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ABSTRACT 

The role of doctors in educating and enhancing health promoting behaviors in the society is 

immense. In this view, the status of health promoting behaviors among medical students and 

its association with self-compassion and health value and to check for the presence of any 

differences between the genders with respect to these three variables is examined in this 

study. Using purposive sampling, data was collected from a sample of n=187 participants and 

after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, the analysis of correlation and independent 

sample t-test was done on the selected n=172 data. The results show that health promoting 

behaviors and self-compassion are at a moderate level and health value is high among 

medical students. The results also show that there is a significant positive relationship 

between health promoting behaviors, self-compassion and health value. However, no 

significant differences in gender has been found in all three variables. The implications of the 

study are discussed. 
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ealth promotion is the process of enabling people to increase control over, and to 

improve their health (Nutbeam, 1998). Health promotion, along with health 

protection and illness prevention, has the potential to increase people's abilities to 

safeguard and enhance their health and well-being (World Health Organization, n.d.). 

Engaging in health promoting behaviors can have a positive relation with having good life 

satisfaction and has a negative relation with perceived stress (Badura-Brzoza et al., 2022). 

 

Doctors have a huge role in educating the society on health promotion. The advice given by 

doctors to patients may be directly influenced by their own lifestyle choices and behaviors as 

doctors who lead healthier lifestyles are more willing to discuss these with their patients and 

persuade them to act in healthy ways while doctors who do not exhibit healthy behaviors are 
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less likely to urge their patients to do the same, and even if they do, patients are less likely to 

pay attention to them (Majra, 2013, as cited in Broquet & Rockey, 2004, Frank et al., 2000). 

 

In this light, the health promoting behaviors of medical students, the future doctors, who are 

expected to bring awareness on the importance of such behaviors, was examined in this 

study. The health promoting lifestyle is defined as “a multidimensional pattern of self-

initiated actions and perceptions that serve to maintain or enhance the level of wellness, self-

actualization and fulfillment of the individual” (Walker et al., 1987).  

 

The overall health promoting behaviors of medical students have been shown to be 

intermediate (Nacar et al., 2014).  In fact, since joining medical college, medical students 

have engaged increasingly in health risking behaviors rather than health promoting 

behaviors (Majra, 2013). Students indulging in smoking and alcohol consumption have 

doubled and food habits have become steadily unhealthier while positive habits like 

engaging in physical activity have reduced to half (Majra, 2013). On examining the specific 

components of health promoting behaviors, it has been found that components like 

responsibility of health and nutrition and physical health were quite low among these 

students (Nacar et al., 2014). 

 

Several factors like year of study (Alzahrani et al., 2019; Nacar et al., 2014), gender 

(Alzahrani et al., 2019; Masina et al., 2017), parental education (Nacar et al., 2014), income 

(Alzahrani et al., 2019) and socio-economic status (Nacar et al., 2014) influence the health 

behaviors of medical students. BMI has a significant negative correlation with interpersonal 

relations, a component of health promoting behaviors (Alzahrani et al., 2019).  

 

Among the various factors associated with health promoting behaviors, self-compassion is 

an important factor. Self-compassion is having a non-critical stance towards one’s own 

failures and inadequacies (American Psychological Association, n.d.). Neff (2003) has 

defined self-compassion as having three components - self kindness versus self-judgment 

defined as being understanding and kind to oneself when experiencing pain or failure rather 

than being severely critical of oneself, common humanity versus isolation defined as 

perceiving one's experiences as being a part of the greater human experience as opposed to 

seeing them as dividing and isolating, and mindfulness versus over-identification defined as 

holding up difficult thoughts and feelings in a balanced awareness as opposed to over-

identifying with them. 

 

Gender differences exist in self-compassion (Yarnell et al., 2015). Self-compassion has 

several benefits including benefits for health (Biber & Ellis, 2019; Phillips & Hine, 2021), 

physiological functioning (Arch et al., 2016), interpersonal relationships (Neff & Beretvas, 

2013), positive mental health outcomes (Yarnell & Neff, 2013) and is negatively associated 

with physical symptoms (Dunne et al., 2018).  More specifically, there is a positive 

association between the positive components of self-compassion and the positive 

components of health promoting behaviors (Gedik, 2019; Holden et al., 2021,) and a 

negative association between the negative components of self-compassion and health 

promoting behaviors (Holden et al., 2021). Among the components of self- compassion, 

self-kindness and mindfulness significantly predict health promoting behaviors after the 

demographics are controlled (Holden et al., 2021). 
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Another factor that can be associated with health promoting behaviors is health value, 

defined as the value that an individual places on one’s own health (Lau et al., 1986). Gender 

differences exist in health value (Lau et al., 1986). There is a strong association between 

health value and physical health, mental health and health related quality of life (Dobewall 

et al., 2017). Health value and health promoting behaviors share a significant positive 

relationship (Peker & Bermek, 2011). Meanwhile there is a lack of association between self-

compassion and health value which could show that the correlation between self-compassion 

and the various constructs of health is not due to the value that people place on their health 

(Terry et al., 2013). 

 

After careful consideration of the literature, the present study aims to examine the various 

components of health promoting behaviors among medical students and its relationship with 

self-compassion and health value and the gender differences in these variables. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Objectives 

• To understand the status of health promoting behaviors, self-compassion and health 

value among medical students 

• To examine the relationship between health promoting behaviors, self-compassion 

and health value. 

• To examine the gender differences in health promoting behaviors, self-compassion 

and health value. 

 

Hypotheses 

• H1: There will be a significant correlation between health promoting behaviors, self-

compassion and health value. 

• H2: There will be a significant difference in health promoting behaviors between the 

genders. 

• H3: There will be a significant difference in self-compassion between the genders. 

• H4: There will be a significant difference in health value between the genders. 

 

Research Design 

A correlational research design was used to understand the relationship between the study 

variables without manipulating any of them. 

 

Sample and Sampling Technique 

Purposive sampling was used to collect data. The data was initially collected from 187 

medical students of Tamil Nadu studying in various government and private institutions. 

After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 15 data were discarded. The analysis was 

done on n=172 data (106 females and 66 males). 

 

Inclusion Criteria 

• Students pursuing UG in Medicine - MBBS 

• Students studying in Tamil Nadu 

 

Exclusion Criteria 

• Students currently diagnosed with any psychiatric illness. 

• Students recently diagnosed with any chronic physical illness. 
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Measures 

Administration 

Google forms was used to collect data. The first section of the form collected the 

demographic details and the further sections comprised of three questionnaires that 

measured the study variables. 

 

Tools 

• Health Promoting Behaviors. The 52 item Health Promoting Lifestyle Profile II 

(HPLP II) (Walker et al., 1987) was used to assess health promoting behaviors. It has 

6 subscales - Spiritual growth, Interpersonal relations, Nutrition, Physical activity, 

Health responsibility and Stress management. It is rated on a four-point scale from 1-

4, where Never (N) = 1, Sometimes (S)= 2, Often (O) = 3 and Routinely (R) = 4. The 

English version of HPLP II was used in this study and has a Cronbach’s alpha of 

0.94 for the overall scale and alpha ranging between 0.79-0.87 for the six subscales 

(Walker et al., 1987). 

• Self-Compassion. The 12 item Self Compassion Scale Short Form (SCS-SF) (Raes 

et al., 2011) was used to assess self-compassion. It has 6 subscales - Self-Kindness, 

Self-Judgment, Common Humanity, Isolation, Mindfulness, Over-Identified. It is 

rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 that stands for “Almost never” to 5 that 

stands for “Almost always”. The SCS-SF has a Cronbach’s alpha ≥ .86 across 

samples and has a near perfect correlation with the longer form of SCS (r ≥ .97 

across samples). 

• Health Value. The 4 item health value scale (Lau et al., 1986) was used to assess the 

value placed on health. It is rated on a 7 point scale ranging from 1 that stands for 

“Strongly Disagree” to 7 that stands for “Strongly Agree”.  

 

Analysis 

Statistical analysis of data was done using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

Version 23.  

 

RESULTS  

Table 1 shows the demographics of the participants. The sample consisted of 38.37% males 

and 61.63% females. The mean age of the participants was 20.09 ± 1.626 with a range of 17-

25 years. 58.7% of the participants were from I Year, 31.4% were from III Year and the 

remaining 9.9% were from II, IV Year and CRRI. The interpretation of BMI scores was 

done according to the norms given by Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2022). 

Of the 172 students, 55.23% fell in the healthy range while 44.77% fell in the underweight, 

overweight and obese range. 

 

From Table 2, it can be seen that health promoting behaviors range from 1.23 - 4.00 with a 

mean of 2.37±.45. Under that, health responsibility has a mean of 2.01±.53 (1.00-4.00), 

physical activity has a mean of 2.10±.66 (1.00-4.00), nutrition has a mean of 2.18±.50 (1.11-

4.00), spiritual growth has a mean of 2.72±.65 (1.00-4.00), interpersonal relations has a 

mean of 2.77±.56 (1.33-4.00), stress management has a mean of 2.41±.55 (1.25-4.00).  

 

Self-compassion among the participants ranged from 1.33 - 4.66 with a mean of 3.07±.60. 

Under self-compassion, self-kindness has a mean of 3.24±.98, self-judgement has a mean of 

3.16±1.04, common-humanity has a mean of 3.07±.94, isolation has a mean of 2.70±1.02, 
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mindfulness has a mean of 3.46±.94, over-identification has a mean of 2.83±.97. Health 

value of the participants ranged from 8.00 - 28.00 with a mean of 20.04±4.70. 

 

Table 1 Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants 

Characteristic n % 

Gender   

     Male 66 38.37 

     Female 106 61.63 

Year of Study   

     I 101 58.7 

     II 2 1.2 

     III 54 31.4 

     IV 7 4.1 

     CRRI 8 4.7 

BMI   

     Underweight 20 11.63 

     Healthy 95 55.23 

     Overweight 36 20.93 

     Obese 21 12.21 

 

Table 2 Mean, Standard Deviation and the range of the variables and their sub-

components 

Variable M SD Minimum Maximum 

Health 

Promoting 

Lifestyle 

2.37 .45 1.23 4.00 

Self-

Compassion 

3.07 .60 1.33 4.66 

Health Value 20.04 4.70 8.00 28.00 

 

Table 3 shows the results of the correlational analysis between the scores of HPLP II, SCS-

SF and Health Value scale. Based on the results of the study, health promoting behaviors is 

significantly positively correlated with self-compassion r = .518, p < .01 and with health 

value r = .230, p < .01. Self-compassion is significantly positively correlated with health 

value r = .235, p < .01.  

 

Table 3 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables 

Variable Health Promoting Behavior  Self-Compassion Health Value 

1. Health Promoting 

Behavior  

-   

2. Self Compassion  .518** -  

3. Health Value  .230** .235** - 
** p < 0.01. 

 

Table 4 shows the results of the gender differences in the study variables. An independent 

sample t-test was conducted to compare health promoting behavior scores for males and 

females. There was no significant difference in the scores for males (M = 2.39, SD = .49) 

and females (M = 2.35, SD = .42); t = -.609, p = .543. In the independent sample t-test 
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conducted to compare self-compassion scores for males and females, there was no 

significant difference in the scores for males (M = 3.04,    SD = .61) and females (M = 3.09, 

SD = .60); t = -.617, p = .538. In the independent sample t-test conducted to compare health 

value scores for males and females, there was no significant difference in the scores for 

males (M = 19.78,    SD = 5.13) and females (M = 20.19, SD = 4.43); t = -.555, p = .580. 

 

Table 4 Results of gender difference among the three variables 

Logistic  

Parameter 

 n M SD t p 

HPB Male 

Female 

66 

106 

2.39 

2.35 

.49 

.42 

-.609 .543 

SC Male 

Female 

66 

106 

3.04 

3.09 

.61 

.60 

.617 .538 

HV Male 

Female 

66 

106 

19.78 

20.19 

5.13 

4.43 

.555 .580 

 

DISCUSSION 

The aim of this study was to examine the health promoting behaviors of medical students 

who are the future doctors, expected to perform the crucial role of informing the society 

about the importance of healthy behaviors. The data was collected from 172 medical 

students of Tamil Nadu. 

 

The score of HPLP II reflects the level of engagement in healthy behaviors. The mean of 

HPLP II was 2.37±.45 (1.23 - 4.00) and 59% of the participants engaged in moderate levels 

of health promoting behaviors. Thus, overall health promoting behaviors among medical 

students is at a moderate level. This is consistent with the results of Nacar et al. (2014). The 

highest score was obtained in interpersonal relations (2.77±.56) and spiritual growth 

(2.72±.65) while the lowest score was obtained in health responsibility (2.01±.53), with the 

results being consistent with the results of Alzahrani et al. (2019) and Nacar et al. (2014).  

 

The score of SCS-SF reflects the extent of self-compassion. The mean of SCS-SF was 

3.07±.60 (1.33 - 4.66) and 50.9% of the participants showed moderate levels of self-

compassion. Thus, self-compassion is moderate among medical students. The score of the 

health value scale reflects the extent to which an individual values his/her own health. The 

mean health value was 20.04±4.70 (8.00 - 28.00) and 58.4% of the participants showed high 

levels of health value. Thus, health value is high among medical students. 

 

Then the relationship between the three study variables was examined. There is a significant 

positive relationship between health promoting behaviors and self-compassion. This finding 

is consistent with several studies (Dunne et al., 2018; Holden et al., 2021; Homan & Sirois, 

2017; Sirois et al., 2015). The association is such that health promoting behaviors partially 

mediate the relationship between self-compassion and physical health (Dunne et al., 2018; 

Homan & Sirois, 2017), while self-compassion in turn facilitates health-promoting 

behaviours like eating and sleeping habits, stress management and exercise through adaptive 

health-related cognitions and emotions (Dunne et al., 2018; Sirois et al., 2015; Terry et al., 

2013). 

 

There is a significant positive relationship between health promoting behaviors and health 

value. This finding is consistent with the results of Peker & Bermek (2011). Health value is 
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strongly associated with physical and mental health (Dobewall et al., 2017), and so are 

health promoting behaviors (Dunne et al., 2018). This could be a possible explanation for 

the positive relationship between health promoting behaviors and health value. 

 

There is a significant positive relationship between self-compassion and health value. 

However, this finding contradicts the results of Terry et al. (2013) who reported that the lack 

of relationship between the two variables could show that the correlation between self-

compassion and the various constructs of health is not due to the value that people place on 

their health. This difference could be because of a variety of factors including the 

differences in the population and sample. While the sample in the present study is 

exclusively made of medical students of India between the ages of 17-25, the participants of 

Terry et al., (2013) belong to the community subject pool of the USA and the age range of 

18-37 years.  

 

In this study, no significant difference in overall health promoting behaviors was found 

between males and females.  This is consistent with the results of Masina et al., (2017) and 

Nacar et al. (2014). Also, there was no significant gender difference in the components like 

physical activity, stress management etc. of health promoting behaviors. However, this 

contradicts the results of Alzahrani et al. (2019) and Masina et al. (2017) that male students 

are better at physical activity and stress management compared to females and Masina et 

al.’s (2017) report that females are better at health responsibility and interpersonal relations. 

This could be because of several factors including the population and culture where there are 

differences in expected gender roles and in access to health facilities. For instance, women 

in Saudi have less access to physical education/activities or sports (Alghamdi & Aldossari, 

2022). 

 

No significant difference in self-compassion was found between the genders in this study. 

However, Yarnell et al.’s (2015) meta-analysis shows a small but significant difference 

between the genders, where males show slightly higher self-compassion than females, but 

the majority of the variance is shared and hence the researchers recommend that the gender 

difference is not to be overemphasized. Thus, it could be possible that the male and female 

participants of the current study shared variance to a good extent and this might have 

resulted in no significant difference between the genders. 

 

No significant difference in health value was found between the genders in this study. This 

contradicts Lau et al.’s (1986) report that women tend to place higher value on health than 

men. This contradiction could be because of the differences in the population. 

 

This study was however limited by the sampling technique chosen, and its restriction to one 

specific geographical location. Other variables like BMI, year of study, age were not 

examined in this study. Also, healthy behavior patterns of independent students were not 

exclusively examined. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to examine the status of health promoting behaviors among 

medical students and its association with self-compassion and health value and to check for 

the presence of any differences between the genders with respect to these three variables. 

The study has shown that health promoting behaviors and self-compassion are moderate 

while health value is high among medical students. All three variables do not have 
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significant differences between the genders. Health promoting behaviors, self-compassion 

and health value are all significantly positively related with each other. However, despite 

having high health value, the health promoting behaviors of these medical students is only at 

a moderate level. This suggests that having the knowledge about health might not 

necessarily result in acting accordingly.  

 

Implications 

The major implication of this study is that there is a huge need to improve the self-

compassion and engagement in health promoting behaviors among medical students as it is 

important to improve the health of the society at large. The immense stress and pressure 

associated with being in the medical field could account for the discrepancy between the 

knowledge and engagement in healthy behaviors which gives the implication that there is a 

need for intervention to enhance the health promoting behaviors and self-compassion of 

medical students. One possible intervention could be to include awareness of health by 

making medical students monitor their own healthy behaviors and attitudes towards self in 

the education programmes for them and also by meeting counsellors who help them stay on 

the track of being healthy and self-compassionate. Other ways to enhance health behaviors 

and self-compassion include removing potential barriers to health behaviors, making them 

observe models who demonstrate health-behaviors and self-compassion, providing constant 

reminders about the benefits of self-compassion and health behaviors through posters, 

awareness videos etc. 
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