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“New Circles Arise In Accordance With Need.”



Consent & Responsibility

Freely Chosen
Reversible
Informed
Enthusiastic
Specific



A Beginning Is  Invisible



Compassion Focused Therapy
Founder – Prof. Paul Gilbert PhD, OBE

Four Basic Influences on CFT:

 Evolutionary functional analysis

 Biopsychosocial approach

 Schools of western psychotherapy

 Contemplative traditions



Compassion Focused Therapy

CFT involves:

 Evolutionary model

 Model of affect regulation

 Build compassion-focused motives, 
competencies & identities

 Working with self-criticism, shame 
& guilt

 Work with fears, blocks and 
resistances to compassion & 
positive emotion



Compassion 

“. . .is a basic kindness, 
with deep awareness of the 
suffering of oneself and of 
other living things, coupled 
with the wish and effort to 
relieve it.” 

(Gilbert, 2009)



Compassion Defined

Compassion as a “multifaceted process”
that has evolved from “the caregiver 
mentality” found in human parental care 
and childrearing. 

As such compassion involves a number of 
emotional, cognitive, and motivational 
elements.



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

• Motive = bio-social 
goals that arise from 
inclusive fitness and 
multi-level selection 
theory

• Motives are related to 
expansive repertoires 
of behavior that serve 
evolutionary functions



Two Psychologies of Compassion

Compassion can be defined: “As a sensitivity to 
the suffering of self and others with a deep 
commitment to try to relieve it and prevent it”

Two Psychologies of Compassion: 
①To approach, understand & (how to) engage with 

suffering
②To work to try to alleviate & prevent suffering



Two Psychologies of Compassion:
ENGAGEMENT



Two Psychologies of Compassion:
COURAGE & DEDICATION



Interacting Processes of 
Compassion



Interacting Processes of 
Compassion



Interacting Processes of 
Compassion



Interacting Processes of 
Compassion



Training the 
Compassionate 

Mind

• Embodiment of 
Compassion/Modeling of 
Compassion

• Therapeutic relationship
– Therapist as social 

reinforcer
– Functional Analysis in 3 

Dimensions
• Specific techniques in 

therapy
• Self-therapy practice 

– Self practice/self 
reflection

• Compassionate mind 
training (CMT)



Core Therapeutic Processes:

 Differentiation

 Feeling Safeness

 Psychological Flexibility

 Integration

 Transformation

Compassion Focused Therapy



Core Therapeutic Techniques:

 Embodiment/Relational
 Flow of compassion in and out
 Body posture/state/expression
 Micro-skills
 Empathic Bridging
 Affect Matching
 Socratic Questions
 Guided Discovery
 Social Reinforcement
 Work with 12 competencies of 

compassion

Compassion Focused Therapy



Core Therapeutic Techniques:

 Compassionate Mind Training
 Soothing Rhythm Breathing
 Ocean of Being
 Compassionate Color
 Safe Space
 Compassion Flowing in
 Compassion Flowing out
 Compassionate Other
 Compassionate Self
 Compassionate Self and 

Multiple Selves
 Spheres of Awareness
 Flow of Life

Compassion Focused Therapy



Techniques:
 Case formulation – attachment 

history
 Case formulation –

Compassionate Mind Interview
 Reality Check
 Three Circles
 Compassion Competencies
 Multiple Selves
 Functional Analysis of Self-

Criticism
 Letter Writing
 Role Play
 Dyadic Work
 Chair Work
 Compassionate Flexibility 

Training

Compassion Focused Therapy



Self-Practice & Self-Reflection



Figure 1: Model of the Impact of SP/SR on CFT Skills

Self-practice/Self-Reflection

CFT Conceptual 
Knowledge/Skills
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Knowledge/Skills

Therapist Self

Interpersonal 
Knowledge/Skills 
(safeness, flow 
of compassion, 
empathy etc.)

Self-
Awareness

Self-care

Compassion 
as ‘way of life’

Beliefs & 
skills not 
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‘Therapist Self’ Reflection‘Personal Self’ Reflection The Reflective Bridge



Imagery

Attention Reasoning

Feeling Behaviour

Sensory

Care 
for 
well-being

Sensitivity Sympathy

Distress 
tolerance

EmpathyNon-Judgement

Compassion

Attributes

Skills



Compassionate Mind
Care for well-being: Motivation to alleviate 
and prevent human suffering in oneself and 
others
1. Direct - Desire to heal, help or prevent. Consider  

benefits of “if I could.” Focus on feelings of 
kindness & warmth as emotions to develop and 
practice

2. Indirect - cultivate determination, practice, 
knowledge seeking, commitment and 
responsibility

3. How to shift from vague plans to specific how’s –
what, where, when, time, place etc. What is 
available, what is needed. How to build 
supportive contexts.



Compassionate Mind
Sensitivity: open attention with awareness –
‘being present.’ Being able to stay attentive –
accurate observation, exploring with opennesss

Sympathy being able to be emotional moved in 
the moment. The ability to be touched and 
engage with the painful – automatic from 
openness – in self and others

Distress tolerance observing mind able to stay 
present ‘be with’ the painful without getting 
lost in reactions – build capacity – Also able to 
engage in focused action. For self and others



Compassionate Mind
Empathy: involves mentalizing and ‘finding out’ or 
deepening one’s understanding of our/others 
minds. Problems as unintended efforts at self-
protection - automatic nature.  Linking to 
personal history and making sense of feelings 
and motives. Reflective functions.

Non-Judgement: Involves the ability to 
disentangle oneself from the excessive influence 
of evaluative, judgmental thoughts. 



Courage
The mental or moral 
strength to venture, 
persevere, and withstand 
danger fear or difficulty

The ability and 
willingness to do 
something that you know 
is difficult or dangerous





Because of great love one is 
courageous

“Being deeply 
loved gives you 
strength. Loving 
someone deeply 

gives you 
courage” 
~ Lao Tzu



The Ocean of Being



Why Do We Need 
Compassion?



Because life is hard. 
And sometimes we get stuck



Contexts of Suffering
• The Evolutionary 

Context

• Learning History 
Context

• The Present Moment 
Context



Contexts of Suffering

• The nature of “fitness”

• Multi-level selection 
theory (DS Wilson, 
2015)

• Species and Specificity



Reality Check : 
Evolutionary Context

“We come out of the world, not into it” 
~ Alan Watts

We are born within the flow of life, with 
brains and bodies that were designed by
evolution to function in certain ways.





Letter from Einstein in 1950, 
as quoted in The New York Times 
(29 March 1972) and 
The New York Post (28 November 1972).



The human brain is the product of many millions of years 
of evolution – a process of conserving, modifying & 
adapting



Reality Check: 
Our brains & bodies

We are hard wired with basic motivations & 
emotions that include: 

wanting, craving, & seeking permanence  
to fear and aggress, to love and to grieve 
to know ourselves & our purpose



Compassion Begins With A 
Reality Check



Compassion begins with a 
Reality Check

Regarding the nature of 
human suffering:
 Evolutionary context 
 Our brains & bodies 
 Short & vulnerable 

lives
 Cultural context & 

socially constructed self

(It’s a set up)



CFT 
Philosophy

We all just find ourselves here 
with a brain, emotions & sense of 
self we did not choose & are left 
to figure out

Life involves dealing with 
tragedies, inequity and suffering.

People do the best they can 
and we can do better

So much in life that cause our 
suffering is not of our design, not 
our choice & not our fault

However, it is our responsibility



What is our 
choice?

• How we respond & choose 
to be in the world 

• Increasing our ability to act 
skillfully & heartfully

• Creating conditions for 
growth 

• De-pathologising & de-
labelling (understanding 
unique coping processes)

• Compassion intentions & 
actions 
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New Psychologies Enter The 
World with Evoultion

1 million? Extended caring

Human Symbolic thought and 
(2 million?) self-identity, theory of 

mind, meta-cognition
Mammalian
(120 million?) Caring, group, alliance-

building, play, status

Reptilian Territory, fear, aggression,
(500 million?) sex, hunting



Sources of behaviour

Old Brain: Emotions, Motives, Relationship 
Seeking-Creating

Threatened

New Brain: Imagination, 
Planning, Rumination, Integration

Need compassion for a very tricky brain

Mindful Brain



Built in Biases



Homo sapiens sapiens



“Thinky Pain”

Derived Relational Responding

Fusion

Avoidance, Control & Suppression



Attention and Behavior



The Power 
of Emotions

• We are designed to be 
led by our emotions

• Emotions communicate to 
ourselves & to others

• Emotions highlight those 
things that matter

• Emotions organise the 
mind, behaviour and 
thinking 

• Core question for us is:  
who is running the show?



Working with emotions in CFT

• Exploring emotion regulation systems (3 circle model, multiple 
selves)

• Observing, identifying and labeling emotions & motives
• Validating of feelings. “It makes sense that I am feeling this way 

because…”
• Generating opportunities for compassionate mind feelings (i.e. 

appreciation training) 



Motivation & Emotions

Motives & emotions function to help animals survive

Emotions serve our motives & guide us toward bio-psycho-social goals, respond if 
we are succeeding or threatened

Three types of emotion regulation:
① Those that focus on threat & self-protection
② Those that focus on doing & achieving
③ Those that focus on contentment, affiliation & feeling safe



Incentive/resource-
focused

Wanting, pursuing, 
achieving, consuming

Activating

Nonwanting/
Affiliative focused

Safeness, kindness

Soothing

Threat-focused 
Protection and
Safety-seeking

Activating/inhibiting

Angry, anxious, disgusted

Driven, excited, vitality Content, safe, connected

Types of affect regulation systems



Survival & Protection: in 
non-mammals

• In species without 
attachment only 1-2% 
make it to adulthood to 
reproduce. 

• Threats come from 
ecologies, food shortage, 
predation, injury, disease. 

• At birth individuals must 
be able to ‘go it alone’, be 
mobile and disperse
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Survival & Protection: 
in mammals

From the day we are 
born, until the day we 
die, compassion and 
affiliative emotions 
will have powerful 
effects on every aspect 
of who we are, and 
how we develop as a 
person
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non-mammals
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Dispersal and Avoidance





Safeness -connecting and the parasympathetic system: The 
Vagus Nerve

PNS influence on 
heart rate – slows 
beat down during 
outbreath

Associated with 
affiliation, tend & 
befriend, general 
positive 
emotional tone

Sensitive to 
safeness



Attachment & 
Flexibility



Attachment 
defined as "lasting 
psychological 
connectedness 
between human 
beings.”

Bowlby & Ainsworth



Prosocial and affiliative 
behaviors related to self 
and others that emerge 
from our attachment 
history are major 
regulators of threat 
processing and 
functioning

Bowlby & Ainsworth



Set of behaviors 
that involve the 
coordination and 
action of multiple 
instinctive systems. 

Bowlby & Ainsworth



The primary proximal 
function of each instinct 
is the maintenance of 
proximity to the child’s 
primary caregiver. 
(Beks, Ljzermzan & 
Tots, 2015)

Bowlby & Ainsworth



This develops into an 
ability to flexibly persist 
towards or break off 
from the pursuit of a 
goal based on 
homeostatic 
experiences that are 
related to survival 
likelihood

Bowlby & Ainsworth



Social signals are the 
drivers (social mentality) 

Lack of these in early life 
can seriously disrupt 
motivation, emotion and 
self regulation systems

Bowlby & Ainsworth



Proximity seeking – desire 
closeness, to be with

Secure base – source of 
security and guidance to go 
out, explore and develop 
confidence

Safe haven – source of comfort  
and emotion regulation

Bowlby & Ainsworth



Mary Ainsworth– Attachment style

Studied the impact on child, in a strange situation, of 
mother present and absent on:  exploration, 
relationship with a stranger and degree of distress on 
leaving and ease of soothing on returning

• Securely attached

• anxious attachment

• avoidant attachment

• later to be expanded with disorganised attachment 
by Mary Main and the adult attachment interview

1913-1999
Developed the first 
classification of 
attachment style



Hazan & Shaver (1987) measure
Read each of the three self-descriptions below (A, B, and C) and then place a 
checkmark next to the single alternative that best describes how you feel in 
romantic relationships or is nearest to the way you feel. (Note: The terms "close" 
and "intimate" refer to psychological or emotional closeness, not necessarily to 
sexual intimacy.) 

______A. I am somewhat uncomfortable being close to others; I find it difficult 
to trust them completely, difficult to allow myself to depend on them. I am 
nervous when anyone gets too close, and often, others want me to be more 
intimate than I feel comfortable being. (AVOIDANT)

______B. I find it relatively easy to get close to others and am comfortable 
depending on them and having them depend on me. I don't worry about being 
abandoned or about someone getting too close to me. (SECURE)

______C. I find that others are reluctant to get as close as I would like. I often 
worry that my partner doesn't really love me or won't want to stay with me. I 
want to get very close to my partner, and this sometimes scares people away. 
(ANXIOUS)



Self-Psychology Building confidence
(H. Kohut 1913-1981)

Positive mirror

Empathic Identification
Validation Encourage

Fears, blocks and resistances

grandiose-
exhibitionistic 
needs

the need for an 
omnipotent 
idealized figure

alter-ego needs



Attachment styles are clearly examples of social mentalities because 
they are descriptions of reciprocal role relating

Secure, anxious, avoidant, disorganised, will all invite therapists to 
interpersonally relate to them in different ways, pulling on different 
role relating qualities of the therapist

However there are many other social roles which early attachment 
may texture but need to be understood in their own terms. For 
example, the way individuals compete for resources (on the road to 
becoming a reproductive agent) which give rise to status hierarchies, 
forms of thinking such social comparison submissive-dominating 
behaviour, narcissism as linked to competitive biosocial goals

Attachment styles



Threa
t

Calms/encourages

Affiliative/ 
Soothing

Self-self, others to self, and self to other

Proximity, secure base and safe haven



Threa
t

Calms/encourages

Affiliative/ 
Soothing

Maturation of Affiliative Processing
Proximity, secure base, safe haven

Internal representations 
of helpful others and 
sources of comfort Emotional memories 

of soothing

Neurophysiological 
networks

Self-affiliation –
experiences a lovable self



Threa
t

Calms/encourages
Affiliative/ 
Soothing

Maturation Affiliative Processing

Frontal
Notice
Mindful
Reflection
Tolerate
Empathy
Approach
Reframe
Regulate



Threa
t

Calms/encourages

Affiliative/ 
Soothing

Maturation Affiliative Processing

Can regulate threat via 
access to others and later 
internal soothing

Safe to explore - open attention –
development of (social) intelligence

Develop mentalizing 
and empathy skills

Supports relationship 
building and pro-social 

behaviour



Threa
t

?????

Affiliative/ 
Soothing

Poor Maturation of Affiliative Processing

Others are threats or 
alarming Neurophysiological 

networks?

No self-affiliation –
experiences a unlovable 

self

Few emotional 
memories soothing -

safeness



Attachment and Affiliation

The evolution of attachment and affiliative behaviour created 
a range of neurophysiological and physiological structures  

(oxytocin, vagus nerve) that when activated organise the mind, 
help calm threat processing and promote prosociality and well-

being.

Compassion focused therapy stimulates and ‘strengthens’ 
these faculties and qualities of mind



Compassion Process:  Balancing the Mind

Compassionate Mind
Inner proximity seeking

Secure base
Safe haven
Validation

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Transformation



Differentiation, Tolerance, Integration  and 
Transformation

Differentiation is the ability to make distinctions between 
different phenomena and processes. It is the basis of science

In regard to our minds empathic differentiation allows us to 
distinguish self from other and between others. Internally it 
enables us to distinguishing between a multiple array of 
ongoing processes -between say a thought and feeling, between 
one emotion and another different motivations and states of 
mind. Psychotherapy is partly about the process of 
differentiating different aspects of our minds



Differentiation, Tolerance. Integration,  
and Transformation

Tolerance As we begin to differentiate and moving on 
emotions and experiences tolerance becomes essential

Tolerance is built through mindful awareness. wise 
understanding and courage. Tolerance can be built slowly 
step-by-step as in gradual desensitisation and process of using 
the evolutionary insight model. Tolerance is linked to 
acceptance but also discernment

Tolerance builds and is built with empathic differentiation 
allows us to distinguish self from other and between others. 



Differentiation, Tolerance, Integration  and 
Transformation

Integration is the ability to hold together differentiated parts and 
enabling them to work together. For example, when we talk about an 
‘integrated team effort’ it's about how different individuals work 
together --and in doing so new patterns emerge

Once we are able to differentiate different emotions and motives and so 
forth within us then we can use compassion to help an integrated 
functioning of these different aspects of ourselves  -- in contrast to trying 
to avoid them split them off deny them and so forth. The physiological 
mechanisms of compassion insofar as they create a secure base provide 
the in the context for integration

Integration also creates the emergence of new organisation and is the 
basis for transformation



Differentiation, integration, transformation

Transformation Arises from the ability to hold together 
differentiated parts and enabling them to work together such that 
their interrelationship is transformed. 

For example as an agoraphobic person begins to tolerate anxiety, and 
go out that anxiety is transformed, both in intensity and control over 
action. A later transformation is that now the person can go out   ---
they begin to meet people, maybe get a job and have a whole new set 
of psychological patterns stimulated within them that undergo 
process of differentiation and integration  -- they experience life in a 
new way and grow in a new way. They literally transform the brain 
via their new freedom



Flexibility

Various therapies are very keen on the concept of flexibility. This is 
obviously important because it is a basic property of all living 
organisms. The degree of their capacity to flexibly adapt to their 
environments is partly what drives evolution. Creating flexible 
social behaviour is what partly drove social intelligence. Hence, 
flexibility is an outcome of the three processes of differentiation 
integration and transformation. This actually can be right down to 
the cellular level (consider the immune system)

We become flexible when we are able to differentiate, integrate and 
transform into new emergent organisations of mind



Differentiation, integration, transformation 
and the compassionate mind

The compassionate mind seeks to create the internal conditions for  
differentiation, transformation and integration. This is partly by 
regulating threat processing and facilitating explorative playful and 
experiential engagement with contents of mind.

It is a mind that has a capacity to turn (proximity seek) towards a 
secure base and safe haven within the self  --to stimulate one's own 
physiological systems that offer opportunities for differentiation 
integration and transformation



Compassion Process:  Balancing the Mind

Compassionate Mind
Inner PS, SB and SH

Validation

Bringing on line the Vagus, 
Oxytocin, and the Frontal 

Cortex

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Transformation



Compassion Process:  Balancing the Mind

Compassionate Mind
Inner PS, SB and SH

Validation

Bringing on line the Vagus, 
Oxytocin, and the Frontal 

Cortex

Settle Threat
Amygdala, Sympathetic and  

HPA

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Transformation



Compassion focus

Threa
t

Drive Sooth

Compassionate Mind
Inner PS, SB and SH

Validation

Each has

Attending, thinking, body, 
actions, memories, fantasies and 

settling functions

The compassionate self/mind acting as inner:
PS=Proximity seeking; SB =Secure base; SH=Safe haven; Inner validation

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Transformation



Compassion focus

Anger Anxiet
y

Disgus
t

Sa
d

Compassionate Mind
Inner PS, SB and SH

Validation

Each has

Attending, thinking, body, actions, 
memories, fantasies and settling 

functions

The compassionate self/mind acting as inner:
PS=Proximity seeking; SB =Secure base; SH=Safe haven; Inner validation

Able to empathise, mentalise, tolerate, validate and regulate

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Transformation



Compassion focus

Anger Anxiet
y

Disgus
t

Sa
d

Compassionate Mind
Inner PS, SB and SH

Validation

Each has

Attending, thinking, body, 
actions, memories, fantasies and 

settling functions

TRAUMA

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Transformation



Self-Critical Mind 

Self-critical 
shaming 

mind

Stimulates Threat
Amygdala, Sympathetic 

and  HPA

Judges and 
Splits

Disintegrates

Stereotypic 
responding

Prevents 
insightful 
transformatio
n



Working with emotions in CFT

• Exploring emotion regulation systems (3 circle model, multiple 
selves)

• Observing, identifying and labeling emotions & motives
• Validating of feelings. “It makes sense that I am feeling this way 

because…”
• Generating opportunities for compassionate mind feelings (i.e. 

appreciation training) 



We are not unified selves, 
despite our experience of 

being so. 

We posses countless 
possibilities for the creation of 
meaning & generating brain 
patterns and states of mind.



Our Multiplicity
We are under the 
influence of the power of 
multiple emotions in a 
given moment

This can feel highly 
disorganising & challenges 
affect regulation



Unintegrated chaotic mind

Anger
Anxiety

Disgust
Sad



Differentiated and integrated 

Anger Anxiety Disgust Sad

Compassionate Mind
Inner SB and SH

Insight, empathy, mentalize

Each has

Attending, thinking, body, actions, 
memories and settling functions



Understand conflicts between 
different motives, emotions and 

strategies:

• What gets blocked?
• What gets 

amplified 
• What gets stuck?



Anger Anxiety

Sadness

blocks

Each emotion can have its 
own body states, cognitions, 

action tendencies  & 
memories 

Fears, Blocks, & Resistances



Fears, Blocks & 
Resistances

What gets in the way of 
Compassion:

Blocks refer to a lack of 
opportunities to practice or 
learn (i.e. time, bureaucracy) 
not knowing how to or lack 
of insight are some of the 
main blocks to compassion

Resistances involves a lack 
of motivation or a feeling of 
“not wanting to do it.”





Compassion as process not 
product

• Compassion as a “multifaceted process” that 
has evolved from “the caregiver mentality”
found in human parental care and childrearing. 

• Compassion involves a series of interacting 
processes with emotional, cognitive, and 
motivational elements



Compassion 
as flow

Self  Others

Others Self

Self  Self





What are the qualities of the 
compassionate mind in 

action ?



Two Psychologies of Compassion

“As a sensitivity to the suffering of 
self and others with a deep 

commitment to try to alleviate & 
prevent it”

Psychology of Engagement: 
Sensitivity to approach, understand 
& (how to) engage with suffering

Psychology of Commitment: 
Dedication and commitment to work to 

alleviate & prevent suffering



Biosocial Goals, Stimulus Detection & Response 
Repertoires



Biosocial Goals & Social Mentalities

Evolved functions: Motives for social relating & role 
formation

• Communicative signaling of states and intentions
• Create interactional dances 
• Co-regulating of minds and bodies within social roles

Compassion evolved from protecting, care-giving and 
care seeking motives



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

• Motive = bio-social 
goals that arise from 
inclusive fitness and 
multi-level selection 
theory

• Motives are related to 
expansive repertoires 
of behavior that serve 
evolutionary functions



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Evolved motives for social relating and role 
formation



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Response repertoires involving pre-verbal, 
para-verbal and verbal behavior.



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Involve heritable pre-birth tendencies & 
elaborated individual learning histories



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Involve communicative signaling of states & 
intentions 



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Involve “interactional dances”



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Co-regulating of minds & bodies within social 
roles



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Creating social roles requires attention directing 
and processes that provide feedback for goal 

corrections and movement towards valued aims



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Social Mentalities choreograph and pattern 
emotions, behaviors and cognitions according 
to how goal-seeking and role forming has been 

reinforced



Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Emerge in a constant process of blending and 
internal co-regulating and give rise to ‘States of 

Mind’



Examples of Social Mentalities
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

• Care Seeking 
• Care Giving 
• Cooperative 
• Competitive 
• Sexual



Competitive
Need to succeed

Social comparison
Self-evaluation

Shame

Compassion focused therapy is linked to 
motivation and Social Mentality switching

Caring
Desire to be helpful

Distress tolerant
Empathy

Guilt



Compassion focused therapy is linked to 
motivation switching

Caring
Desire to be helpful

Distress tolerant
Empathy

Guilt

Harm Avoidance
Threat sensitive

Primes defensive action
Threat emotions

Competitive
Need to succeed

Social comparison
Self-evaluation

Shame



Psychology of Caring-Nurturance
Fogel, Melson and Mistry (1986) suggested that 

care-nurturance involves: 

• Awareness of the need to be nurturing 
• Motivation to nurture 
• Understanding what is needed to be nurturing
• Expression of nurturing feelings, with an 

ability to match forms of nurturing with needs
• Feedback from the impact on the other 

Core to Compassion Focused Therapy



Brahmaviharas - Immeasurables

Karuna (compassion)

Metta (loving-kindness)

Mudita (sympathetic 
joy)

Upeekha (equanimity) 



The arising motivational imperative, known as 
bodhicitta (awakened heart) is a major 

foundation of Buddhist practice.

The Awakening Heart



Attachment and Response 
Flexibility - Seigel

The prefrontal mediation of response 
flexibility involved in secure attachment 
dynamics involves a coordinated process . . .



Attachment and Response 
Flexibility - Seigel

Incorporating sensory, perceptual, and 
appraisal mechanisms and enabling new 
and personally meaningful responses to be 
enacted



Attachment and Response 
Flexibility - Seigel

May allow us to approach life decisions, 
relationships, and narrative responses with 
self-reflection and with a sense of 
perspective on past, present, and future 
contingencies. 



Psychological Flexibility

“It is defined as the ability to fully 
contact the present moment and the 
thoughts and feelings it contains 
without needless defense, and, 
depending upon what the situation 
affords, persisting or changing in 
behavior in the pursuit of goals and 
values.” (Hayes, et. al., 2006)



Psychological Flexibility

“In this very moment, will you accept the sad 
and the sweet, hold lightly stories about 
what’s possible, and be the author of a life 
that has meaning and purpose for you, 
turning in kindness back to that life when you 
find yourself moving away from it?”

(Wilson, 2010)



Attachment & 
Psychological 

Flexibility
A radically embodied 
attachment dynamic 
influences physical 
homeostasis and 
capacity for adaptive 
responding without a 
need for a 
hypothesized activation 
of representational 
networks 
(Becks, Ljerman &  Tops, 2015)



Compassion and 
Psychological 
Flexibility

Psychological Flexibility 
and Self-Compassion in 
Gay and Heterosexual 
Men: How They Relate 
to Childhood Memories, 
Shame, and Depressive 
Symptoms (Matos et.al., 2017)



Compassion and 
Psychological 
Flexibility
Results confirmed the 
mediating role of 
psychological flexibility 
and self-compassion. 
These findings suggest 
the appropriateness of 
promoting 
acceptance and self-
compassion towards 
difficult memories in a 
therapeutic setting.



Compassion & Psychological 
Flexibility

Willingness to experience difficulty or suffering & 
Acceptance of reality as it is 
A Sensitivity to the present moment & mindfully observing 
our self-evaluative, distressing and shaming thoughts 
without allowing them to dominate our behavior or our 
states of mind
Nonjudgmental observing & defusion
An understanding of both one’s pain and one’s values
Flexible perspectives towards a broader, transcendent 
sense of self
Committed engagement in our life’s pursuits, fully, with 
self-kindness and self-validation

(Hayes, 2008; Dahl, Plumb, Stewart & Lundgren; 2009)



Psychological Flexibility

*In more than 40 studies with nearly 10,000 
participants, psychological flexibility accounts 
for 16 to 33% of most psychological outcomes 
(Hayes, 2008) 



Psychological Flexibility

*There is evidence that the effects of negative 
thoughts, difficult feelings, maladaptive 
coping, emotional response styles, cognitive 
reappraisal, and perceived controllability, are 
all partially or fully mediated by psychological 
flexibility 



*Over 200 Randomized Controlled Trials have 
demonstrated significant clinical outcomes 
for therapies based upon the psychological 
flexibility model

Psychological Flexibility



Defusion Commitment

Psychological Flexibility

Acceptance

Present Moment Contact

Self-As-Context

Values Authorship

Psychological Flexibility



Non-Judgment
Commitment to 
Compassionate 
Behavior

CompassionateFlexibility

Distress Tolerance

Sensitivity

Sympathy,
Empathy

Care For Well-Being

Compassionate Flexibility



Compassionate Flexibility
Present Moment Sensitivity

Empathy
(Self & Other)

Sympathy
(Self & Other)

Non-Judgement Committed Compassionate Action

Care for Well BeingAcceptance & Distress Tolerance

Compassionate
Mind



Compassionate Flow



Compassionate Flow

Self Other



Compassionate Flow

Self Self



Compassion and 
Psychological 
Flexibility

Psychological Flexibility 
and Self-Compassion in 
Gay and Heterosexual 
Men: How They Relate 
to Childhood Memories, 
Shame, and Depressive 
Symptoms (Matos et.al., 2017)



Compassion and 
Psychological 
Flexibility
Results confirmed the 
mediating role of 
psychological flexibility 
and self-compassion. 
These findings suggest 
the appropriateness of 
promoting 
acceptance and self-
compassion towards 
difficult memories in a 
therapeutic setting.



Compassionate Flexibility
Present Moment Sensitivity

Empathy
(Self & Other)

Sympathy
(Self & Other)

Non-Judgement Committed Compassionate Action

Care for Well BeingAcceptance & Distress Tolerance

Compassionate
Mind



Compassionate Flow



Compassionate Flow

Self Other



Compassionate Flow

Self Self



Compassionate Flexibility
Present Moment Sensitivity

Empathy
(Self & Other)

Sympathy
(Self & Other)

Non-Judgement Committed Compassionate Action

Care for Well BeingAcceptance & Distress Tolerance

Compassionate
Mind



Playing The Octave



Compassionate Flexibility
Present Moment Sensitivity

Empathy
(Self & Other)

Sympathy
(Self & Other)

Non-Judgement Committed Compassionate Action

Care for Well BeingAcceptance & Distress Tolerance

Compassionate
Mind



Compassionate 
Flexibility

Signals or 
Indicators

Guided Discovery or 
Transitions

Sensitivity Narrow or 
inflexible 
attention

Where or how does that feel in 
your body?
Where is your attention pulled?
What part are you focused on 
the most?

Distress Tolerance Avoidance
Rumination

What part of this are you least 
willing to feel?

Non Judgment Literality of 
private  events;
“word prisons” 
(should, never, 
must, always…)

If that were true, what would be 
your biggest fear?
If I could take that away what 
would you be afraid of 
happening?
How old is that?
What would your 
compassionate self say about…?



Compassionate 
Flexibility

Signals or 
Indicators

Guided Discovery or 
Transitions

Flexible
perspectives
(Sympathy 
Empathy)

Lack of presence 
or perspective 
taking

What part of you is noticing this? 
If I were you and you were me, 
what would you be 
thinking/feeling about this? 
Imagining child self 

Care for well being Reduced or lack of 
caring behaviors, 
lack of motivation 
to care

If that were the case, what would 
you have to stop caring about for 
this not to bother you? Miracle 
questions/Values authorship. 

Commitment to 
prevent or alleviate 
suffering

Impulsivity or 
stagnation
Emotional or rule 
governed behavior

What is it that you are not doing 
that would move you in that 
direction?
Could we come up with a 
practice that will help you 
embody and act on this? To care 
for & protect your well-being?



Discovering Valued Compassion Actions: 

Embodying the compassionate mind & enacting effective behavior change
Focus on values and broadening repertoires:
• How can I put this in action?
• What is actually available/workable?
• How can I create the conditions to receive or give help, care, compassion?
• What’s worked or is working for you right now?
• What is it that we are not doing that would move us in that direction?
• Could we come up with a practice that will help you embody and act on 

this?
• Compassionate self/coaching practices, behavioral experiments, or 

exposure



Imagery

Attention Reasoning

Feeling Behaviour

Sensory

Compassionate

Mind

Skills:
COMPASSIONATE MIND TRAINING



Compassionate Mind Training:
Committed Compassion Actions

Creating conditions for compassionate actions
• Attention training & practices (grounding, sensory, 

mindfulness)
• Compassionate mind imagery exercises: (Compassionate 

color;  Safe, welcoming space, Compassionate Self or 
other; Compassion flowing in & out)

• Sensory, body, physical practices (Body posture, Facial 
expression, Voice tones practices)

• Compassionate thinking, reasoning, wisdom practices 
(compassionate letter writing, coaching statements, “the 
wisdom of blamelessness,”

• Compassionate feeling, emotions (contacting 
values/appreciation training, validation & acceptance of 
all feelings)



CFT Research - RCT



CFT Research - RCT



CFT Research - RCT



CFT Research – RCT



CFT Research - RCT



CFT Research - Trials
Gilbert & Procter (2006) - 12 week CMT for mixed population

Laithwaite et al. (2009) - 20 week CFT for schizophrenia 

Beaumont et al. (2012) - 12 week CBT plus CBT for PTSD

Judge et al. (2012) - 14 week CFT group -

Lucre & Corten (2013) - 16 week CFT group for personality disorders

Gale et al. (2014) - 24 session CFT intervention for eating disorders



CFT Research - Trials
Heriot-Maitland et al. (2014) – open CFT group for 22 sessions 

Ashworth et al. (2015) – up to 18 CFT sessions for acquired brain injuries

Beaumont et al. (2016) - 12 group sessions of CFT for PTSD

Graser et al. (2016) - 12 week CFT group for depression and mood disorders

Clapton et al. (2017) – 6 group sessions of CFT for people with intlectual
disabilities

Cuppage et al. (2017) – 14 week CFT for mixed diagnosis



CFT Research - Components
The work of Dr. Marcela Matos and Colleagues at the University of Coimbra 
highlights the components and processes relevant to CFT:

The importance of the effects of shame memories on paranoid ideation

The importance of embodiment in Compassionate Mind Training

Compassionate Self-Imagery for shame and body image problems

The importance of attachment in shame related to traumatic memories

Fears of Compassion

Compassionate Engagement and Action Scale









Thank you for 
being you and 
being here!
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