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 Move beyond the misconceptions of self-
compassion to understand the science behind 
this practice. 

 Learn what the research says about self-
compassion being linked to resilience, 
improved coping, and wellbeing. 

 Understand how to recognize and cope with 
“backdraft.” 

 Learn several basic self-compassion 
practices. 



The original Latin definition of compassion 
literally meant “co-suffering” or “to suffer with” 

 

For compassion to occur, we must: 

 Notice the suffering of others 

 Feel moved and our heart respond with caring 

 AND recognize our connection to others and 
our vulnerability. 





 
 
 

Threat Defense System 
& 

Mammalian Caregiving System 



 We try to motivate ourselves. 
◦ Research shows that self-criticism might motivate 

us in the short-term, but ultimately undermines our 
motivation in the long-run. 
 

 We try to keep ourselves safe. 
 

 It’s a survival strategy.  Becoming self-critical 
allowed us to stay connected to critical 
caregivers. 



There are many misconceptions about what 
self-compassion truly is. 

 

It is NOT: 

 

 Weakness 

 Self-pity 

 Self-indulgent 

 Ignoring one’s mistakes or weaknesses  



Self-Kindness 

Mindfulness 
Common 

Humanity 



 Self-Kindness 
◦ Warm understanding for ourselves when we suffer, 

fail, or feel inadequate. 

 Common Humanity 
◦ Remembering that suffering and personal 

inadequacy are part of the shared human 
experience. 

 Mindfulness 
◦ Non-judgmental, receptive state of mind in which 

one observes thoughts and feelings as they are, 
without trying to suppress or deny them. 



 The discomfort that might arise when we give 
ourselves compassion. 

 Softening or opening of the heart sometimes 
allows old hurts to come out. 

 The discomfort is not created by self-
compassion practice—it’s simply being re-
experienced and transformed by the power of 
compassion. 

 Backdraft isn’t a problem.  Resistance to it is 
the problem. 



 

“A moment of self-compassion 
can change your entire day. 

A string of such moments can 
change the course of your life.” 
 

- Christopher Germer 



 It promotes mental health and wellbeing 
(Zessin, Dickhauser & Garbadee, 2015).  

 

 It offers the same benefits as self-esteem but 
without the pitfalls (Neff & Vonk, 2009). 

 

 It is linked to coping and resilience (Sbarra et. al., 

2012, and Hiraoka et. al., 2015, and Sirois, 2015). 
 

 It can improve our relationships with others 
(Neff & Beretvas, 2013, and Neff & Pommier, 2013). 



 It is linked to motivation and personal 
accountability (Neff, Hseih & Dejitthirat, 2005, and Neff, 

2003a, and Breines & Chen, 2012, and Neff, Rude & 
Kirkpatrick, 2007). 

 

 It is linked to healthier behaviors and 
healthier body image (Terry & Leary, 2011, and 

Albertson et. al., 2014, and Adams & Leary, 2007, Webb & 
Forman, 2013, and Schoenfeld & Webb, 2013). 



 It fosters more compassion, empathy and 
altruism toward others (Neff & Pommier, 2013). 

 

 It results in less burnout and compassion 
fatigue (Raab, 2014). 

 

 Practitioners have greater satisfaction with 
their care-giving role (Barnard & Curry, 2012). 



 It allows caregivers to remain in the presence 
of suffering without being overwhelmed 
(Singer, 2012). 
 

 Mirror neurons enable us on a pre-verbal 
level to experience the emotions and 
suffering of others.  Being intentional about 
our own emotional stability through self-
compassion creates the potential for a shift in 
patients, partners, etc.  



 
 

 
Introductory 

Self-Compassion 
Practices 



An easy way to support ourselves when we’re 
feeling badly is to offer ourselves comforting or 
soothing touch, which helps tap into the 
Mammalian Caregiving System. 
 
When you notice you’re under stress, take 2-3 
deep breaths and use a self-compassion 
gesture.  Become aware of your breath coming 
in and out.  Linger with the feeling as long as 
you like. 



 Hand on heart 

 Cupping a hand over a fist over your heart 

 One hand on chest and one on belly 

 Two hands on your belly 

 One hand on your cheek 

 Cradling your face in your hands 

 Gently stroking your arm 

 Crossing your arms and giving a gentle squeeze 

 Gently stroking your chest back and forth or in 
circles 

 One hand tenderly holding the other hand 

 



 Find a soothing physical gesture 
 Bring mindfulness to your situation and silently 

say in your mind something like: 
◦ This is a moment of suffering.  It feels hard.  I’m really 

struggling.  This hurts.  This is stressful. 

 Remind yourself of common humanity by saying 
something like: 
◦ Suffering is a part of life.  We all struggle at times. 
◦ I’m not alone.  Others are just like me. 

 Practice self-kindness with whatever words feel 
right for you: 
◦ May I be kind to myself in this moment. 
◦ May I give myself what I need right now. 
◦ May I accept myself as I am. 
◦ May I forgive myself. 
◦ Or any other sentiment you would offer a loved one. 

 



To ease toward greater self-compassion in 
difficult moments, ask yourself the following 
questions: 
 
 Is my current thinking helpful to me? 
 Would I think like this if I weren’t upset? 
 Would I teach a child or friend to think like 

this? 
 If not, how would I like to teach them to think 

about these things? 
 How might I think about this when I am at my 

compassionate best? 
 



 

As you begin to explore self-compassion, you 
might find it helpful to test just how self-
compassionate your are at Kristin Neff’s 
website 

  www.self-compassion.org 
    

This measure represents a moment in time.  
After practicing for a 3-6 months, go back and 
test yourself again to assess your progress. 
     

http://www.self-compassion.org/
http://www.self-compassion.org/
http://www.self-compassion.org/


 Individual Instruction & Guidance 
◦ Deirdre Staton, LCSW  (www.deirdrestaton.com)  

Call 540.820.4396 or email ds@deirdrestaton.com 
 

 Books 
◦ Germer, Christopher (2009). The Mindful Path to 

Self-Compassion: Freeing Yourself from Destructive 
Thoughts and Emotions.  New York: Guilford Press. 

◦ Gilbert, P. (2009). The Compassionate Mind. 
London: Constable. 

◦ Neff, Kristin (2011).  Self-Compassion. New York: 
William Morrow. 

http://www.deirdrestaton.com/


 Websites 
◦ www.self-compassion.org 

 Kristin Neff’s site, where you can test your level of 
self-compassion. 

 Also offers education, guided meditations, exercises 
for practicing self-compassion and additional 
resources. 

◦ www.centerformsc.org 

 Center for Mindful Self-Compassion offers education, 
groups, trainings, guided meditations, and numerous 
resources. 

http://www.self-compassion.org/
http://www.self-compassion.org/
http://www.self-compassion.org/
http://www.centerformsc.org/
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