (86)         Cognitive aspects of self-protection (30) 
Self-compassion argumentation (22)          Self-protective argumentation (30) 
Understating a situation (10)           You have the right to evaluate limits (14) 

It doesn’t matter (6)           You have the right to say no (3) 
       It’s not so bad (4)                         You have the right to decide situationally (7) 

Everything has its reasons (3)                       You have the right to consider the importance (4) 
Learning a lesson (12)                         You have the right to look for a meaning (11) 
 You can avoid a mistake (4)                       You have the right to decide what is normal (5) 
 Correct a mistake (1)       
 Undo a mistake (1) 
 Learn from a mistake (6)         
Realizing one’s own worth (43) 
Be yourself (6)      
You’re unique (5) 
Remember your positive traits (32) 
 You’re capable (6) 
 You’re intelligent (1) 
 You’re focused (4) 
 You’re good (6) 
 You’re creative (2) 
 You’re helpful (5) 
 You’re empathic (1) 

You’re witty (3) 
You’re just (1) 
You’re courageous (3) 

Recognizing failure (21) 
Universality of failure (8) 

You’re allowed to fail because everyone fails sometimes (7) 
First you’re up, then you’re down (1) 

             You’re allowed to be imperfect (13) 
   Behavioral aspects 

Behavioral aspects of self-compassion (49)                 Behavioral aspects of self-protection (26) 
Motivation for behavior (42)      Right to behave (13) 
View into the future (21)                   You have the right to set your limits (6)      
           It will get better (12)                  You have the right to do things as best as you can (6  
          You have enough time (4)                               You have the right to do things the way you want to (7)                                                     
          You will get ahead (4)                               You have the right to postpone things (4) 
          You need to develop skills (1)                            
         You have the right to do more important things (3)  
Encouragement (20)     

Don’t give up! (3) 
You can do it (8) 
You will reach your goal (5) 
Keep trying (4) 

Behavioral caring for oneself (7)                                      Standing up for oneself (13) 
Soothing yourself (7)                          Stand up to your inner critic (6) 

You can’t change that (3)                         Defend yourself (7) 
Do something for yourself (2)     
Don’t worry (2)          
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Cognitive aspects (self-compassion) 

The subdomain “Self-compassionate argumentation” reflects the rational way participants are 

thinking and perceiving demanding life situations or failures. It comprises two categories and their 

subcategories. The “Understating a situation” includes responses associated with recreating 

perceptions of a difficult situation or a situation of failure and trying to understand, justify and 

alleviate failure: “It doesn’t matter” (“…if it’s not a matter of life and death then it doesn’t matter … 

and it’s not worth all the stress …”), “It’s not so bad” (“So … so it’s not so totally … bad as you 

sometimes think …”), “Everything has its reasons” (“… well, simply take things as they are; that 

sometimes things don’t go our way, or didn’t go our way for some reason.”). The category 

“Learning a lesson” contains instructions for the future, which should increase the chance for 

success: “You can avoid a mistake” (“… somehow figure out what you were doing wrong and not 

repeat it.”), “You will rectify a mistake” (“ so … so, basically, also that we make mistakes and learn 

where the mistake was made and then later correct it.”), “Undo a mistake”(“We should look for the 

reason and then try to undo it …”), “Learn from a mistake” (“… I don’t take it as some huge failure 

of mine, but I take it as a learning lesson …”).  

The subdomain “Realizing one’s own worth” reflects emphasizing the perception of the self. It 

consists of 3 categories: “Be yourself” (“And you take a deep breath … , like finally, I am so happy 

that I am here and I am me … myself”), “You are unique” (“Your ability is unique even if you 

sometimes feel like maybe … you’re just average, or just a little grey mouse, but that’s not true, 

because … you have many traits that other don’t have”). The last category “Remember your 

positive qualities” consists of 10 subcategories: “You are capable” (You are capable, you work hard, 

which is reflected in the results.”), “You are intelligent” (“ … you are intelligent, hmm …”), “You are 

focused” (“So, hmm … you are also focused and you can … you can get what you need.”), “You 

are good” (“ … and maybe … a good person, basically I am not bad.”), “You are helpful” (“In spite 

of you bad qualities and abilities you still know how to … help others in each situation.”), “You are 

empathic” (“You are very kind and … hmm … maybe those are also your positive qualities that 

you’re … hmm … very nice, and so empathic like other people, maybe … maybe even a little 

more …”), “You are witty” (Well … , that I am witty …”), You’re just” (“… you’re just and in the end 

you always say it … the truth … and everything the way it is supposed to be.”), “You’re courageous”  

(“You’re brave …”).  

The subdomain “Recognizing failure” deals with failures and set-backs and we are defining it using 

two categories. First category “Universality of failure” talks about general human experience with 

failure with the following subcategories: “You’re allowed to fail because everyone fails sometimes” 
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(“It is human to fail sometimes.”), “First you’re up, then you’re down” (“Simply put, we have periods 

when you’re happy, joyful and you’re doing really well, and not just you but most people, that it is a 

state and that’s the way it is with people, first you’re up, then you’re down; that’s just the way it is.”). 

The category: “You’re allowed to be imperfect” points to, in a kind and accepting way, individual 

imperfections, of which our participants were well aware (“So … it’s sometimes difficult to realize all 

the bad things you think you’re are or have but every coin has two sides, and so do you, and when 

you concentrate on the good side … you can move forward …”).  

 

Cognitive aspects (self-protection) 

The main theme of the self-protective responses, within the cognitive aspects, was the rational 

defense of the right to decide on your own. In particular, our participants evaluated their own limits: 

“You have the right to say no” (“… I simply knew one thing for sure, what I don’t want to do…”),  

“You have the right to decide situationally” (“… certainly, there were situations or circumstances, 

which led me to behave the way I did …”), “You have the right to consider the importance” (“… that 

time in the summer, I simply, I just had more important things to deal with  and I just forgot”). In the 

category “You have the right to look for a meaning” the participants argued using subjective 

perception of the rational explanation for the reason of their actions (“I know I shouldn’t have been 

drinking, but I needed a drink to relax among all these people I didn’t know …”). The last category 

“You have the right to decide what is normal” shows the importance of judging yourself and your 

actions in the context of normality (“… well sometimes I just don’t feel like it and that’s completely 

normal. It’s simply totally OK, because … because it’s just normal.”).  

 

Behavioral aspects (self-compassion) 

The subdomain “Motivation for behavior” includes responses, which the participants use to activate 

and encourage themselves in a time of failure, which leads them to subsequent future behavior. 

The category “View into the future” deals with future behavior and moving forward, whereby 

participants invoke their own time constraints which they use to motivate them. The responses 

were divided into the following subcategories: “It will get better” (“Hmm … and the future … it will 

only get better, it will improve.”). “You have enough time.” (“Look, you’re still in the first half of your 

life, how many more years you have ahead. If medicine continues like this, you’ll live to a hundred 

and you’ll be sad because you won’t know what to do with your time. So, don’t stress out.”), “You 

will get ahead” (“And … these failures too move you ahead, so that you become better than you 

are, that you move forward by the character of your personality.”), and “You need to build skills” 

(“Yes, that was the first time, but that happens to everybody, the cake you bake the first time is not 
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always good. Not even my mom was such a great baker at first. Even she had to build some 

skills.”). In the category “Encouragement” we placed responses of participants who encouraged 

themselves look for future accomplishments following a failure. They stressed the idea of not giving 

up: “Don’t give up!” (“Don’t give up. This happened many times, and it will happen again, so just go 

on.”), “You can do it” (“So you will certainly be able to do it. You’ve managed to cope with worse 

situations than this one.”), “You will reach your goal” (“You will succeed, and everything will be 

good. So far, everything has ended OK, so you’ll be able to do it.”), “Keep trying” (“Try, try what you 

can do. Something will work and maybe … maybe it will work perfectly, maybe … maybe ... hmm, 

you’re afraid to be lucky).  

The subdomain „Behavioral caring for oneself“ captures active tendencies to take care of the self – 

behavioral help offered to oneself, and diminish negative experiencing in the framework of one 

category with the following 3 subcategories: The category “Soothing oneself” contains dealing with 

a difficult situation by soothing oneself: “You can’t change that” (“And this always calms me down, 

that … you can’t change that, so let’s go on.”), “Do something for yourself” (“Find your strong side 

or the positive side and use that to accomplish something. Just sort of … remember it and keep, 

keep these sides in mind not the bad ones, … and … this will help you. Anyway, that will help 

you …”),   (“Don’t worry” (“… anyway … we will keep working, so … so to worry about it for weeks 

and so … that’s not good.”).  

 
Behavioral aspects (self-protection) 

The subdomains in self-protection branched out to “The right to behave” and “Standing up for 

oneself”. In the first subdomain, the participants justified their behavior within their own limits and 

two categories arose: “You have the right to set your limits” with the subcategory of “You have the 

right to do the best you can” (“You don’t have to do things perfectly. Just, that the way I did it is the 

best way I knew how.”) and, in our case, the second category “You have the right to do things the 

way you want to” contains 2 subcategories: “You have the right to do more important things” (“… 

that I have my own life and sometimes I can’t be with them.”)  and “You have the right to postpone 

things” (“… that, I can take a break for a minute … that, its’ not going to kill me when, for example, I 

watch my show or read something else or just browse the internet. That’s not going to kill 

anyone.”). In the second subdomain the participants stand up for themselves against their inner 

critic (“It is not totally OK to criticize like that …”) and they defend/fight for their behavior in the 

context of a critic and in the context of other people (“Be strong, don’t let them humiliate or defeat 

you.”).   
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Table 2. 
 Consensual analysis of emotional and interpersonal aspects of self-compassion and self-
protection responses.   

Emotional aspects 
Emotional aspects of self-compassion (60) Emotional aspects of self-protection (24) 
Expressions of emotions (60)   Change in perception of general feelings (17) 
Verbal expressions (22)                  You have the right to feel however you want to (10)  

Like yourself (7)    You can trust your intuition (1) 
In the end you’ll be satisfied (4)  You have the right to avoid negative emotions (6) 
Be proud of yourself (4)            
You have a reason to be grateful (2)    
You can regulate your emotions (2)       
Allow yourself to be aware of your feelings (3)     

Paraverbal expressions (38) 
Laughter (37) 
Tears (1) 

       Change in perception of concrete feelings (7) 
       You have the right to be happy (3)   
                     You have the right not be ashamed (2) 
       Stand up to fear (2) 

Interpersonal aspects 
Interpersonal aspects of self-compassion (10) Interpersonal aspects of self-protection (32) 
Presence of others in your life (10)            Transfer of responsibility (24) 
Support of people around you in general (9)                        It’s other people’s fault (6) 

Others like you (5)              It’s both of our fault (10) 
Others can help you (4)              It’s not your fault (8) 

Support of specific people (1) 
                Comparison (8) 
                            You’re better than others (7) 
               Choose the people around you (1) 

 

Emotional aspects (self-compassion) 

The subdomain “Expressions of emotions” captures the way emotions were expressed. The first 

category, “Verbal expressions” involves the participants’ verbal communication used to express or 

describe emotions. We divided the statements into 6 subcategories: “Like yourself” (“Every human 

being is pretty, you are pretty too. So, like yourself”), “In the end you will be happy” (Eventually the 

moment will come when you will breathe easy and say to yourself that you’re happy with where 

you are, and I believe that that will happen one day. Either with someone, or you by yourself or 

somewhere in another country or at home in Slovakia, anywhere.”), “Be proud of yourself” (“… you 

can be proud, you can help people the way you have so far and… and … it will be amazing.”), “You 

have a reason to be grateful” (“You know that you have people, you have great people around, you 

have great people around you for which you can only be grateful”), “You can regulate your 

emotions” (I feel the best when I know that I have reached certain stability and that … I don’t deny 

that I failed, that it’s OK when I can admit to that and go forward.”), “Allow yourself to be aware of 

https://doi.org/10.37708/psyct.v14i2.573


Vráblová, Halamová, Strnádelová, Zlúkyová & Dvoranová                                              389 

          
Psychological Thought                                                                                                  South-West University “Neofit Rilski”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
2021, Vol. 14(2), 378-401                                                                                                                                                                          
https://doi.org/10.37708/psyct.v14i2.573 
 

your feelings” (“You know, I think I need to hear that … maybe even that … sort of … analyze it … 

these feelings, what does it all mean.”). In the second category “Paraverbal expressions” were 

reported direct expressions of emotions, such as “Laughter” – were included chuckle and laughter. 

“Tears” – crying happened only once in a form of a release of internal experience.   

Emotional aspects (self-protection) 

The change in feelings perception offered comfort to the participants, be it a change in general or 

particular feelings, and as a result they demanded the right to feel whichever way they wanted or 

needed (“Hmm … I guess sometimes I need to hear that … yes, you have the right to feel like that, 

that yes, it isn’t all bad, but even if it is, you still have the right because you simply do, and maybe 

I’d like to hear that it’s OK … that’s the way it is, even if it is like that, it is OK.”), to some 

participants what mattered was avoiding negative feelings (“That I can’t let it happen … that I 

should feel like this because of some person, when they’re not even my family or anybody close to 

me.”), and in one case a participant focused on his trust in his own intuition (“ … if I didn’t go there 

because I felt anxious then that means that that feeling of anxiousness was justified …”). As 

regards particular emotions, participants labeled happiness (“I was happy, I slept well, and I wasn’t 

constantly thinking about what someone will say.  It’s a matter of my own happiness and how I will 

feel in this life. The deal is that I have to be happy with the way I am living my life.”), shame (“… so 

I don’t even have to feel ashamed, or feel bad …”), and fear (“And maybe be a bit braver and face 

my fear.”) 

Interpersonal aspects (self-compassion) 

The subdomain “Presence of others in your life” points to the interaction with other people, 

involving kind caring and support from others divided into two categories: “Support of people 

around you in general” - this category demonstrates a general form of support. Participants realize 

that others like them and that they are not alone. This category was divided into two subcategories: 

“Other people like you” (“… you have people around you, who like you and they don’t see you at all 

in a negative way; you just have to realize this.”), “Other people can help you” (“You know that you 

can rely on them and they will help you whether it’s 3 AM or 3 … 3 PM, they will be there for you, 

so you have to think about the fact that you’re not alone and you need to really give thanks”).  In 

the category “Support of specific people” (“… you have an amazing advisor, who helps you a lot … 

You are not alone.”) one participants noted a specific person and that is why we decided to create 

a separate category.  
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Interpersonal aspects (self-protection) 

The subdomains in the interpersonal aspects branched out to: “Transferring responsibility” and 

“Comparison”. The first three categories involve transferring of blame: “It’s the other people’s fault” 

(But it’s not your fault, I am telling you … and your psychologist told you too and now I am telling 

you again, that it wasn’t your fault but only his, that he did it. It is not your fault, you didn’t want to 

split the family and you don’t know how it would turn out in the end, anyway.”), “It’s both of our 

fault” (“It’s the fault of the other person too.”), “It’s not your fault” (“Even if no one admits to it, you 

don’t have to admit to it, if it’s not your fault.”). In the second part of the categorization, one can see 

a comparison with the others: “You’re better than the others” (You’re tenacious, because many 

people would have given up long time ago. And you have said that others wouldn’t have been able 

to handle it.”), “Choose the people around you” (Surround yourself only by those people, who bring 

something positive to your life. People who bring a lot of negative stuff, you should filter them out 

and don’t waste time with them …”).    

Discussion 
The aim of the research was to analyze participants’ subjective responses while they were reacting 

to self-criticism during the two-chair technique and examine the specifics.  

Cognitive aspects  

Alleviating suffering as part of compassion and self-compassion is incorporated in theory 

by Strauss et al. (2016). This is similar to the responses of this study´s participants, who use 

cognitive argumentation to alleviate their own suffering. Learning a lesson can also be taken as 

another cognitive and kind approach to failure because the participants are not punishing or 

judging themselves. They interpret the situation as an opportunity for a change for the better. They 

learn something positive from failure. Thus, they focus primarily on learning from their own 

mistakes, not repeating the same mistakes in the future, and rectifying them. Self-compassion, in 

this case, is characterized by a balanced approach in demanding situations (Neff, et al., 2007a). In 

the categories described above, we also noted awareness (Neff, 2003a), characterized by an 

objective view of one’s own failure, i.e., not denying or suppressing experiencing but rather 

accepting thoughts and feelings just the way they are (Halamová & Kanovský, 2018). In the 

subdomain “Realizing one’s own worth” the participants emphasize the importance of being 

themselves and point to their own uniqueness. According to Neff (2003b), paradoxically a 

constructive and healthy attitude toward the self comes from strengthening and building a unique 

and independent identity. 
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Some participants reminded themselves of and emphasized their positive characteristics. This 

could be interpreted as a form of self-support because, according to Berking and Whitley (2014), in 

self-compassion, there is a creation of distance between “observing self” and “suffering self” 

through sufficient empathy towards oneself. In addition, self-compassion in the framework of 

mental health is positively associated with personality characteristics such as curiosity, wisdom, 

optimism, amiability, extroversion, or conscientiousness (Neff, et al., 2007b), which may point to 

the interconnection between personality and self-compassion. The characteristics associated with 

performance could be interpreted regarding self-confidence because Neff (2003b; Neff & Vonk, 

2009) considers self-compassion to be a good alternative to self-confidence. Positive 

characteristics in the domain of relationships (e.g. “You are helpful”) suggest prosociality since it 

correlates positively with self-compassion (Marshall et al., 2020). The subdomain “Recognizing 

failure” along with the category “Universality of failure” is tied to another self-compassion 

component described by Neff (2003b), and that is general human experience with the 

subcategories of “You’re allowed to fail because everyone sometimes fails” and “First you’re up, 

then you’re down”. At the same time, participants felt like they didn’t have to compare themselves 

with others because in the category “You are allowed to be imperfect,” they realized that it is OK to 

be imperfect.  

Similar to Larrick’s (1993) depiction of self-protective people, the participants of this study tended 

to justify their behavior in various ways and argue on their own behalf, which means decide for 

themselves. The category “You have the right to set your limits” underscores the right to say no, 

situational decision-making, and subjective importance. The use of self-protection is influenced to a 

great degree by situational factors as well (Cali et al., 2013). The category “You have the right to 

decide situationally” corresponds to the self-handicap category (Čopková, 2019). In this research, 

the participants perceived these strategies as unavoidable and of great value. It could be assumed 

that the participants focused on external factors, which they perceived as causing the failure or 

could not have been prevented due to a situational context. In the category “You have the right to 

consider the importance,” the participants preferred personal matters, which could be interpreted 

as determining the individual’s subjective priorities. Priorities can, in general, help people make 

decisions, which would make it a preferential choice (Goldstein & Hogarth, 1997). It is even 

probable that defending one’s own behavior takes place based on retrospection – the participants 

defended the sequentiality of their actions. Furthermore, the participants point to the unchanging 

part of their life in the category “You have the right to say no”, where they defend their actions 

based on a certain setting determining the direction in which they should go. Another bias, which 

we have noticed in the case of cognitive aspects, is self-licensing, which is found in the categories 
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“You have the right to look for a meaning” and “You have the right to decide what is normal” 

(Čopková, 2019).  

As far as cognitive aspects are concerned, there are differences in the overall number of coded 

responses. In terms of self-compassion, there could be noted empathic alleviation of a situation, 

recognition of the universality of failure, and the possibility of learning from it, along with 

remembering one’s own worth. In terms of self-protection, the participants perceived as important 

to underscore their own limits and the right to decide what is normal and give experiences their 

own meaning.  

Behavioral aspects 

 “Motivation for behavior” in behavioral aspects (“Encouragement”, Don’t give up!”, You will reach 

your goal”, “You can do it”, “Try it”) is a self-compassion subdomain, which comprises activating 

and stimulating expressions concerning future behavior. According to Neff and Dahm (2015), self-

compassion motivates one to reach goals using a kind and caring approach to oneself. The 

subdomain “Behavioral caring for oneself “ references direct actions taken to alleviate suffering. In 

its category, “Soothing oneself” statements refer to compassion with the suffering self and 

alleviating suffering by the appropriate behavior. This category also includes the subcategory “You 

can’t change that,” which we see as accepting one’s own failure (Germer, 2009) and tolerating 

unpleasant feelings (Strauss et al., 2016). There was also an empathic component of self-

compassion (Berking & Whitley, 2014; Strauss et al., 2016) in the subcategory “Don’t worry”. 

In the self-protection categories, unlike the self-compassion ones, participants encourage 

themselves to fight more and be assertive in terms of setting limits, applying their own decisions 

and actions and standing up for themselves.  Alicke and Sedikides (2009) also stress the shift in 

perception in self-protection from current unsatisfying situation to a better future. This explains the 

tendency to strive for real instead of imagined improvement because as Scheier and Carver 

(1993) emphasized, if individuals perceive a goal as attainable, they will strive for it even if the 

process is slow and difficult.  

In the categories “You have the right to postpone things” and “You have the right to do more 

important things” participants realized they have the right to do things according to their own 

judgment. In the former category, they refer to the ability to postpone things in order to take a rest 

because optimal balance between rest, work and play is crucial for maximizing health and 

functions of a human being (Reed & Sanderson, 1999). That is probably, why participants felt the 

need for rest in order to function in their everyday lives more effectively. In the category “You have 

the right to do things as best as you can” several participants realize and accept their mistakes, on 
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the one hand, because this realization can move them forward, but on the other hand, they also 

realize that things don’t have to be “perfect”. Perfectionism is often associated with self-criticism; 

thus, the need to eliminate perfectionist thoughts is associated with protection against critical 

thoughts and failures brought about by the inner critic. 

In behavioral aspects, there were differences like the ones in cognitive aspects, because self-

compassionate participants motivated themselves to further action, or to improve and soothe 

themself, while self-protective participants argued for their rights and standing up for themselves 

for reasons of protection.  

Emotional aspects  

Self-compassionate reaction in the framework of the emotional aspects involved self-love in the 

subcategories “Like yourself” and “Be proud of yourself”. These statements correspond to Neff’s 

(2003b) theory, which describes the self-compassion construct as a kind approach to oneself and 

one’s suffering. Further categories “You can be aware of your feelings” and “You can regulate your 

emotions” refer to the ability to regulate own feelings, which also follows the theory by Berking and 

Whitley (2014), who advert to the emotion regulation component in self-compassion. In a similar 

context, Neff (2003a) discovered existing correlations between emotional intelligence and self-

compassion. The author interpreted this connection from the point of regulation of negative 

emotions, awareness of one’s own experiences and looking at emotions with greater clarity. From 

the emotional nonverbal expressions, there were included the participants’ laughter and tears in 

the “Paraverbal expressions” category. Unlike laughter, only one participant cried.  

In this case, crying was probably an expression of trying to alleviate or relax tension as confirmed 

by Rydé et al. (2007). It could be seen a similar case in laughing or chuckling. According to Yue et 

al. (2017), there is a relationship between humour and self-compassion, which in their research is 

used within coping strategies, emotional regulation, or even overall improvement and 

strengthening of the self.  

During the self-protective monologue, the participants paid little attention to describing specific 

emotions in the categories “You have the right to be happy”, “You have the right not to be 

ashamed”, and “Stand up to fear”. They did, however, in a self-protective way, reassured 

themselves that they have the right to feel whichever way they want and thus can rely on their gut 

feeling and that they have the right to protect themselves from negative emotions by avoiding 

them.  The self-compassion part of the responses made it possible for the participants to be kind 

and accepting to themselves and their feelings without giving reasons for the feelings (Neff, 
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2003a), but in the framework of self-protection the participants assured themselves in their right to 

feel anything, trust their gut feelings, be happy and avoid negative emotions. 

Interpersonal aspects  
In this framework, the participants elaborated on self-compassionate support from others in the 

subcategories "Others can help you" and "Others like you" as well as the category of "Support from 

specific people" within the subdomain of "Presence of others in your life". The participants mainly 

spoke about support from others in general, but in one case, a participant talked about one specific 

person. The social interconnection concept points to general humanity as well. Self-compassionate 

individuals do not feel isolated from others in their failures or in their suffering, and on the contrary, 

they feel a part of a larger whole – humanity (Halamová & Kanovský, 2018). 

The self-protection categories "It's other people's fault" and "It's not your fault" are again connected 

with self-handicap (Čopková, 2019). This phenomenon indicates that, among other things 

evaluating external influences is an important part of self-protection, whereby participants in this 

study considered these influences unavoidable and, therefore, ascribed their failures to external 

factors (Sedikides & Alicke, 2012). Sedikides and Alicke (2012) further note that self-protective 

people can manifest the "better than average" effect. In this research, there was no explicit 

comparison with the "average," but there is the potential of this effect to a smaller degree in the 

categories "You are better than others" and "Choose the people around you".  

The self-compassionate portion of the sample searched for support and love of people around 

them; in the case of self-protection the attitude was about transferring at least part of the blame to 

others, unlike the case of self-compassion (in cognitive aspects) where self-protective people look 

for their own worth when comparing themselves to others.  

Limitations 

The first limitation is that the participants could have expressed themselves in a socially desirable 

way because they were being filmed in the presence of two research assistants. In addition, the 

researchers in the room might not have been totally neutral observers since there might have been 

certain nonverbal communication between a participant and a researcher. Another limitation of this 

research is the disproportion of the sample because the vast majority were women and, thus, 

generalizations may not be valid for a broader population. Further research could concentrate on 

clinical samples with various diagnoses, whose responses could be compared to the responses of 

the normal population. Moreover, it would be a contribution to interpret the results knowing the 

various levels of self-criticism of the participants in order to observe how self-compassionate and 

self-protective responses differ, in other words, what are the specifics in the two-chair technique. 
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Conclusion 

The main contribution of this research study is the overall comparison of self-compassion and self-

protection using the two-chair technique because, to date, no other research has analyzed and 

compared these individual constructs in this way. In the cognitive aspects of self-compassion, there 

was empathic understating of a situation, recognizing the universality of failure and the possibility 

of learning from it, along with being aware of one’s own worth. Moreover, in the case of self-

protection, these participants perceived it important to assertively emphasize their own limits and 

the right to determine what is normal and give their experiences their own meaning. In the case of 

behavioral aspects, the participants, by being self-compassionate, motivated themselves to further 

action or to improve and soothe themselves, while participants being self-protective defended their 

rights, standing up for themselves and their behavior in order to protect themselves. The self-

compassion part of the responses made it possible for the participants to be kind and accepting to 

themselves and their feelings without giving reasons for the feelings (Neff, 2003a), but in the 

framework of self-protection, the participants assured themselves in their right to feel anything, 

trust their gut feeling, be happy, and avoid negative emotions. In self-compassionate responses, 

the participants searched for support and love from others around them. In terms of self-protection, 

they tried to transfer at least part of the blame to others, unlike in the case of self-compassion, 

where self-protective individuals searched for their own worth in comparing themselves to others. 

Self-protection and self-compassion are complimentary. Only by combining these two constructs 

can individuals assertively protect themselves while being kind to themselves and others.  
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