
 
 

 

 

Cultivating Self-Compassion 

 

What is Compassion? 

“the recognition and clear seeing of 
suffering…feelings of kindness for people who are 
suffering, so that the desire to help – to ameliorate 
suffering – emerges… recognizing our shared human 
condition, flawed and fragile as it is”- Neff (2011) 

“a basic kindness, with a deep awareness of the 
suffering of other living things, coupled with the 
wish and effort to relieve it” - Gilbert (2009) 

Key academics: 

Dr. Kristin Neff – Pioneering researcher and teacher of self-compassion. 

Paul Gilbert – Clinical Psychologist and founder of Compassion-Focused 
Therapy. 

 

The 4 Component of Compassion 

Being 
attentive or 
sensitive to 
the fact that 
some sort of 
‘suffering’ is 

occurring.

Recognising 
that 

experiencing 
this sort of pain 
is universal, we 
all experience 
pain at some 

point to varying 
degrees

Not shying 
away from or 
ignoring the 

pain, but 
meeting this 

pain with 
feelings of 

kindness, care, 
warmth and 

concern.

Focusing our energy 
on ways to alleviate 
the pain, which may 

be via providing 
further comfort and 

caring actions, 
providing a helpful 

perspective 
regarding whatever 

the trouble is, or 
having the strength 
and courage to take 

other necessary 
actions 

AWARENESS NORMALISING KINDNESS ALLEVIATION 



 
 

What is Self-Compassion?  

 

2 Psychologies - Paul Gilbert 

1. To approach, understand and engage with suffering 
2. To work to alleviate and prevent suffering by nurturing 

 

3 Doorways In – Kristin Neff 

There are three distinct doorways into Self-Compassion, so whenever you 
are in pain, you have 3 potential courses of action: 

1. Self-Kindness 
2. Common Humanity 
3. Mindfulness 

 

 

 

 
“Self-compassion has been defined as being open to 
and non-avoidant of one’s experiences, being caring 

towards and non-judgmental of oneself, particularly in 
times of distress, and recognizing that experiences of 

oneself as inadequate are intrinsic to the human 
experience” – Neff (2003) 



 
 

Self-Kindness 

Self-Kindness means that we stop constant self-
judgement and negative internal commentary.  

But it involves more than merely stopping self-
judgement, it involves comforting ourselves, 
responding just as we would with others, but too 
ourselves! 

However! Western Culture places great emphasis on being kind to others; 
our friends, family, colleagues when they are struggling. But not when it 
comes out ourselves. 

 

Multi-minds 

We must acknowledge that we have different layers 
of ‘self’. 

And we must show compassion to each layer of 
yourself in a different way. 

However! By fulfilling one mind, we are going to 
upset the others..  

But we must: 

• Learn to accept that our brain is a puzzle 
• There may be no total solution 
• Unease is inevitable so we must be mindful and accept the unease 

 

“Much of what goes on in our multi-minds is not our fault. But it is our 
responsibility. 

Key to understanding this is to recognise that we are not blaming ourselves 
for our minds, but we are taking responsibility for understanding them.” 

Paul Gilbert 



 
 

3 Systems of Regulation 

There are 3 systems of emotion regulation – all are 
naturally balanced and support each other. 

They sometimes live in harmony BUT other times they 
can be in conflict.  

 

 

When our threat system is overactive, it pushes the other 
systems our of action! This is where our emotional brain 
may take charge and we can go into survival mode. 

 

 

The best way to shrink our threat system is to boost our 
soothing system!  

 

 

You can also boost your achieving system to receive the 
same effect, but mindful that your achieving system 
can dysregulate at times which can trigger the threat 

system (i.e. if goals are not reached or met this can 
produce strong feelings of anxiety, frustration or anger).  

 

 

 

But what does balance look like for you? 

 

 



 
 

Tricky Brains 

Another element of Paul Gilbert’s Compassion Focused Therapy is 
Accepting and Adapting your tricky brain! 

“It’s not our fault we’ve got tricky brains!” 

We need to:

 

 

Problem Solving vs Soothing 

When we think about supporting others and ourselves, we 
can often rush to problem solve and fix things, rather than 
truly understanding how others/ourselves are feeling. 

We need to think about moving away from being a ‘sorter’, to 
a ‘soother’, or a balance of the two. 

 

Sorter = What are we going to do about it? Attitude 

Soother = Focus on supporting whether the problem is resolved or not! 

 

Accept
• Accept that distress will come, but know that there are ways to lessen it.
• Accept that our brains are tricky and that there is a lot going on, and a lot of 

minds around the table.
• Accept that "our brains did not evolve for happiness, but for survival and 

reproduction"

Adapt
• Most people can accept that their brains are tricky, but they want to something 

about it!
• Tip 1: Stand back and become more observant of your thoughts and feelings 

as they arise
• Tip 2: Activate your soothing system to support the compassion towards self



 
 

Now Voice vs New Voice 

Self-Compassion is often about your inner voice, and many of us have a 
really critical, harsh and shameful inner voice. 

Giving yourself advice and guidance is good, but exactly how you do it is 
crucial! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Objective Self-Criticism is the balance in-between a self-compassionate 
voice, and a self-attacking voice. 

This allows us to consider that we don’t always want to be so far into the 
self-compassionate voice that we don’t make any constructive change or 
move forward. 

 

Self-Compassion Voice 

- Focuses on desire to improve. 
- Is forward looking. 
- Is given with encouragement, 

support, kindness. 
- Focuses on hopes for success. 
- Increases chance of engagement 

Self-attacking Voice 

- Focuses on condemning and punishing. 
- Is backward looking. 
- Is given with anger, frustration, 

disappointment. 
- Focuses on fear of failure. 
- Increases avoidance and withdrawal. 

Objective Self-Criticism 

The balance in-between 



 
 

Mindfulness 

We need to recognise that there is a difference between being mindful and 
practicing mindfulness. 

Mindful - describes the resulting state of being attentive and conscious in 
the present moment. 

Mindfulness - refers to the broader concept and practice of cultivating 
present-moment awareness. 

Mindful activities are a good start i.e. eating mindfully, walking mindfully, 
colouring mindfully - but making mindfulness part of your routine is more 
beneficial. 

 

 

Boosting the soothing system 

Paul Gilbert poses 10 interventions to boost the soothing system, however 
most of these require an element of Mindfulness to complete them. 

 

Receiving and 
giving affection and 

kindness

Social referencing / 
Understanding of 

Common 
Humanity

Being valued by 
others

Being heard and 
understood

Receiving 
empathic 
validation

Having an insight 
and understanding 

of our thoughts

Reasoning and 
reframing your 

thoughts

Eliminating 
rumination

Becoming 
desensitised 

Developing 
courage



 
 

Mindfulness techniques 

“Mindfulness teaches people to pay attention to their inner voice and 
external worlds with curiosity, kindness and no judgement” – Paul Gilbert 

 

Things to try: 

1. Practice being present. 
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2. Catching your thoughts. 
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3. Observing your thoughts as just thoughts! 
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Common Humanity 

“Although self-acceptance and self-love are important, they are 
incomplete by themselves. They leave out an essential factor—other 
people.” 

“Seeing one’s experiences as part of the larger human experience rather 
than seeing them as separating and isolating” 

“Self-compassion entails seeing one’s own experience in light of the 
common human experience, acknowledging that suffering, failure, and 
inadequacies are part of the human 
condition, and that all people—oneself 
included—are worthy of compassion.” 

 

How can we understand it? 

Just Like Me…  

Think of 5 people who really annoyed you recently, or made you feel upset / 
angry, or you don’t get on with them much. 

Then do the following: 

• Think of each individual,  
• Use your Wise Mind, 
• Find a common ground with that person. 

Say to yourself: Just like me they… 

 

Feel into the common humanity you share with this person and how the 
two of you are similar.  

Even if their actions don't take your perspective into account, even if you 
don't agree with how this person expressed their needs, can you sense that 
they just want what all of us humans want: to be happy, valued, respected, 
loved, secure, at ease? 


